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   CHAPTER 1 
 
    At the beginning of my senior year of high school, we moved again.  As per usual, my mother was only thinking about herself, once again trying to escape her demons rather than having a final showdown with them. 
 
    Just when I had gotten used to the big old Victorian-style house we were renting, the place where I had met my first ghost up in my attic bedroom.  I had actually come to love that room.  Dusty pink walls, a comfortable seat in the bay window inside one of the house turrets, even a bed with a canopy. 
 
    This time, we moved to New Mexico.  Into a trailer park in the desert outside Roswell.  Yup.  Roswell.  The place known for its crazy tourists and UFO conventions, and all kinds of stories about visitors from outer space. 
 
    I probably shouldn’t criticize.  I’d seen ghosts.  Maybe there are aliens roaming the Earth.  Who knows. 
 
    We moved into a used single-wide trailer home.  My mom tried to convince me it was big because it had three bedrooms and two bathrooms.  Ummm, no.  My bedroom was the size of a closet. 
 
    We brought all our stuff in a small U-Haul trailer.  Everything fit.  We didn’t own much.  As we pulled into the trailer park, everyone stared.  My heart pounded; my hands got slippery with sweat.  I thought they’d probably heard of us.  Heard of the crimes I had solved, heard that my mother had gotten sucked into working with the criminals, idiot that she was at times.  I figured they couldn’t possibly know that ghosts had helped me solve the crimes. 
 
    The road winding through the neighborhood was paved, but the yards were mostly dust and cacti.  I hated it already. 
 
    I kept my head down as much as possible while we moved our stuff inside.  Clothes.  A couple boxes of dishes.  Couple boxes of books.  Two mattresses.  No bed frames.  Boxes with sheets and blankets and towels.  Boxes of art supplies, separate ones labeled Shade or Poppy (my mom’s name).  Some art canvases my mom had painted.  I liked the one of homeless people wearing brightly colored rags.  I hated the one of me.  It brought back memories of sitting on a hard wooden chair for hours every day while she tried to capture my image, her hands shaking from alcohol and drugs.  She always insisted she wasn’t under the influence, but the smell of booze filling our greasy kitchen made me dizzy. 
 
    My mom had gotten a couple of mattresses on sale dirt cheap before we moved.  We carried my mattress into my room and threw it down on the floor.  I dug in the box of bedclothes until I found the sky-blue sheets with cloud patterns on them, a blanket and a quilt.  I pushed my box of books into my room, carried in my computer and slammed the door. 
 
    I heard my mom shouting, “Shade!  Shade!  You’re not shutting yourself up in your room already, are you?” 
 
    Bam!  You win first prize for guessing the first thing I do after a move.  I always lock myself away and mope. 
 
    I also call my friends back home, wherever that last place might have been.  This time, things were more complicated.  My best friend, Annie Green, was heavily medicated and undergoing electroshock therapy for severe depression from everything she’d gone through after being kidnapped.  Some days she remembered me, other days not so much. 
 
    I made my bed.  Well, I made my mattress, since my mother couldn’t manage to buy me an actual bed.  I made my room as colorful as I could with what I had: cloud-patterned sheets and pillowcase, a green blanket and a blue quilt.  I piled books next to the mattress to create a kind of makeshift nightstand.  The spines added color to the room.  I placed my laptop that my old school had let me keep and all my art supplies on the floor next to the books. 
 
    And that was it for now.  A bare space with some color, and a laptop that gave me a door to the outside world. 
 
    I decided to work on my graphic novel, Leotard Girl.  I sat on the mattress, which thank God was comfortable, and opened one of my notebooks to look at the last few frames I had created.  Tears trickled down my face.  There was Leotard Girl standing by the hospital bed of her best friend.  I thought of Annie, and wondered if she’d ever be OK. 
 
    Then I heard crying.  I tried to ignore it.  At first, I thought it might be my mom, but soon realized it was coming from outside.  Eventually, it got to me.  I pulled back the window shade and peeked outside. 
 
    Night had fallen.  It was dark except for pools of light spilling out from the windows and screen door of the trailer next door.  I couldn’t locate the crying person, although it sounded like they were close by. 
 
    Curiosity got the best of me.  I grabbed a sweater and went outside.  As I slammed the door behind me, I heard my mom yell, “Shade!  Where are you going?  It’s dark and we don’t know this place!” 
 
    Yeah, yeah, yeah.  God, I hoped she’d get a job or she’d be in my hair every minute of every single day. 
 
    A shiver ran through me.  It was much chillier here at night than it had been a few hours earlier.  This was totally different than every place I’d ever lived before.  This was my first time in a desert environment, a place where the air was dry and warmth evaporated with the light.  Shady spots were cooler than lit spaces only inches away, and nights were apparently going to be chilly or cold. 
 
    As I looked up, the beauty of the night sky took my breath away.  Pitch-black canvas, a few puffs of cloud, and the twinkling stars of the Milky Way spread out across the huge expanse of space.  I’d only ever seen this many stars in pictures before, never in real life. 
 
    I was wrenched from my sudden feeling of awe by crying that turned into sobs.  I followed the sound to its source: a pale, thin girl about my age huddled in the shadows only inches from a pool of light under one of the next-door trailer windows.  She was mostly a darkened shape.  Her head on her knees and her arms wrapped tightly around them, she rocked back and forth, a dark creature moving in sadness. 
 
    I walked up to her and said, “Hey…”  I figured she’d either want to speak to me or she’d tell me to get lost.  There was no sense wasting words until I knew if she was interested in talking. 
 
    She looked up.  Her body shook with a few more sobs.  Then she wiped her eyes with the torn sleeve of her jacket and said, “Hey…” 
 
    I shuffled my feet around in the desert dust, trying to decide if it was too forward to ask why she was crying.  She spoke before I had made up my mind.  She said, “You’re new here, right?” 
 
    I pointed a thumb at our trailer and said, “Yeah, I live next door … with my mom.  It’s just me and my mom.”  God, that was stupid.  Did she really want to hear my family history? 
 
    She started crying again.  God! I asked, “Did I say something wrong?” 
 
    She said, “No…” and struggled to gain control over herself. 
 
    I tried something new.  “I’m Shade.”  I tried to cheer her up.  I said, “OK.  Full disclosure: my full name is Galactic Shade Griffin.  What’s yours?” 
 
    She said, “Your first name is Galactic?” 
 
    OK.  So, now who’s being rude?  I said, “Yeah, but I always go by Shade…” 
 
    She pulled herself to her feet.  Apparently, whatever was bothering her could be forgotten at the mere mention of my ridiculous full name.  She extended her hand.  As I shook it, she said, “I’m Kai Zahnii.”  The window light fell across her face.  Her hair had been pulled into two dark braids, tied at the ends with turquoise beads.  Her eyes were deep brown, soulful and wet with tears.  She appeared to be Native American. 
 
    Kai said, “You’re lucky you live with only your mom.”  As she stepped further into the light, I saw a dark puffy bruise on her left cheek.  She cupped it with her hand and said, “This here is a gift from my mom’s latest boyfriend.  I hate him with all my heart.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to say.  I tried to comfort her.  “I know the feeling.  My mom’s been with a lot of jerks.” 
 
    She said, “Yeah … Sorry … It sucks.”  Then she changed the subject. “You want to go see some caves tomorrow?” 
 
    That sounded promising.  I said, “Sure.  After school?” 
 
    Her face fell.  “I’m homeschooled.  What time do you get back?” 
 
    I said, “I’m not sure.  Tomorrow will be my first day.  Should I come over after the bus drops me off?” 
 
    Kai said, “Nah.  Don’t come over.  I’ll watch for you.  I’ll wait outside.  Just come get me when you’re ready.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 2 
 
    My first day of school was … different.  I’d never gone to school in a rural district where everyone was poor.  The kids weren’t well-dressed, which I actually kinda liked because I didn’t have much of a wardrobe and I didn’t actually care too much about that kind of stuff.  The thing that struck me was how the classrooms didn’t have much equipment and the library had hardly any books.  There were completely bare shelves that didn’t even have a single book.  The school’s name: Hidden Lakes High.  It could have been called Hidden Books or Hidden Equipment High.  They were just about as scarce as water in this desert institution. 
 
    My first period was homeroom.  Half the kids slept.  The teacher didn’t care.  He was young as far as teachers go.  If this was the best job he could get, he couldn’t be up to much.  Maybe got Cs in college or something.  He put headphones on and ignored all of us—as well as his situation in life, no doubt.  Just tuned it all out. 
 
    I was bored.  So bored!  I wished I had my art notebook and some colored pencils, so I could work on Leotard Girl.  I pulled out my English Literature textbook to see what we’d be covering.  I liked the Dramatic Plays section.  It looked like we’d be reading The Glass Menagerie and A Streetcar Named Desire.  The novels section was divided into two kinds of books: regular novels and graphic novels.  We were actually going to read graphic novels, and we were going to read them in both English and Spanish!  I was psyched.  This I could live with! 
 
    Next class was Biology.  Something happened as I crossed the threshold into that classroom that I couldn’t quite explain.  A chill passed through me, in a way that went beyond physical.  I had a mild panic attack.  Everything felt disoriented and foggy. 
 
    When the school buzzer rang for classes to start, the teacher read roll call. 
 
    He had the eyes of a weasel.  Black and glittery, they darted around, looking for raised hands as he read our names. 
 
    “Galactic Shade Griffin.”  Shit.  I hated roll call on first day.  I raised my hand.  Waited for the snickers.  There was no reaction. 
 
    There were other weird names.  “Blue Patterson.”  “Astral Plane Delgado.”  Seriously?  Astral Plane?  Who the hell names their kid Astral Plane?  My mother and their mother would get along famously.  They could compare notes on how to wreck your kid’s life starting at birth.  Why wait?  Get a head start on all those other moms who wait a few years.  “Wendy Crystal Sky Walsh.”  “Balbo Shrooms.”  Wow.  Someone else’s mom likes drugs. 
 
    OK.  So either I was going to fit in with these kids or I totally was not.  Weirdness foisted on a kid by their parents can go either way in how that kid turns out.  Look at Annie.  Her parents seemed so normal, but Annie had family problems.  She was weird, but in a really good way.  Not everyone figures out how to be weird in a good way. 
 
    “Shade, what do you think?” 
 
    Weasel eyes was staring at me.  Had he asked me a question?  I’d been daydreaming.  I hadn’t heard a thing. 
 
    Stalling for time, I said, “I’m not sure…” 
 
    He glared at me.  “You don’t know what you think about dissection?” 
 
    My head felt funny.  I thought I might pass out.  I took a deep breath and said, “Oh, I don’t like it.” 
 
    The teacher—whose name I learned, when I finally saw it written in chalk on the blackboard, was Mr. Mhavryck Taylor (seriously, what was with the spelling of that first name?)—left his place in front of the classroom.  He walked over to a shelf that ran the length of the room on the side opposite the door. 
 
    The shelf was filled with glass jars of clear liquid in which dead animals and organs floated around.  I felt ill.  I fought against throwing up. 
 
    Mr. Mhavryck ran his fingertips over the lids on several jars.  He picked up a large one.  He carried it over to his desk.  The clear liquid sloshed up and down, making the organ dance around when he plunked it down.  He looked straight at me.  He said, “You see this heart?” 
 
    Oh my God, it was a heart!  It looked human. 
 
    He said, “This is from a big ol’ brown bear I shot.  Shot it straight through its lungs with an arrow.  The heart stayed in one piece.  Now, if you ever need to hunt an animal for survival, you’re going to need to know where its organs are.  If you’re going to be a doctor or a veterinarian, you’re going to need to know where the organs are.”  He looked around with a goofy smile, his canine teeth sharp and protruding and pressing against his lower lip.  He said, “You don’t want to take out a man’s heart when you meant to take out his appendix, am I right?” 
 
    I wished he’d stop talking to me.  Just talk to someone else.  Talk to someone who goes hunting, I don’t know, just anyone else. 
 
    Finally, he made his point.  “Like I was saying before, our school can’t afford animals for dissection, which is the best way to go if you really want to learn how the innards of animals—and by extension, humans—work.”  He picked up the jar with the bear heart and cradled it in his arms.  Yes, that was as creepy as it sounds.  He continued, “So we’ll have to settle for diagrams and movies and glass jars containing small creatures and organs for us to look at.  By the end of this class, I hope you’ll have a feel for the information that kids learn in high schools where they have the opportunity to dissect frogs and fetal pigs.” 
 
    So, there was a benefit of moving to a rural school with no budget.  I didn’t have to cut things open and puke. 
 
    Mr. Mhavryck … I realized I should call him Mr. Taylor even in my thoughts, so as not to slip and call him Mr. Mhavryck to his face; but his first name was just way too perfect for a guy who thought he was a maverick, but was simply his own unique kind of jerk … dimmed the lights to show us a slide show.  As he turned on the projector, his eyes became illuminated with an eerie green glow for a second.  My heart pounded.  Blood thudded in my ears. 
 
    I looked at the jar containing the bear’s heart and swore I saw it beating. 
 
    Thump-thump.  Thump-thump. 
 
    I blinked.  When I looked again, the heart was still.  The teacher’s eyes, however, were staring at me with that strange green glow. 
 
    The slides showed the internal organs of several mammals: a bear, a pig, a cat and a dog.  Thank God, it was a series of diagrams in which parts of the anatomy were labeled, not bloody depictions of dissections or surgery. 
 
    Mhavryck watched me with his creepy stare that sparkled with glints of green every time the projector light bounced into his eyes. 
 
    I started to fidget. 
 
    Then the slides ended. 
 
    The bell rang. 
 
    I scooped up my books and hightailed it out of there as fast as I could. 
 
    My next class was English Literature.  That was much better than Biology.  The teacher was a hippie type, though, and I’m a bit cautious around those types as my mom is one.  Trust me, I’ve been burned through her hippie ways my whole entire life.  But this teacher, Ms. Rose Bell, was a lot friendlier than my mom.  Although I must say she didn’t dress any better.  Her hair had been dyed pink, but had grown out a lot since whenever she’d had that done, so the blond part on top looked like a yellow helmet for the pink hair that flowed down past her shoulders.  In addition to being pink, the bottom part was wild and frizzy to the point where I wondered if she owned a comb or hairbrush.  She had on a flowered skirt with a T-shirt displaying a silver flying saucer on the front and the message “Believe.  They’re here.” across the back.  Whatever.  After all, we were right next to Roswell.  She probably got the T-shirt cheap in one of the shops. 
 
    I have to admit, though, she was extra decent about my name.  She paused after reading it out loud and made a nice comment: “Galactic … Why, you’ll fit in perfectly here with a name like that!” 
 
    I raised my hand. 
 
    She said, “Yes, Galactic?” 
 
    I said, “I go by Shade.  My middle name.  I prefer to be called Shade.”  I did have to get along with my peers, after all. 
 
    She seemed flustered for a moment.  Then she scribbled a note on her list of names and said, “Sure.  No problem.  You should be called whatever you like.” 
 
    After roll call, she handed out the syllabus for the year.  I was happy to see that graphic novels were going to be the first things we read!  However, I felt a lot less excited when she handed out the first one.  It wasn’t actually a graphic novel.  It was a cheesy comic book about aliens and UFOs, no doubt free copies she got in Roswell.  Oh well, things could be worse, I suppose. 
 
    She did say, “Principal Marquez has assured me he’s set aside money in the budget for me to purchase better graphic novels.  By next month, we should have money for Over the Wall by Peter Wartman and both graphic novel volumes of Neil Gaiman’s The Graveyard Book.” 
 
    We were given the rest of the period to read through The UFO Came for Me.  It was actually kinda fun.  No one in class laughed, although I wanted to a bazillion times.  The pictures were so corny.  But, then, the comic talked about abductions and maybe friends and family of people who’d gone missing around here blamed it on UFO abductions, I don’t know.  I forced myself not to laugh.  I studied the graphic design.  I could draw better than that. 
 
    After school, I took some time to look at the club listings posted on the Bulletin Board outside the main office.  I was happy to see there was a Newspaper Club!  Club Day was the next day and I definitely planned to join that one. 
 
    The bus ride home was OK.  The usual.  Lots of noise.  A few kids picking on other kids.  The bus driver threatening to pull over if everyone didn’t sit down and behave themselves. 
 
    When I got home, my mom was there.  Sober.  That was a big improvement over our last move when the whole first floor reeked of alcohol and pot while she unpacked boxes. 
 
    She was sitting in the living room, reading a magazine.  When I walked through the door, she gave me a smile and started talking a mile a minute.  How was school?  Did I make any friends?  Would I like to check out Roswell with her on the weekend? 
 
    I did not feel like talking.  My answers: “Fine … Not yet, but the kids were OK … Maybe, I’ll have to see how much homework I have.” 
 
    I dashed off to my room.  In a trailer that small, you could dash off to any room and be there before the other person even had a chance to finish their sentence.  My mom said, “But it’s only the first week of…” 
 
    Bam!  Door shut. 
 
    “…school.” 
 
    See what I mean?  Trailer living might suit me after all. 
 
    I opened up my art notebook to the beginning of Leotard Girl.  Then I pulled The UFO Came for Me out of my backpack.  I was relieved that my artwork looked much better than the comic, and that Leotard Girl had a better story.  I started feeling that maybe I could actually publish it. 
 
    I settled into working on a second book in my Leotard Girl series.  My mind wandered.  I wondered exactly where Brandon, my ghost friend, was and how Annie was doing. 
 
    Then I heard crying.  It seemed like it was coming from far away; but I thought maybe it was Kai again, since I was hearing it so clearly.  Rats!  I was supposed to meet Kai outside to go see some caves.  I had completely forgotten. 
 
    I grabbed my sweatshirt jacket and headed outside.  She wasn’t there.  I walked completely around her trailer.  Not there.  I waited until my mom called me inside for dinner to give up waiting for Kai to notice me and come outside. 
 
    As I walked back to my trailer, a black raven the size of a cat sauntered across the desert dust of our front yard.  Man, rodents wouldn’t have a chance against that thing! 
 
    All through my dinner of hot dogs, sauerkraut and instant mashed potatoes—one of my most favorite meals ever—I heard crying.  Again.  It was haunting and disturbing and made me feel sad. 
 
    After dinner, I told my mom I was going for a walk.  I threw my jacket back on and followed an overwhelming compulsion to find out where the crying was coming from.  It led me across my yard, down the street, and out into the desert.  The sun dropped from the sky through ribbons of hot red and lilac.  As the sun’s rays dwindled down to nothing, I arrived at the mouth of a cave. 
 
    The crying blended with the wind that whistled around the outer edges of the cave and rustled through the wild grasses sounding like whispers.  I peered into the cave.  Nothing in there but darkness. 
 
    Then, suddenly, the air filled with the awful sound of frantic fluttering, as hundreds, maybe thousands, of bats flew out of the cave. 
 
    I shrieked without meaning to, and ran as fast as my feet could carry me back home. 
 
    When I got there, Kai was waiting for me.  And she was crying. 
 
    I asked her if she’d been there all along.  She said, “No.  I couldn’t get away earlier.  My mom’s boyfriend was picking on her.  He doesn’t usually beat her up when I’m around, so I stayed inside with her.”  She cocked her head and looked at me with a funny expression.  She asked, “Where were you?” 
 
    I told her about following the sound of crying out to a cave in the desert. 
 
    Kai asked, “Was it the one with wild grasses growing outside it?” 
 
    I said, “Yes…” 
 
    Kai said, “Yeah, you might not want to go out there at night.  Rumor has it several people have been murdered out there.”  She looked up at the sky and pointed.  “That’s Venus.” 
 
    Feeling annoyed that she had changed the subject from murder to sky-watching without even so much as blinking an eye, I said, “I know,” referring to Venus.  Then, more to the point, I said, “Did the murders really happen or is that just rumor?  People go missing all the time.  I’ve heard people around here claim that aliens came in UFOs and abducted people they knew.  I doubt that’s true.” 
 
    Kai looked up at the sky and pointed again.  “It’s a big universe up there.  How do you know it’s not true?” 
 
    Well, I didn’t, really.  I thought about Brandon and his grandmother and all the other ghosts I’d seen and Annie’s faeries, and I reminded myself that maybe there were lots of creatures walking and flying around that only revealed themselves to certain people.  But then I banished that thought from my mind.  I wasn’t ready to deal with it.  It was too disturbing and frightening to think there might be all kinds of creatures around me every single day that I was totally unaware of.  It threatened my view of reality and whatever fragile sense of security I had.  My life was so unstable, I didn’t want to think that the few things I felt certain of might not be true.  Aliens?  I scoff at your madness.  Ghosts?  Well, sure, ’cause I’d seen them. 
 
    I missed Brandon! 
 
    Kai shook me by the arm.  I guess I’d gotten lost in my thoughts and tuned her out.  She said, “Shade … Hey, Shade…” 
 
    I acted like nothing was wrong, like I hadn’t missed a beat.  I said, “Well, I don’t know for sure that it’s not true.  But I doubt it.  You’d think the aliens would have revealed themselves to us by now.” 
 
    Kai stomped her foot.  She tensed her face and arms.  She said, “Other people say they have revealed themselves.  Just because you haven’t seen them doesn’t mean they don’t exist.” 
 
    Why were we having this ridiculous conversation, anyway?  I said, “OK.  Fair enough.” 
 
    Kai smiled.  “You want to go out to the cave with me tomorrow?  The same one you visited tonight?” 
 
    I stared at her with eyes as wide as I could possibly make them.  “Seriously?  The one where you told me people were murdered?” 
 
    Kai replied, “The cave where I said there are rumors people were murdered.  You don’t sound like you’re the kind of person who gets frightened off by rumors.” 
 
    Suddenly, someone started banging pots and pans inside a trailer close by.  Then the sounds of something being thrown against a hard surface and glass shattering.  A woman screaming, “Stop it!” and a man yelling, “I’m sick ta death of there bein’ nothin’ ta watch on TV and nothin’ decent ta eat fer dinner!  I work hard all day and then I come home ta this!” 
 
    That was it.  Silence. 
 
    Kai laughed.  “Don’t worry.  Not everybody here is like that.  Yeah, sure, my mom’s boyfriend and a few other people are jerks, but they only stand out ’cause they’re loud.  I’ll introduce you to some nice people, don’t worry.  So, you wanna go to the cave with me tomorrow or are you too chicken?” 
 
    Challenge accepted!  I replied, “I’m never too chicken.”  That was an outright lie, but I wasn’t going to start my new life in a trailer park with a reputation for being frightened. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 3 
 
    When I got to school, I remembered Newspaper Club was that day.  I had totally forgotten about it when I promised Kai I’d go to the cave with her.  Oh well, it would still be light outside when I got home.  We’d just have to go then. 
 
    All through school, I couldn’t wait for club.  The Newspaper Club back at Central High had completely changed my life. 
 
    That reminded me, I should try to call Annie, see how she was doing.  I should work up the courage to call her mom, see if Annie was out of the hospital yet.  I am chicken, I decided—a big, fat coward.  I was so traumatized by what happened to Annie and Ursula and Misty, I fell apart and shut down.  Well, nothing happened to me.  I came out of everything a big hero.  I even got credit for everything the ghosts helped me accomplish because most people can’t see them and don’t believe in them. 
 
    I decided I’d call Annie no later than the following week.  Other ideas started floating around in my brain, too threatening for me to focus on.  If the newspaper club at my new school had any real interest in journalism, I could probably work with other members to find Misty.  The police said she’d been sold into slavery and thought she was somewhere in Romania.  A lot of online forums are global.  If the newspaper club here didn’t have a forum like The Tiger’s Den that we started back at my old school, I could start one and try to open up at least a section of it to the whole world. 
 
    I thought about how intense things had gotten back in The Tiger’s Den.  So many students with serious problems.  But, then, students chatted about Annie and worked hard to find her.  Maybe we could find Misty, even if she had been taken out of the United States. 
 
    My last class of the day was Algebra.  All of a sudden, I heard my name. “Shade? … Shade! … Galactic Shade Griffin!” 
 
    Rats!  I’d been daydreaming again. 
 
    It was the teacher, a young guy barely out of college.  His blue eyes glittered with intensity when he solved math equations.  To each his own.  What was he calling on me for?  I always tried to figure things out quickly when I got caught daydreaming because I did an awful lot of that when I wasn’t supposed to. 
 
    There was an equation on the blackboard.  A lot of x’s and y’s and solve for y.  OK, I can talk my way through this.  Hopefully, the teacher … What was his name? … The blackboard said Mr. Paul Reed … was actually calling on me to solve the equation. 
 
    I heard the words coming out of my mouth too quickly, like one of those Angry Birds when Brandon shot them out of a cannon.  I just started solving the equation out loud. 
 
    The class giggled.  Mr. Reed interrupted me.  He said, “Ms. Griffin…” 
 
    I cringed.  I didn’t want to be called that. 
 
    When I looked away from the board, I saw that he had crossed his arms.  He was studying me with a humorous expression.  He said, “Thank you for giving away the first part of the solution to tonight’s homework.  I commend you. Well done.”  He did sarcasm well, with subtlety, I’d give him that. 
 
    He continued, “Ms. Griffin, I had read your name off as signed up to attend Newspaper Club today.  I need to know: Are you signed up for the late bus?” 
 
    My face grew hot.  I said, “No.  Where can I do that?” 
 
    He said, “Why, right here, as a matter of fact.  On the first Club Day of the school year, teachers in the last class of the day record the names of students who need the late bus but haven’t signed up yet.”  He scribbled something on a sheet of paper—my name, no doubt.  He looked up and said, “Now you’re signed up for the late bus.” 
 
    The bell rang.  I was outta there as fast as I could grab my books and scramble out of my seat. 
 
    Newspaper Club was a major disappointment.  Kids mostly sat around killing time.  A couple kids read the comics section of some local newspapers.  Physical, paper newspapers, mind you … and local.  Man, there is nothing more boring and old-fashioned than a local newspaper in a small town. 
 
    Every once in a while, a kid would start laughing and showing their comic around.  Why not read comics online and text the link to everyone else?  Everyone could laugh at the same time.  Someone shoved a newspaper at me.  I read the comic.  OK, it was funny.  Political satire, and funny. 
 
    I waited for the meeting to start. 
 
    Ten minutes later, the teacher walked in.  Talk about disappointment!  It was my English Lit teacher, Ms. Rose Bell.  She had divided her hair into two braids.  The braids were pink; everything above that was blond.  OK, let me get this straight.  Had she walked around with helmet hair yesterday because the pink was designated for the braids section?  Weird.  Today, she was wearing an outfit that if my mom had a fashion magazine, it could have come straight out of that.  She had on a red sleeveless dress covered with bright yellow flowers and, under that, a long-sleeved purple shirt.  She was wearing purple tights and flat leather shoes.  Well, at least the shirt and tights matched.  She was so colorful, it was near-blinding.  How were we supposed to concentrate?  My eyes, my eyes!  It was like staring into the sun … or almost an entire half of the color wheel.  I sure hoped, for their sake, no one in the club was on LSD. 
 
    Ms. Bell clapped her hands.  She looked so happy.  Her voice, however, was incredibly timid.  She said, “Hi, everyone.  Welcome to this year’s Newspaper Club.  As you know, the adviser for last year’s Newspaper Club died.”  Her lips turned pale and most of the color drained from her face.  “What a terrible accident…” 
 
    I looked around the classroom.  Everyone was so quiet, you could have heard a pin drop. 
 
    She continued, “Well, now I’m in charge.  I’d like to make this club interesting for all of you.  I thought we’d write stories about some actual events.  Now, they don’t have to be life-shattering events.  You could write about UFO events in town.”  She smiled.  “Not necessarily aliens swooping down in a tin saucer or anything that dramatic…”  It was supposed to be a joke.  No one laughed.  I thought to myself, Wouldn’t a tin saucer get crushed into a flat plate coming through our atmosphere?  She cleared her throat.  “What I mean is, you can write about something dramatic enough to get into national or international news or you can simply write about everyday life events that you find interesting.  If your grandmother has a cool cactus garden, for example, you could write about that.” 
 
    I worked up my courage.  I raised my hand and asked, “Can we have a forum?” 
 
    She looked at me blankly.  “A forum?” 
 
    My heart pounded.  My voice was going to shake, I just knew it.  Why did I have to mention this on the first day of club?  Because of Misty.  Because of Misty.  I kept telling myself: Because of Misty.  I forced the words out way too fast: “We had a forum in my old school.  Our newspaper was called The Tiger’s Tale, so we had a forum called The Tiger’s Den.” 
 
    She clasped her hands together, as though delighted, and said, “Why, that’s absolutely brilliant.  I like it!  Now, by forum, do you mean a public meeting where we talk about important issues, maybe current events?” 
 
    Oh my God, this was like talking to Brandon and he was a ghost who had died decades earlier, before computers or cell phones had even been invented.  He did, however, catch on to Angry Birds.  Perhaps there was hope for Ms. Bell. 
 
    I said, “No, not that kind of forum.  An online forum—a virtual forum that students can access by computer or cell phone.  That’s what The Tiger’s Den was.  Kids could sign into it and chat.  It actually helped a lot of kids.” 
 
    You could see her mind working through her squinted eyes.  Finally, she said, “Well, that sounds great, but we have very limited access to computers here.”  She turned to the class.  “How many of you would be interested in putting together an online forum?” 
 
    Practically everyone raised their hands.  Well, that was promising. 
 
    She said, “OK.  It’s always good to use our imaginations.  What would you like to call the forum if we can get a computer?” 
 
    A computer?  One computer?  That was totally disappointing.  Every kid in my old newspaper club was given their own laptop to work on. 
 
    Names for the forum were suggested and voted upon.  The Flying Saucer won.  Wow, this town had a one-track mind, that’s for sure. 
 
    Annnnd … that’s all we accomplished in the first meeting. 
 
    When I got home, Kai was waiting for me at the bus stop.  No smile and she looked annoyed.  She snapped, “You’re awfully late today.” 
 
    My mouth tightened. “What are you, my mom?” 
 
    Kai grinned, then rolled her eyes.  “Sorry.  I just don’t want to end up at the cave after dark.  Can you leave right away?” 
 
    I said, “Yeah, sure.  Let me say hi to my mom and grab a jacket.  Give me a few minutes.” 
 
    Kai stuck her hands in the pockets of her jeans.  Heading off in the direction of her trailer, she just said, “’K.” 
 
    My mom was home.  Everything was unpacked and the place was spotless.  The carpet was even vacuumed. She was sitting in the living room, watching a soap opera.  She barely noticed me. 
 
    I made myself a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, then decided to make one for Kai.  I dumped all my school stuff out of my backpack.  I filled it with the sandwiches and a couple cans of soda, my jacket, a flashlight and a spool of twine.  I wanted to be prepared to not die of hunger and to not get lost inside a cave.  I put some extra flashlight batteries in a side pocket. 
 
    Slinging the backpack over my shoulder, I asked my mom to save dinner for me on a plate in the fridge.  I expected her to have a fit, but the guy in the soap opera with the washboard abs was just about to kiss the gal with long blond hair and red pouty lips and she just said, “Sure.  Sure.  You making friends, Shade?” without even looking away from the TV.  Her voice sounded far away, like her brain was in the soap opera and her mouth was moving with a mind of its own, kind of like a pod person in the old sci-fi movies where there’s really an alien inside the body and they’re doing their best to fit in with the human race.  Yeah, like that.  That’s how she was with me most of the time.  Unless, of course, she was drunk or stoned.  Then she was even less engaged.  Well, at least she was sober. 
 
    I said, “Yeah, I am making friends, actually—quite a few.  I had Newspaper Club today.” 
 
    She smiled automatically for like a millisecond and said, “That’s great!  I knew you could do it.” 
 
    Yup, that’s me.  People can like me if given half a chance. 
 
    I slammed the front door, as if by accident.  She hated that. 
 
    Kai was happy to see me, although she seemed awfully nervous.  She was pacing back and forth outside my door, creating a path in the desert dirt.  As soon as she saw me, she said, “OK, let’s get going.” 
 
    I replied, “Yes, ma’am!” 
 
    She didn’t think that was funny. 
 
    We walked in silence for exactly half an hour.  I know because I felt uncomfortable and looked at my watch.  Once we left our trailer park, we had started following the same path I’d taken through the desert the evening before.  At the half-hour mark, Kai pointed to a raven waddling around a cactus.  She said, “Look at that sucker!  It’s huge.” 
 
    It was huge, about the same size as your average cat.  It kept walking around the cactus, poking at the ground every few seconds with its beak. 
 
    Kai smiled, all excited about the black-feathered creature.  She said, “I bet it found a rattlesnake or mouse and is waiting for it to pop out of its hole again.” 
 
    I wasn’t as thrilled about this as she apparently was.  I stopped for a second to gauge how close we’d come to the raven on our current route.  I said only one word: “Rattlesnake?” 
 
    Kai laughed. “Yeah, rattlesnake.  You live in the desert now, Shade.  There are all kinds of creatures out here I bet you never saw before.” 
 
    We passed pretty darn close to that raven.  Thank God, we never saw a snake.  As we got close enough to grab it, the bird spread its large black wings and took off for the sky. 
 
    Kai said, “Man, I’d give anything to be able to float on the wind like that!  How much fun would that be?” 
 
    As we watched, the raven swooped back down to the ground, no doubt in search of prey it had spotted from up high. 
 
    Another half hour and we reached the cave.  I had no idea I had hiked that far the day before.  I had been somewhat possessed to find the source of the crying and hadn’t noticed the distance.  I shivered to think about the bats that came out of that cave and how many rattlesnakes I might have only barely missed in the dark on my way back home. 
 
    I asked Kai about the bats.  She said, “They’ll be sleeping now.  They hang upside down, like little chandeliers.  You barely know they’re there till dusk.” 
 
    Oh, no, I’d totally know they were there. 
 
    I suddenly realized I was starving.  Lunch at school had been greasy pizza.  I think I had all of three bites.  When I asked Kai if she wanted a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, she suggested we have a picnic inside the cave. 
 
    I stared at the opening.  It wasn’t immense, or anywhere near as large as all the famous caves I’d ever seen pictures of.  Much smaller than Carlsbad Caverns, which was only about an hour and a half from where we were.  The mouth of the cave was only a little bit over our heads at its highest point.  Anyone taller than us would have to stoop to get in there. 
 
    Kai led the way.  She turned her flashlight on before entering.  I did the same.  When we got inside, the cave opened up.  The ceiling was easily at least twice as high as a tall adult.  I felt dizzy.  I realized I was clenching my hand around the flashlight.  I’d probably been hyperventilating.  I took a few deep breaths, made myself breathe in and out slowly, and tried to relax. 
 
    I saw a few narrow paths snaking off in different directions, some with a “ceiling” only a couple feet above the floor.  There was one opening almost as big as the entrance, but it was pitch-black.  Kai pointed to it.  She said, “We’re going in there.” 
 
    I said, “Oh, that’s good.”  Apparently, it was opposite day because that’s the exact opposite of how I was feeling. 
 
    She hopped over rocks and boulders, nimble as a cat.  I stumbled along, stubbing my toe a number of times.  I strained my ears, listening for the hiss or rattle of a snake, the flutter of bat wings, or anything else that would give me a legitimate reason to flee. 
 
    As we stepped through the pitch-black opening, our flashlights lit up walls covered in crystals.  They glittered and danced like faeries in the sweeping arcs of our light. 
 
    Kai sat down on a flat rock.  She said, “Let’s eat here.”  The rock was dry, unlike the walls that looked slippery and wet. 
 
    I sat next to her.  We laid our flashlights down carefully, so they wouldn’t go skittering away. 
 
    Damn!  I’d forgotten to unroll the ball of twine, so we could find our way back!  I quickly sketched a map in my head, memorizing landmarks.  A large boulder … A small boulder … The place where narrow paths with low roofs had branched off. 
 
    While I ate my sandwich, Kai enthusiastically chatted on and on about caves. 
 
    I took a few gulps of soda.  Then I said, “Hey, Kai, I’m going to tie one end of some twine I brought with me around a rock here, then tie the other end around one of my belt loops, then let the twine unroll behind me as we explore.” 
 
    She looked at me for a few seconds, then just said, “’K.” 
 
    At that exact moment, the back of the cave lit up.  Oh my God, someone else was in there!  The light was bigger than the beams coming from our flashlights.  It swept through the cavern.  Back and forth, like someone was looking for something. 
 
    I wanted to scream. 
 
    Kai put her hand over my mouth.  She said, “Shhhh … Don’t scare it off.  Shhhh … It’s why we’re here.” 
 
    She pushed her hand harder against my mouth.  Oh, my God.  I was a freaking loser!  This is why we’re here?!?  I pictured Kai and a gang of kids from the trailer park attacking me right then and there.  What did I really know about her?  Nothing!  Absolutely, positively, freaking nothing!  I had walked into a trap! 
 
    Just when I decided to bite her hand, before I actually did it, the light swooped into our section of the cave.  It had turned into a glowing streak, pulsating with energy and continuously changing in size and shape.  Suddenly, it exploded.  Blue sparks crackled like fireworks all around the explosion. 
 
    Then a little girl appeared, made of light. 
 
    Kai spoke to me in a near whisper.  She said, “This is why you’re here.  I know you’re a ghost whisperer.  I sensed that about you.  This little girl has been trying to talk to me for days, but this is the first time she’s taken distinct form.  She’s never spoken to me.  I’ve only seen flashes of ghostly light and heard crying and murmurs that I couldn’t understand, and it made me feel like I had to bring you here to sort it all out.” 
 
    No … no … no … no … no! I did not want this!  Meeting Brandon and his grandmother and other members of his family who had passed away was a one-time thing.  I had moved into a haunted house.  I had helped Brandon.  He had moved on into the afterlife.  That was it.  End of story.  He might visit again, his grandmother had said, and that would be nice.  I thought of him as an old friend.  But I did not want to ever meet any other ghost for as long as I lived.  I was in a new house (well, a trailer home) and a new school in a new town.  I didn’t want to be the crazy girl who saw ghosts again.  I was starting over. 
 
    The little girl sat down on a rock.  Actually, she hovered above it, but she was in a sitting position.  She put her face in her hands and started to sob. 
 
    Kai pushed me by the shoulder.  I started slipping off the rock, but caught myself.  She whispered in what sounded like a hiss, “Go!  Talk to her!” 
 
    I hissed back, “No!” 
 
    Our conversation went back and forth like this for a while: 
 
    “Yes!  Talk to her!” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Yes!  Do it!” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Finally, Kai pushed me forcefully off the rock.  As I fell and scraped my knees, the little girl wrapped her arms around me and lifted me up.  I levitated off the ground a few inches, then landed on my feet. 
 
    A cool wind passed through me. 
 
    The little girl dried her tears.  She looked at me with a pouty face and said, “I’m Saffron.  Won’t you help me?”  Her voice had music in it; I can’t explain exactly how. 
 
    I felt overcome with sadness.  I asked, “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    She turned around.  She pointed at a space between a pile of rocks and the wall.  Then, with an explosion of light and sparks, she disappeared. 
 
    Kai said, “Whoa, did you see that?” 
 
    I said, “No, I’m blind, Kai.” 
 
    She looked hurt.  I probably shouldn’t have snapped at her like that, but my nerves were on edge.  She walked with me to see the spot the girl had pointed to. 
 
    There, nestled between the rocks and the wall, was a small human skeleton, the size of the girl. 
 
    I sucked in my breath and gasped. 
 
    Kai stayed calm.  She said, “It was my job to lead you here, apparently.  She must be lost wherever she is, not at peace.  I’m guessing she was murdered.  We have to go to the police.” 
 
    I took her by the shoulders.  I looked into her eyes with as much intensity as I could possibly muster.  I said, “Look, Kai, I don’t want to report that skeleton, but someone obviously has to do it.  In my last town, I got involved with saving people; but it turned out some of them had gotten messed up real bad.  They were saved, but they weren’t the same.  My best friend … Well, never mind … It’s really hard for me to talk about it … I think I have PTSD or something.  I need time.  I became a big hero in my old town, and I didn’t like the attention.  I desperately need privacy right now.  Can you report this to the police all by yourself and take the credit?  You led me here, after all.  It would be fine if you got the credit.” 
 
    Kai said, “Yeah, but I couldn’t see her shape or hear what she was saying until you came out here with me.  You’re the ghost whisperer.” 
 
    I said, “I don’t care, Kai.  You can take the credit.  I’ve already been a hero once.  I don’t want that again.  And, besides, no one believes in ghosts, just skeletons.” 
 
    Kai got a faraway look in her eyes.  She said, “I’ve never been a hero.” 
 
    My thoughts raced, in survival mode to defend my newfound privacy.  I said, “See, Kai?  I think the universe is speaking to us.  It’s your turn to be a hero.” 
 
    A smile flickered briefly across her face.  Kai said, “I’ll do it.  I better go to the police right away.  This little girl’s family must be in agony.” 
 
    It seemed Kai was a good person.  At the moment when she got to be a hero, she thought only about other people.  She was quite the optimist, though.  For all we knew, someone in the little girl’s family had murdered her.  I’d read too many disturbing news stories to rule that out. 
 
    We stared at the little girl’s bones.  Before we had a chance to pull ourselves together to leave the cave, there was a sound like the crackling of electricity a little bit further on. 
 
    I wanted to run, I was so afraid the murderer was somewhere in that cave. 
 
    A glowing translucent shape flew by us, about a foot from where we stood.  Again, a chill passed through me.  The hair on my arms stood up with a prickly sensation.  I shivered. 
 
    Once again, it was the ghost of the little girl. 
 
    A loud whisper bounced off the crystal-coated walls: Come with me!  Pleeeease, come with me!  I need your help!  Then, the eerie sound of crying echoed off the hard surfaces all around us. 
 
    Kai grasped my hand.  She looked at me knowingly.  She said as quietly as she could, “We shouldn’t mess with this.  We need to follow her!” 
 
    I knew she was right.  I ordered my feet to move. 
 
    As the ghost passed through the cave, the walls lit up and sparkled.  It wasn’t like normal illumination, though.  The visible light coming from the girl was white.  The walls sparkled in a variety of colors that didn’t seem to be coming from her or from our flashlight beams: pink, purple, yellow, blue, turquoise.  Shadow shapes danced around on top of the illuminated sections.  Every time I tried to focus on a specific shape, I started to sweat.  My mind flooded with a sense of dread. 
 
    Finally, the girl stopped.  She pointed at an area closed off by a ring of boulders. 
 
    Kai scrambled up a boulder, placing her feet in its indentations, to get a better look.  I followed her.  When we looked down, we discovered a campsite.  Someone had placed a sleeping bag there.  There were a few burned logs where someone had lit a fire, some dirty dishes and a frying pan. 
 
    The little girl spoke, once again, in her loud whisper.  She said, “Go down there!  Find it!  Find it!” 
 
    Kai had the nerve to ask, “Find what?” 
 
    The girl shrieked in a voice poisoned with horror.  It went right through me, much worse than fingernails scraping against a blackboard.  “Find it!  Find it!  Find iiitttttt!” 
 
    I jumped down off the boulder and started searching around.  I lifted up one thing after another and showed it to the girl.  Everything brought the same response: “Noooooo!  Find iiitttttt!” 
 
    In that moment, I hated my life.  I hated me.  I hated who I was, what I was.  Why did I always have to attract such weird stuff into my life?  Who lives like this, other than freaks of nature? 
 
    As I filled with despair and self-pity, I happened to notice a couple of pillows—regular bed pillows with dirty white pillowcases on them—thrown against the wall.  At least it looked like they had been thrown there.  I wondered why they weren’t with the sleeping bag. 
 
    I didn’t want to touch them for fear of getting bedbugs or some kind of disease.  A friend of mine in elementary school had gotten bedbugs in her house.  They were nasty.  The bites all over her stomach and arms had gotten infected.  It was horrible. 
 
    Kai followed my gaze.  She walked right over and grabbed the pillows.  Underneath, there were three velvet bags—a gold one, a silver one, and a royal blue one—each tied closed with a drawstring.  The gold and silver ones were about the size of a wallet.  The blue one was bigger, about the size of a small purse. 
 
    I was curious, but I still didn’t want to touch them. 
 
    Kai said, “Do you hear music?” 
 
    I said, “Nooooo!”  All I heard was the ghost girl shrieking whenever she got upset with us. 
 
    Kai said, “OK, good.  I have synesthesia.  Usually, I see colors when I hear music.  This is all backwards, I guess.  I started hearing music when the cave lit up, and now I’m hearing it again looking at these colored bags.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say.  I’d never heard of synesthesia.  I seriously wished I could hear music over the ghost’s banshee wailing. 
 
    I asked, “Do you hear the girl’s shrieking when she gets upset?” 
 
    Kai said, “Ohhh, yeah.  I’m not deaf.” 
 
    As if to get back at us for talking about her, the girl whispered right against our eardrums with a force so powerful, I thought my eardrums would rupture: “Open them!  Open them!  Open themmm!” 
 
    Kai and I reached for a bag.  I took the gold one; she took the silver one. 
 
    My hands shook.  Kai screamed, then started crying.  Inside the gold bag were bloody teeth.  A whole freaking bag of bloody teeth!  Kai showed me her bag.  It contained bloody fingernails!  I almost threw up.  Every fingernail was painted.  There were all kinds of colors and even some with designs: pink, orange, purple, green, flowers, polka dots and stripes.  And they were all stained with blood!  Some had dried skin on them.  It was like they had been ripped off the victims’ fingers! 
 
    I fought the nausea in my stomach.  If I threw up, I’d leave evidence for the person who did this that I’d been there in their hideout.  I couldn’t do that.  My knees shook.  I thought I’d pass out. 
 
    Kai opened the blue bag.  Inside were pieces of jewelry: necklaces, earrings, rings. 
 
    The little girl spoke in a calm, quiet voice that once again had hints of music in it.  I wondered if there really was music in it, or if synesthesia was contagious and now I could sense music where there really wasn’t any.  She said, “Thank you.  Please, please take the bags to the police.  I can’t go on to the place I’m supposed to go in the afterlife until my case is solved here on Earth.  I can’t let go of my life here until then.  I don’t want the man who murdered me doing that to anyone else.  I’m sorry to drag you into this, but someone has to help.” 
 
    I wanted to ask if she had seen Brandon in whatever place she’d gone to after dying, but her form disappeared with a Pop! like a balloon bursting. 
 
    We were plunged into darkness. 
 
    Kai yelled, “No!  No, no, no!” I heard her stomping around in the dark.  After making a lot of noise, she found her flashlight and turned it on.  Then she grabbed the bags.  She shoved the blue one at me, took the others and said, “Let’s get out of here!” 
 
    That was the best idea I’d heard all day. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 4 
 
    The next day, Kai was a hero. 
 
    She went to the police the night before.  I walked her to the station and hung out at a pizza place across the street until she finished filing her report. 
 
    As she crossed the street to meet up with me, five police cars raced out of the station—sirens wailing, blue and red lights splashing emergency colors all over the black tar road. 
 
    I asked Kai if she wanted a slice of pizza.  She said, “Nah. I’m not hungry.”  She glanced out the window at the station.  “I was so nervous in there, I thought I’d puke.” 
 
    I closed the lid on the pizza box.  The guy at the counter stared at us in a pissed-off kind of way.  I guess he wanted Kai to buy something.  I said, “Yeah.  Sure.  Let’s get outta here.” 
 
    We walked home, which was good because we both had a lot of nervous energy to burn off.  I asked Kai if the police had taken the bags we found. 
 
    She said, “Oh, yeah.  They said they were important evidence. They didn’t want me to go out to the cave with them ’cause they said it could get dangerous.  There could be a shoot-out, right?  So, I drew them a map of where we found the bags and they made me give them my address and phone number, in case they need to get in touch with me.”  Kai stopped and looked at me with eyes so sad and huge, she reminded me of an anime character.  She said, “Shade, I don’t want them to get in touch with me!  I don’t want the police coming into our trailer park and showing up at my house.  Everyone’s going to think my mom’s boyfriend is in trouble again!” 
 
    I wished I had thought to question her about the again part.  How many times had he been in trouble with the police, and for what exactly?  Was he violent?  I lived only a few yards away from him.  But I didn’t think to ask any of that.  My mind was racing because I didn’t want the police coming over to my own house, questioning neighbors like they do sometimes, because I didn’t want them talking to my mom.  I didn’t want my mom involved in this in any way whatsoever, and I didn’t want the police finding out about the record she had in the place we’d just left.  I guess Kai and I both had family skeletons we’d prefer to keep under lock and key. 
 
    I just wanted to start a new life with a clean slate for my final year of high school.  Was that too much to ask? 
 
    I said, “Don’t worry about it.  Everything will be OK.”  Maybe it would be OK.  I certainly hoped so. 
 
    The next day at school, a couple of police officers were hanging around inside the principal’s office.  I saw them through the glass wall and zipped by there lickety-split.  I put my head down so they couldn’t see my face, and hoped I didn’t look suspicious. 
 
    At that exact moment, someone came up behind me and grabbed me by the arm.  My nerves on edge, I instinctively jerked my arm away and let out a kind of shriek.  Right there.  In the hallway.  It turned out it was Kai.  Everyone turned around and looked at me.  Way to fly under the radar, Shade!  You’re such a dork!  I tried to cover up how nervous I was.  My hands shaking so badly I was afraid I’d drop my books, I just laughed and said, “You scared me, Kai!  What are you doing at school?  Aren’t you homeschooled?” 
 
    Everyone turned back to whatever they’d been doing before I promised them a potential train wreck to watch.  Sorry to disappoint, guys! 
 
    Kai spoke real low, like she was sharing a secret.  “I’m getting an award.  A freaking award, Shade!”  She cupped a hand around the side of her mouth to keep her words from anyone but me and added, “I never get awards, Shade.  Never.  That’s not me.  I’m allowed to take certain classes here if I want.  I took PE last year ’cause my mom decided I was getting ‘fat and lazy’.”  Kai rolled her eyes.  “She’d heard the PE teacher was strict.  I’m still registered here.  The police decided they’d give me my award at the school, to make me a role model for other kids.  I’m pretty sure they originally just assumed I went here, and then got stuck on the idea of using me as their role model.” 
 
    As if I couldn’t guess, I asked, “What’s the award for?” 
 
    She said, “You know!” and raised her eyebrows at me.  She added, “I gotta go; but you’ll be at Morning Assembly, right?” 
 
    I answered, “Of course!”  Actually, if truth be told, I had to be at Morning Assembly.  It was something my new school did.  Every.  Single.  Freaking. Morning.  It was supposed to create school spirit.  The cheerleaders jumped up and down.  They shouted stuff at us like: Who’s a superstar?  Who’s out of this world?  Who?  Who?  Who?  It’s you!  It’s me!  It’s us!  We’re so far … (Clap!  Clap!  Clap!  Boy, could those cheerleaders clap fast and loud.  The bleary-eyed kids in the stands clapped a lot slower and a lot softer.  Except for the sports guys.  They had a lot of enthusiasm even at that crazy hour of the morning.  Maybe ’cause they wanted to encourage the cheerleaders to keep on jumping.) … out of this world, we’re blastin’ off into outer space!  Again with the Roswell UFO references.  Ah, life in a small town. 
 
    That day, Morning Assembly finally had something different to offer.  Something worth showing up for. 
 
    After the cheerleaders did their thing, Principal Marquez walked to a podium in the middle of the gymnasium and fiddled with the microphone until everyone could hear him.  There were a few false starts.  No one could hear him.  Then the microphone shrieked to the point where everyone covered their ears.  The audio visual specialist who was also the librarian because this school could barely afford a librarian, never mind an audio visual specialist, ran across the gym floor, fiddled with the microphone and gestured for Principal Marquez to try it.  He tried it again and, mercifully, it worked. 
 
    He gave a long speech about what it means to be a hero.  A bunch of kids fell asleep.  One kid fell off a bottom bleacher when her head slipped off the hand she was using to prop her head up while she napped.  A group of kids giggled at that. 
 
    But then Principal Marquez started talking about people who had gone missing from town over the past couple of years.  It was an alarmingly long list.  He described the gruesome discovery we’d made in the cave, attributing the entire discovery to Kai, just as we’d agreed she should report the incident. 
 
    The kids all sat up in their seats.  Everyone who was asleep had been nudged awake by the person next to them. 
 
    Principal Marquez asked Kai and the police officers to come up to the podium.  There, the police officers praised Kai for her bravery in going to the police and reporting what she had discovered.  They said they’d found a wallet with identifying information in the cave and arrested the guy when he showed up an hour later. 
 
    One of the police officers handed Kai a Certificate of Bravery and a shiny silver Honorary Police Officer badge.  Kai smiled from ear to ear.  It transformed her.  I’d never seen her smile like that.  I noticed that she had dressed up special: a black skirt with a pink ruffled blouse, black tights with pink flowers on them, pink bows at the end of her braids, and black patent leather mary janes.  It wasn’t great fashion like the popular kids wore, but it showed the ceremony meant a lot to her.  I felt happy she was getting the recognition.  I also hoped she wouldn’t get beat up on the way home.  A shiny new police officer badge and shiny patent leather shoes didn’t bode well. 
 
    After the ceremony, I noticed a middle-aged lady walk over to Kai, put her arm around her and walk her out of the school. 
 
    Was that her mom!?  She wasn’t at all what I had expected.  She was fit and trim and carried herself with an incredible air of self-confidence.  She wore a gray suit with high heels and dangling turquoise earrings.  She had dark skin and Navajo features like Kai’s.  Her hair was black, but at the very top she had a red arrowhead shape dyed into it.  Somehow, I had always pictured her mom as an old, fat lady wearing faded moo-moos and worn-out slippers. 
 
    Later, during the last half hour of my last class which was Music, I counted down the minutes … over and over again.  It felt like Father Time was playing a trick on the world by continuously setting back all the clock hands.  I kept looking away; but whenever I glanced back, the clock hands hadn’t kept up with my perception of how much time had passed.  I pictured Father Time about ten feet tall, wearing a long, flowing beard and a long, flowing cape and cackling with glee as he pushed back the hands.  No doubt, our Music teacher would have hired him as the perfect Assistant. 
 
    I lip-synched all the songs that day because I was so distracted, I couldn’t trust myself to remember where we were in each song.  I didn’t want the whole class turning around to look at me when I sang the wrong words. 
 
    When I finally hopped off the bus, I took off running to find Kai. 
 
    I found her sitting on the front step of her trailer, holding a black cat with a red arrow-shaped mark on its head. 
 
    As I approached, Kai put the cat down and shooed it away. 
 
    I stopped in my tracks and watched.  That cat did not look right.  It didn’t move entirely like a cat, although I couldn’t pinpoint exactly why I had that impression, and I swear it winked at Kai as it walked away. 
 
    I gathered my wits.  I walked over to Kai and said, “That cat…” 
 
    She interrupted me.  “So, what did you think of the award ceremony today?”  She flashed me a huge smile. 
 
    Distracted by the red arrow mark on the cat that so closely matched the hairstyle of the woman I saw with Kai that morning, I wasn’t nearly as enthusiastic as I should have been.  I said, “Great!  Really great!” in a voice without inflection, although I didn’t mean for it to come out that way.  I asked, “Was that your mom this morning?” 
 
    Kai looked confused.  “My mom?  This morning?  What did she do now?” 
 
    I felt annoyed.  I said, “The lady walking you out of the award ceremony…” 
 
    Kai laughed.  “Noooo … That was not my mom.  My mom doesn’t look anything like that.  And, besides, she never steps foot inside that school when she doesn’t have to.  She hates public school, says it brainwashes everyone into thinking the same way.” 
 
    I waited.  She didn’t add anything else. 
 
    I asked the obvious question: “So, who was she then?” 
 
    Kai stared off into the distance.  She said, “My aunt.  She’s like a second mom to me, a kind of guardian.  She helps me out when I need an adult in my life.” 
 
    I just said, “Oh.”  After a few seconds, I ventured to say, “That cat you were holding … It had the same color hair and the same arrowhead design on top as your aunt.” 
 
    Kai said, “Arrowhead design?” 
 
    I said, “Yeah.”  I pointed to the top of my head.  “Hair dyed bright red on top of their heads in the shape of an arrow.” 
 
    Kai shrugged her shoulders.  “Huh.  I didn’t notice.” 
 
    She was a terrible liar. 
 
    I said, “You didn’t notice that shape in your aunt’s hair?” 
 
    She said, “Not really.  I know she had it dyed red on top.  The shape depends on how she parts her hair.  This morning, I was too wrapped up in getting my award to notice how my aunt had her hair parted.” 
 
    Just as I was about to congratulate her again on the award, Kai’s real mom came to the door. 
 
    She wasn’t what I had expected either.  No moo-moo or slippers, that’s for sure.  She had a bunch of small tattoos on her face, mostly butterflies flitting across her cheeks and nose.  Her arms were covered with larger ones: roses along her left arm, snakes and wolves along her right.  She had hoop earrings lined up on the outside of her ears and a small silver bar through her nose.  Her hair was long and black, except along the temples where it had been shaved, and swept up into a single braid.  She was thin and younger than I had expected—although she was still old, at least thirty, I think.  I’m not good at guessing grown-ups’ ages.  She had Navajo features, just like Kai and her aunt, although her face looked different with all the tattoos.  She had a raven over each eyebrow that took flight every time she raised them.  I found that a bit disorienting. 
 
    She said, “Kai, it’s time to come in.  Did Aunt Doli bring you home?” 
 
    Kai said, “Yeah, she just left.” 
 
    Then her mom noticed me.  “Oh, hi.  I’m Kai’s mom.  Are you one of her friends?” 
 
    Kai looked mortified.  She had started heading toward the door of her trailer, but stopped where she was, looking from her mom to me. 
 
    I just said, “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Kai’s mom looked annoyed.  “Now, don’t you ever call me ma’am.  I ain’t no Southern belle.  I’m Kai’s mom.  I’m not married, so I ain’t no Mrs. either.  You just call me Mósí Yázhí … or Yázhí, if you want.  Mósí Yázhí means Kitten; Yázhí means Little One.  If you want, you can just call me Kitten.  A lot of people have trouble pronouncing my Navajo name.  I’m the youngest of five girls, so, yeah, I’ll always be the Kitten.  You wanna come in?” 
 
    Kai interrupted.  She spoke really fast.  “Shade has homework, Mom.  The school gives lots of homework.  Every day, the teachers give lots of homework.” 
 
    Kai’s mom—Kitten?  Seriously?  How would I ever call someone’s mom Kitten!?—shrugged.  She said, “That’s too bad, all that homework.  Kind of cramps your style as a kid, doesn’t it?” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say.  I thought: Not really.  I don’t actually have that much of a style. 
 
    Kai waved at me so fast, her hand could have been a hummingbird.  She said, “Bye, Shade!  See you tomorrow!  Good luck with your homework!” 
 
    Her mom moved backwards out of the way as Kai rushed past her and slammed the front door. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 5 
 
    I didn’t see Kai or anyone else in her family for a week.  It’s like they were all laying low.  I didn’t even hear her mom’s boyfriend yelling or hear them fighting or anything.  Everything was super quiet at their house.  I saw the lights flick on and off at night, so I assumed they were home. 
 
    I missed Kai.  It was always lonely moving to a new town and so far she was my only friend in this new place. 
 
    I worked on Leotard Girl.  I did my homework. 
 
    One day, I was standing in the lunch line at school, figuring out what I could get with the change my mom had left for me on the kitchen counter. 
 
    I had a dollar and a half: four quarters, three dimes, three nickels and five pennies.  Boy, the cashier was gonna love me.  Full lunches cost $2.25.  Of course, if my mom had bothered to apply for the free lunch program, which I’m sure we would have qualified for, I might have been able to get a decent meal.  But, no, instead, I had to piece together enough odds and ends to keep my stomach from eating itself and to provide enough energy for me to get through the day.  I sighed.  Peanut butter and jelly sandwich it was with … ummm … I looked at the choices and grabbed a carton of milk and a bag of potato chips. 
 
    From behind me, I heard someone say, “You wanna sit at our table?” 
 
    I ignored it, figuring they were talking to someone else. 
 
    There was a tap on my arm.  When I turned around, there was a girl who looked like a fashion model from the sixties: flowered skirt down to the tops of her ankle boots, a lilac T-shirt made out of stretchy ribbed material, and a sparkly green dragonfly necklace.  Her hair was a mousy brown collection of curls tumbling down past her shoulders. 
 
    She said, “Hi.  I recognize you from Newspaper Club.  You’re new here, right?” 
 
    I said, “Yeah, I am.”  I couldn’t think of what else to say.  If I had more self-confidence or was the chatty type or didn’t have so much I desperately wanted to hide about my life in our old town, I could have said a million things.  But that wasn’t the case, so I just kept it simple. 
 
    She, however, was the chatty type, which let me off the hook for the rest of the conversation. 
 
    She said, “Would you like to sit with us?  A bunch of us from the Newspaper Club always sit together.” 
 
    Tongue-tied, I stuck with my plan to keep it simple: “Sure.” 
 
    She said, “I’ve been here forever.  In this town, I mean.  I’ve been in this school since freshman year.  I’ve been in the school system since second grade.  My parents lived in a commune till then and I went to school there.  Commune-schooled instead of homeschooled, right?”  She laughed.  I should have smiled, but I didn’t get the pun until it was too late.  “Well, it wasn’t a school, really, if you ask me.  Us kids were all ‘self-guided.’  Can you imagine kids that age deciding what they’ll learn based on their interests?  One of my best friends was obsessed with planets and stars and how stuff worked … you know, Science.  But not me.  I liked recess, so I got lots and lots of recess, and then the teachers made me draw pictures of recess and tell them a story about it.”  She had lively green eyes that she opened real wide when making certain points. 
 
    I waited for her to pause, in case she meant for me to comment, but instead we reached the lunch lady and she turned to speak to her.  “Hi, Mrs. Garcia.  How are you?” 
 
    The short Latino woman wearing a hairnet and holding a ladle gave her a big smile.  She said, “Good.  Good, Starshine.  What can I get for you today?” 
 
    My stomach rumbled.  I had to fight back the drool.  Starshine pointed at the stew, the mashed potatoes and the apple pie, saying, “This … and that … and a slice of that pie right over there.” 
 
    Would it be wrong to say, “Look over there!” and swipe the pie off her tray? 
 
    After we paid for everything and were walking to the table, I said, “So, your name is Starshine?” 
 
    She said, “Uh-huh,” like it wasn’t anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    She introduced me to everyone at the table.  There were three kids with strange names like mine: Violet Skye, Moonjava, and Wolf Song.  Violet was dressed in white—white skirt, a sleeveless white blouse and white boots—with a mood-sensing heart tied around her neck with black leather string.  It kept changing colors as she moved.  Moonjava was a guy with heavy stubble, a dimple in his chin, and deeply serious green eyes.  Wolf was a short, fidgety guy whose eyes darted about when he was deep in discussion, as though he was reading thoughts streaming across his mind too quickly for his mouth to keep up. 
 
    There were two other kids with normal-sounding names: Jane and Luke.  You didn’t get much more normal than that.  Well, at least with their names.  Jane had the tattoo of a dragon covering the left side of her face that looked at you and kind of snarled while belching fire out the side of its mouth.  I hoped she didn’t pay too much for that.  Luke was completely dressed in black and looked way too gaunt and serious, like he didn’t have enough skin on his face to crack a smile. 
 
    I ate my peanut butter and jelly sandwich and listened.  The group was talking about writing an article for the school paper on some kind of festival coming up that weekend. 
 
    Starshine turned to me.  She said, “You wanna go with us, Shade?” 
 
    I asked where. 
 
    She said, “There’s a UFO Festival just outside of town.  A bunch of us go to it every year and write an article about it.  It’s fun.” 
 
    I said, “Sure.  I’d love to go.” 
 
    At that exact moment, the cat leapt out of the bag and changed my life forever.  I went from starting fresh in a new school to starting like rotten egg salad on a sunny day. 
 
    Wolf Song looked up from his cell phone.  Since when are cell phones allowed in school!?  He said, “Wow, Shade, you’re a hero!” 
 
    I almost choked on the potato chips I’d started munching.  I coughed, took a swig of milk, tried to play it cool.  I said, “What do you mean?” 
 
    He said, “Where you came from.  You rescued a whole lot of people.” 
 
    My cheeks burned with uncomfortable heat.  I felt dizzy, like the whole world had started spinning around faster on its axis.  My thoughts raced about how to handle the situation.  I decided at the new school I’d play the role of moody girl with a mysterious past.  I didn’t want that identity, but I needed an identity and I wasn’t about to play hero girl or talk about Brandon the ghost or Annie or anything else that felt like raw pain.  I said, “Well, yeah, but I don’t like to talk about it.  One of the rescued girls was my best friend.  She’s not in great shape.” 
 
    Violet reached over and touched my arm.  She said, “Don’t worry.  If you ever do want to talk, just let us know.  We’re always happy to listen.” 
 
    Luke and Moonjava happened to be sitting on either side of wolf boy.  They leaned in to read his cell phone.  Luke looked up at me and stared, like he was trying to figure something out, size me up or whatever.  Finally, he said, “Well, congratulations.  You were very brave.  Seriously, you did a good thing.” 
 
    Moonjava said, “You should never hide who you really are.” 
 
    Starshine changed the subject.  She said, “We’ll have fun at the festival.  Get ready for weird.  More UFO-themed shit than you ever dreamed possible.”  Thank God she brought the conversation back to where we’d been before my past took a dump on my present life. 
 
    I said, “Cool!  I’m looking forward to it.” 
 
    After that, I headed toward the locker room for P.E.  As if I didn’t hate P.E. enough, it was at the opposite side of the school.  I ended up being late.  Ms. Gill, a woman with eyes that reminded me of dragon scales—don’t ask me why; maybe because they were about five different shades of green in the murky light of the late-afternoon gym—glared at me as though she was about to spit fire.  She puffed out her chest and announced, “You’re late!  Two more times and you get detention!” 
 
    Yeah, yeah.  Well, at least I’d made her day. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 6 
 
    It seemed like forever until Saturday rolled around.  I was never so thankful for a weekend.  Well, actually, that’s not technically true, as I’ve had other weeks far worse than this one; but, still, I was happy to escape the freak show scenario of being the new kid at school when the week finally ended.  Eventually, I wouldn’t be the new kid anymore and the novelty of bullies testing me and kids staring and whispering as I walked by should end.  In the meantime, there were weekends—blessed, quiet weekends. 
 
    Although this one didn’t turn out to be so quiet. 
 
    I was dead to the world early Saturday morning.  My cell phone started playing Adele’s Hello.  I was so groggy, it took me a few seconds to figure it out.  Oh, yeah, right, someone was calling me.  Hello was my default ring for people I hadn’t assigned specific ringtones on my cell phone yet. 
 
    I fumbled for it on the pile of books I was using as a nightstand and completely knocked them over.  Grrrrrrr!  I was not in the mood!  I mumbled my own grumpy version of, “Hello?” 
 
    Enthusiasm came rushing at me through my phone.  “Hey, Shade!  How are you?  Today’s the UFO Festival!  Moonjava has a car.  He’s gonna pick you up in about an hour. ’K?  You’re gonna love this festival…” 
 
    Oh my God, she’s a morning person!  I snuggled down into the covers with my phone against my ear and closed my eyes.  I figured that whenever Starshine went quiet, the loss of sound should wake me up.  I was wrong.  Either she never got quiet or I missed it.  I woke up, startled, when she blasted “Shade? … Shade! … Shade!” into my ear. 
 
    I mumbled some kind of apology, then something about how I’d be ready when Moonjava came by. 
 
    I went into the half bath I had claimed as my own.  My mother had agreed to stay out of there except when I was in the shower in the main one and she absolutely needed a bathroom. 
 
    I had taken a shower the night before.  I brushed my teeth, washed my face and threw cold water on it, then slapped my cheeks a few times.  There.  Half awake now. 
 
    I went into the kitchen, wolfed down the stuff my mom had set out for “breakfast.”  I use that word lightly.  Seriously, creme-filled blueberry cupcakes are not the same as muffins made with whole blueberries and real grain.  Hopefully, I wouldn’t crash from sugar overload before we even got to the festival. 
 
    I made myself a cup of coffee, poured it into a paper coffee cup and popped on the lid.  Then I went outside to sit on the front step to wait for Moonjava.  A pun passed through my mind: I’m taking my java outside in the sunlight to wait for Moonjava.  Does that make it sunjava?  I wondered how he got his name.  I knew how I’d gotten mine.  I had a crazy mother.  Had his mother liked sipping coffee in the moonlight? 
 
    A few minutes later, he drove up in a red pickup truck, creating a rolling cloud of dust behind it.  Kind of looked like a contrail behind an airplane, but a lot dirtier.  There was no way he was writing Marry me! or I love you! in that billowing mass of grime. 
 
    Starshine, Violet Skye and Wolf Song were in the open back part of the truck. 
 
    Moonjava yelled out the window, “We saved the front seat for you, just in case you don’t want to ride in the back!” 
 
    I said, “Sure … Thanks…”  I waved hi to everyone else and hopped in. 
 
    Moonjava had on some local radio show about whether or not aliens had ever visited us from outer space.  He said, “Around here, that’s all anyone can talk about every time a UFO festival comes to town.” 
 
    I said, “Oh.  How often is that?” 
 
    He smiled. “Often.  Very often.  You’ll see.”  He was quiet for the rest of the trip, which I totally appreciated.  I am not a morning person. 
 
    The ride wasn’t long.  We drove out into the desert in the opposite direction from the cave where Kai and I had made our gruesome discovery. 
 
    As soon as we parked in the roped-off section of desert designated as the festival parking lot, Moonjava started snapping pictures with a beat-up digital camera.  Violet and Wolf Song held up their cell phones, took a few pictures and uploaded them to Instagram. 
 
    Starshine started organizing everyone.  “How about we split up, maybe into two groups, to cover more ground?” 
 
    We thought that was a great idea.  My team was Starshine and Violet.  All girls.  Somehow, we had managed to divide ourselves up into a guy team and a girl team. 
 
    After Moonjava and Wolf Song took off, Starshine said the obvious, “OK, it’s just us girls!”  Then she added, “I sensed something here last year.  The guys laughed at me.  I want to see what you think, Shade.  I think there’s something mystical going on here—our own local Stonehenge or Machu Picchu.  I think so much excitement and willingness to believe in UFOs and visitors from outer space all concentrated in one area might attract them, or something else just as magical.” 
 
    The U in UFO just meant the flying objects were unidentified.  And, judging by the huge object dangling over the entrance, most of the FOs here on this spot were plastic with cheap blinking lights.  I kept my thoughts to myself. 
 
    We got our tickets and ambled through the festival for a bit.  Starshine and Violet pulled sunglasses out of their pockets and popped them on.  I squinted like crazy.  I swore I’d never get used to the intensity of the sun out West.  Noticing my scrunched-up face, Violet said, “You should always wear sunglasses.  The sun out here’s too hard on the eyes.  My aunt got cataracts kind of young from not wearing them.  Back in her day, glasses weren’t cool.  Same thing with suntan lotion … Gotta wear it.  Back in the old days, people got skin cancer like you wouldn’t believe.” 
 
    Starshine stopped at a canvas tent selling all kinds of things.  A part of the roof that stuck out like an awning, inviting people to duck into the rectangle of shade underneath it, wiggled in the desert breeze.  The shade worked like a lure, drawing people inside. 
 
    We walked through several aisles of outer space alien merchandise until Starshine found what she was looking for: sunglasses with neon green frames and dark almond-shaped lenses made to look like alien eyes.  She read the tag dangling from them.  She said, “Yup … Yup … These are what you want.  They block 100% of both UVA and UVB rays.  And, look, they’re so big, they’ll protect your eyes from getting wrinkles around them before your time.  Trust me, you don’t want that.  You don’t want to end up with pruney desert skin, right?” 
 
    I didn’t have time to answer.  She grabbed a floppy canvas hat with the neon green face of an alien and the message Believe! stitched in black thread on its brim.  She said, “You want this, too!” 
 
    Violet snatched one and tried it on.  She peered into a mirror attached to the shelf.  Checking herself out from every possible angle, she said, “We all want one!”  She stretched out a freckled arm and told me, “I’m so pale, I need all the protection I can get!”  She had black curly hair, along with blue eyes and pale skin. 
 
    I panicked.  My mom had only given me five dollars, for food.  I said, “Sorry.  I can’t afford this stuff.” 
 
    Starshine said, “Don’t worry about it!  I got you covered.”  At the cash register, she took out a pile of twenty dollar bills.  Jesus.  I thought she had hippie commune members for parents.  They must have discovered capitalism somewhere along the way. 
 
    Violet grabbed three water bottles.  She said, “Here.  Get this, too.” 
 
    So I started my first school newspaper assignment with alien bug eyes, a hat brim that flapped around like a struggling bird in the breeze, and a bottle of H2O. 
 
    I felt embarrassed at first until we started walking through the crowd.  Then I felt completely under-costumed.  There was an entire family—mom, dad and three kids—all wearing huge paper-mache alien heads and full-body leotards made out of reflective silver material.  Man, it had to be hot in there!  A couple of girls wearing the same kind of sunglasses we had on had painted all their visible skin green.  Again, how hot was that!?  More people than I could count had gone steps further to embody the essence of alien.  A guy who seemed drunk or stoned or about to keel over from heat exhaustion by the way he was staggering had had his entire body coated in some kind of wearable plaster that gave him alien skin from head to toe.  A number of people ambled around (very slowly) wearing flying saucers around their waists.  More than a few had blinking lights; one had a speaker system that kept announcing: Take me to your leader! 
 
    Right after we passed a stand selling ice cream and slushies … I remember because I was just about to suggest we stop and get some … Violet ran into a guy she knew from school.  Spotting him in the crowd, she yelled, “Hey, Science!”  (Turned out later that was just his nickname because he’s a total science geek who’d won first prize in the Science Fair every year since elementary school.) 
 
    He didn’t show similar enthusiasm at running into her.  He had on a NASA T-shirt, shorts and normal sunglasses.  He just said, “Hey,” when we were right in front of him. 
 
    But he did stop to talk.  He asked, “Did you guys see the UFO last night?” 
 
    Starshine said, “What UFO?”  Violet shook her head no.  I just stood there. 
 
    He pulled his cell phone out of his back pocket, tapped the screen a few times and handed it to Violet.  She squinted at it; then took off her hat and used it to block the glare bouncing off the screen.  Starshine and I leaned over to take a look. 
 
    A bright ball of something against a black sky.  That’s all.  It could have been anything—a comet, a plane falling out of the sky, a special effect.  It totally could have been photoshopped. 
 
    Violet gasped.  She said, “I saw something just like that last week!” 
 
    Starshine commented, “My dad said the military tests things out here all the time—experimental fighter jets and stuff—and ’cause they’re new and top-secret and no one’s ever seen them before, everyone reports them as UFOs from outer space when they’re not that at all.” 
 
    Science tilted his head.  “Hey, you girls still in the Newspaper Club?” 
 
    Starshine and Violet both said, “Yeah…” at the same time.  I just stood there. 
 
    Science said, “Want a scoop that’ll give you an interesting news story, something different than the same old, same old we always get?” 
 
    Starshine said, “Sure.  What is it?” 
 
    Mr. Science said, “I know a guy here who claims he was beamed up into a flying saucer last night right in the area where this video took place, and he’s pretty messed up today.  He’s here talking to some UFO experts about it.  Whether his story’s true or not, it would be great for the school newspaper—certainly something I’d like to read for a change.” 
 
    Starshine and Violet looked at each other.  Violet shrugged her shoulders.  Starshine said, “Sure.  Why not?” 
 
    The wind picked up, blowing a pile of pamphlets labeled The 1947 Roswell UFO Incident off a display table.  A woman dressed in a flowery granny dress that whipped around her ankles went running after the booklets, snatching up as many as she could before they went sailing away, carrying her message far and wide. 
 
    A bone-deep chill crept under my skin.  I said, “I’ll go with you.”  No one had suggested that I couldn’t go, but I felt a need to voice that I’d like to be included. 
 
    Starshine said, “Oh, of course.  If we go, you should go.” 
 
    Science said, “OK, follow me.” 
 
    We walked for about ten minutes past display tables and tents, jostled by people laughing and gobbling down festival food.  I barely missed crashing into someone carrying a cup of soda the size of a bucket.  When we reached a tent somewhat isolated at the edge of the festival, Science pulled the front door flap open.  He stepped in first, then held the flap for the rest of us. 
 
    We entered a place that was dark and filled with fog.  The canvas walls were lined with cages stacked one on top of the other.  Inside the cages were animals: cats and dogs, guinea pigs, rats.  Through the fog, a couple of orbs bled blue and green illumination into the haze. 
 
    Following Science, we walked toward the light.  Two lamps sat on either side of a massive wooden desk.  Next to the desk was a kid about our age sitting on a couch.  He was covered in sweat and shivering.  Sweat curled like liquid moons under his armpits and dripped like rain from his forehead. 
 
    Science asked a guy sitting behind the desk, “How’s he doing?” 
 
    The guy was middle-aged, had eyebrows as thick as caterpillars and a wild bushy beard.  His eyes were dark and reflective.  His stomach was so fat, he looked like a pregnant hippo ready to pop.  After taking a few puffs on a cigar, he said, “He’s doing better.  He’s been through a frightening ordeal.  I think he’ll be OK.” 
 
    Science said, “I brought some reporters from my high school.  They’d like to talk to him about what he’s been through for the school paper.” 
 
    The guy shrugged.  He said, “Sure.” 
 
    Science asked the kid on the couch, “You want to take a walk outside?  These girls from my high school would like to interview you for our school paper.  You could get a little fresh air.” 
 
    The older guy intervened.  He said, “No way he’s leaving this tent.”  He cleared his throat.  “He’s a little lost right now.  We’re just watching him.  I told his dad I’d keep him here.  His dad’s working at a stand on the other side of the festival.  I’m his uncle.  Just ask him what you want.  It might be good for him to talk.” 
 
    Violet and Starshine sat on either side of the guy on the couch.  He visibly trembled.  His eyes were rimmed with red the color of dried blood.  Blue veins snaked through his cheeks as though they were silently bursting underneath his white papery skin. 
 
    I decided to remain standing.  I refused to move any closer.  Everyone was so caught up with the tantalizing idea that a UFO had scooped this guy up and done something to him, they were missing the most obvious explanation for his condition: he was seriously ill and his story about the UFO was a fevered hallucination.  Chances were that whatever had gotten to him was contagious. 
 
    Violet put on her reporter’s hat.  She touched the guy gently on the shoulder.  Seriously?  She was not going to touch me until she washed and disinfected that hand.  I’d slap her away if she so much as moved that hand in my direction.  The guy jumped.  He looked at her with vacant, bloodshot eyes.  Violet said, “So, we heard you were taken up into a UFO last night.  Is that true?” 
 
    The guy shook his head yes. 
 
    Violet asked his name. 
 
    The guy sitting behind the desk had started reading a newspaper.  Without looking up, he said, “His name’s Bobby Huffman.  My brother’s kid.  Always been a little out there.  He’s had all kinds of theories about electromagnetic waves passing through the air and affecting our brains.”  He laughed.  “Couple years ago, he blamed his swearing habit on that.  Said they changed the nerve impulses in his brain and made him say things he didn’t want to.  His psychiatrist says it’s Tourette Syndrome and he’s psychotic.” 
 
    Starshine said, “We heard a UFO expert was talking to him.  Where’s the expert?” 
 
    The guy looked up from his paper.  He said, “He’s gone.  Left about half an hour ago.  Asked Bobby a whole bunch of questions.  Took a whole bunch of notes.  Acted like he believed him.  Nothing but a professional quack, if you ask me.” 
 
    Starshine asked Bobby, “So, what was the experience like getting beamed up into the UFO?  Actually, is that how you got into the spaceship?  Were you beamed up?” 
 
    Bobby said, “There were lights, lots of bright lights.  Then I was in the spaceship; so, yeah, I guess I was beamed up.  It felt like I was floating in those blinding lights for a while.”  He lifted the front of his shirt and pointed to something on his stomach.  In the darkness, it looked like a thick purple scar.  He said, “That’s where they did the surgery on me.  And up here…”  He pointed to a scar on his forehead.  “This is where they put the chip in my brain.  That’s how they track me.  They know everything I do and everywhere I go.  I want someone to take it out … Or I’ll have to cut it out myself.” 
 
    His uncle interrupted. “Bobby, stop that!  We don’t want you talking like that!”  He sounded more angry than concerned. 
 
    Violet asked, “So, why would they operate on you?  What was the purpose of that?” 
 
    Bobby said, “I’m not sure.  I think they dissected me, then put me back together.  They wanted to find out what’s inside of me.  Same as we do with frogs, except we don’t know how to put them back together, so we just use dead ones.  We slice them open just to see what’s inside of them.  Maybe they’re making anatomy charts.  God knows what they want to do with those…” 
 
    Violet scribbled all that down in her notebook.  Then she asked, “Can you describe the inside of the spaceship?” 
 
    Bobby said, “It was round, but the edges were sharp.” 
 
    His uncle folded the paper, tossed it on the desk.  He puffed on his cigar and stared at us. 
 
    Bobby continued.  “It was dark, but there were spots of light.  The walls were curved.  There were boxes piled everywhere—filled with medical equipment and supplies, I guess.  I woke up strapped to an operating table, completely paralyzed.  Next thing I remember is floating within a beam of light for a second time.  I ended up right back in the spot where everyone reported seeing a UFO last night.  I put two and two together and figured I’d been abducted by aliens from outer space.  Not something I’m proud of, but maybe my story will help others.  When you see a flying saucer, get out of Dodge.  Run.  Don’t just stand there and stare at it like I did, no matter how shiny and hypnotizing it is.  Break the spell.  Run!” 
 
    I muted my phone.  I had turned off the camera flash before we got there. Holding the camera down low by my side, I secretly snapped photographs of Bobby, the guy behind the desk, some of the animal cages.  I couldn’t frame the pictures exactly; but I snapped away, keeping the phone out of view.  No one paid any attention to me. 
 
    I slipped my phone back into my pocket and stepped forward.  I asked Bobby if he could draw a picture of the UFO and a map of the exact place where he’d been abducted. 
 
    Bobby said, “Sure.  Sure.  You got paper?” 
 
    I asked the guy behind the desk.  He grumbled, but handed over his newspaper and a black permanent marker.  He said, “Wrap it up, OK?  I don’t want my nephew stressed out talking about this stuff too much.” 
 
    The newspaper was local.  The front page featured an article about the guy whose creepy lair Kai and I had found.  The headline was horrible: Serial Killer Hoarding Trophy Teeth and Fingernails Found in Local Cave.  Ugh.  I wondered if Kai was mentioned.  It would be nice for her to be a hometown hero with her name in the paper … although not if they gave out her address or anything specific where people could find her.  Plus I lived right next door and would go nuts if I had to push through a swarm of reporters every time I went outside. 
 
    Acting like I wanted two whole pages for Bobby to write on when I just didn’t want to deal with that article, I flipped to the middle of the paper.  The entire middle section featured stories about the UFO Festival.  Kind of surreal, like being inside an M.C. Escher painting.  An article about the festival inside the festival. 
 
    I handed the paper and marker to Bobby.  Clutching the marker in his fist, he drew circles and ovals so maniacally, they turned into a violent black tornado around one spot.  The marker soaked through the thin sheet, ripping a gaping hole straight through to his jeans. 
 
    Rather timidly, I asked, “What have you got there, Bobby?”  I half expected him to leap up and stab me with the marker. 
 
    He said, “There!  Right there!  There it is!”  He punched the black swirling vortex with his finger, then stood up and let the paper float off his lap onto the ground.  He covered his ears.  He slapped his face until his cheeks turned red.  He paced back and forth, talking in staccato phrases.  “The UFO was bright lights.  Shining into my eyes.  They knew me.  Saw them before.  It hurt.  Hurt so bad.  Want it to stop!  Never again!  Never, ever again!  I promise!  I won’t do it ever, ever again!”  He punched his head. 
 
    His uncle stood up.  Pounding his fist against the desk, he bellowed, “Please leave!  I think you have enough information for a high school newspaper.  Go, please!” 
 
    I snatched the paper off the ground.  We scurried out of the tent. 
 
    Outside, we ran through rows of tents until we were far away.  I had a metallic taste of blood at the back of my throat.  I gasped for air, then took a swig of water.  Science doubled over, laughing.  He said, “That was nuts, wasn’t it!?” 
 
    Starshine confronted him. “You think that was funny?  That poor guy…” 
 
    Science said, “Oh, poor guy, my foot.  People around here believe the craziest stuff and it makes them go nuts.  Personally, I think it’s funny every single time I see it happen.  Plus, I used to live next door to that guy.  He was a pain in the ass.” 
 
    Changing the subject, Violet said, “Well, do we have enough for a story?  We can make it either serious or entertaining.  We need to decide the angle.  Personally, I think we should combine the UFO sighting, that guy’s story and the festival into one news story, talk about how the festival reflects people’s belief in flying saucers around here.” 
 
    Science said, “Mistaken belief, I hope.  Don’t encourage people.  Don’t act like this stuff is real.  You know, be journalists.”  He winked, which made his words seem less insulting than they were probably meant to be. 
 
    I opened up the paper.  The torn section looked like a black hole right smack next to an advertisement picture of a flying saucer: just your average silver metallic saucer with Christmas lights all around its rim. 
 
    I studied the page.  Next to the silly UFO was an article with a photograph.  It looked just like the one Science had showed us earlier: a ball of light against a black sky, a picture someone had taken last night during the famous UFO sighting.  I read the caption underneath.  The place where the photograph was taken was halfway between my trailer park and the cave where we’d found the serial killer’s stuff.  I knew the exact location.  The newspaper mentioned that the photographer, Mrs. Charlotte Patel, had stood in a patch of cacti under a desert willow to snap it.  Kai and I had passed right by there on our way to the cave. 
 
    I told everyone I knew the spot—or at least the approximate spot—where Bobby thought the UFO had picked him up.  I said, “It’s actually in between my house and the cave where that creepy serial killer was arrested.”  Everyone stared at me.  I started to sweat.  I hadn’t meant to give anything away about knowing where the cave was.  I said, “It’s just open desert between my house and the place where the news said the cave’s located.  I walk out there sometimes.  Not all the way to the cave, but I’ve seen this spot.”  I laughed to break the serious mood.  I said, “Isn’t that where UFOs always land—out in the middle of nowhere, where only a few select people get invited on board?” 
 
    Only Science laughed.  He suggested we go investigate the place and take some photographs, in order to have as many details as possible.  He said, “Your article will be more interesting that way.  Every year … And by that, I mean: Every. Single. Freaking.  Year. … Our newspaper publishes the same old story about the UFO Festival.  You could write something different.  If you want, I’ll write a section about the physics of space travel, what it would take for an alien civilization to reach us.”  He rolled his eyes.  “I’ll try not to be a buzzkill … But I could add some interesting facts.” 
 
    We all agreed that sounded good.  We also decided to head on out to the location where the UFO supposedly beamed up Bobby Huffman. 
 
    Violet said, “Oh my God, I completely forgot about Moonjava and Wolf Song.  Let me give them a call.” 
 
    I felt a bit shocked.  We had all forgotten them. 
 
    Violet was friendly as heck on the phone, acted like she totally remembered and was just ready to leave the festival.  Apparently, they were, too.  Clicking off her phone, she said, “We’re supposed to meet them in the parking lot.” 
 
    Science arched his back and ran his hands through his hair.  He said, “I have my jeep here.  If you guys don’t need a ride, I’ll follow you, since Shade seems to know where we’re going.” 
 
    In the parking lot, I asked Moonjava and Wolf Song what they’d found for our newspaper article.  They had lots of pictures of UFO stands and merchandise and people in outrageous costumes.  That was perfect.  Our article would have a balance between the serious and the wild-and-crazy. 
 
    When we reached the open desert, we had to go off-road to get to the exact location of the desert willow with cacti growing beneath it.  The weather had been so incredibly dry lately, the wheels of the vehicles threw massive amounts of dust into the air.  A whole lot of it flew in through the truck windows.  Moonjava coughed so bad, I thought he was going to lose control of the vehicle.  He leaned over, popped open the glove compartment and, in between coughing jags, pointed at it.  In a hoarse voice, he shouted, “Get … me … the … handkerchief!  Tie it around my mouth and nose!”  Boy, that was awkward.  The truck swerved all over the place when he leaned this way and that, while I struggled to get the cloth around his face and tie it behind his head. 
 
    Wolf Song pounded on the back window.  He had his jacket up around his head.  He and the girls were bouncing around in the back, holding on to the sides of the truck for dear life.  Violet and Starshine were trying to plaster their Believe! hats against their faces to block out the dust. 
 
    Moonjava slowed down.  He rolled up the windows.  We traveled at a snail’s pace the rest of the way. 
 
    When we finally reached the willow, the guys parked right next to its weeping branches.  We hopped out.  We ducked into the shade, guzzling water and wiping grit off our faces.  We hacked and coughed and spit mud from our mouths.  Yuck!  It was disgusting! 
 
    Science motioned for us to be quiet.  He waved his arms, so we’d notice him, then put his fingers to his lips and told us to shush. 
 
    He looked scared to death.  He didn’t seem like the type to scare easily.  We all stopped where we were and went totally silent.  Except for Wolf Song.  He must have gotten dust in his lungs because he had another coughing jag. 
 
    Science pushed a bottle of water at him.  Wolf Song chugged it down, coughed a few more times, then got himself under control. 
 
    By then, we had all figured out why Science had gone sheet-white.  A muscular, full-grown male mountain lion was pacing back and forth out in the open space.  It growled and bared its teeth at a man holding a whip.  It was agitated.  The man looked pissed. 
 
    My knees shook.  I fought against fainting.  Breathe in, breathe out.  I was trying to decide where to go.  Back in the truck?  Or was it better to stand still, not make any sudden movements? 
 
    The man was making a lot of sudden movements.  He snapped the whip right over the mountain lion’s head.  He yelled, “Change back, Freddy!  Change back!  I mean it!”  Crack!  Again, the whip rushed through the air.  Whoosh!  Crack! Right against the animal’s side.  It must have struck him.  The animal let out a whimper.  But alphas don’t whimper for long.  It charged, its massive paws grasping at the air and ground to propel itself forward. 
 
    Oh my God, we were going to witness this guy being viciously attacked by a mountain lion!  Gruesome thoughts went through my mind.  I pictured all the nature shows I’d ever seen of lions ripping the flesh off their prey and chewing on their insides, blood staining their teeth and dripping down their chins.  They were without conscience or remorse.  They killed to assert their position at the top of the food chain; they killed to survive. 
 
    In my mind, I imagined the wild animal catching our scent as the wind whipped our hair around and blew in his direction.  Ferocious and territorial, he’d rip his claws out of the guy he’d taken down and head toward us at top speed.  My imagination went wild with horrifying visions. 
 
    I couldn’t move.  My body became paralyzed.  My mouth went dry as dirt.  I had to remind myself to breathe. 
 
    Bam!  Bam!  Bam!  Bam! 
 
    What the hell was that?!?  I practically jumped out of my skin. 
 
    Out there in the desert, Moonjava was taking big strides toward the guy and the mountain lion.  Wielding an assault weapon, he just kept on shooting, aiming pretty darn close to them.  He shouted at the guy, “You can’t have that big cat out here!  This is hiking territory!  Get him out of here or I’m going to have two heads on my wall: yours and your pet’s!” 
 
    The guy held up his hands.  He said, “OK.  OK.  Don’t agitate him.  We’re leaving.” 
 
    It was weird.  The mountain lion cooperated.  He let the guy put a collar around his neck.  They walked over to a carnival-type truck with pictures of wild cats and bears and snakes painted all over it.  The cat walked up a ramp into the back.  The guy hopped into the driver’s seat and took off down the road, dust billowing around the vehicle, eventually swallowing it up at the horizon. 
 
    Moonjava walked back over to us.  He said, “I’m sick to death of this.  That guy and his wild cats—they’ve been responsible for a lot of dead livestock around here.  My family’s one of their victims.  We try to put the fear of God into him every time we see him.” 
 
    Violet turned to me.  She said, “Welcome to the Wild West.  You’re not supposed to keep wild cats.  It’s against the law.  Unless you apply for a special license to run a sanctuary for them.”  Her voice dripped with sarcasm.  “Same for everything else native to our region: bears, snakes, you name it.  But ‘sanctuary’ is defined all too loosely by some of the people claiming to run one.  Too many people just want big pets—sometimes to cuddle them, sometimes to charge money to see them.” 
 
    Cuddle a bear or mountain lion?  People did that?  Now, that was a whole new level of crazy. 
 
    After we calmed down, we remembered why we were there: to take photographs of the UFO site.  This appeared to be a prime location for all kinds of unusual things. 
 
    We walked around, snapping pictures. 
 
    Eventually, Science called us over to look at something. 
 
    He had found an oval pattern in a grassy area where most of the grass had been flattened.  It looked like something oval had parked there … or someone had created the pattern on purpose. 
 
    Science said, “We should take a lot of pictures.  I mean, it’s shaped kind of like a flying saucer.  We could write about how a saucer is always a possibility.” 
 
    Starshine started screaming at the top of her lungs.  She pounded her feet on the ground, hopping around like she was barefoot on hot cement. 
 
    Violet reached her first.  She put her arm around Starshine, tried to calm her down. 
 
    A shot of adrenalin raced through me.  I immediately feared she’d been bitten by a snake. 
 
    Science started laughing.  He asked Starshine, “Is this what you’re screaming about?” 
 
    There, under a cactus, was a pile of torn women’s clothing.  On top: a flowered blouse with a red bloodstain.  It looked like someone had been shot. 
 
    Why was he laughing?  What was wrong with him?  I thought back to the cave—the bloody teeth and fingernails, the serial killer hiding out, hoarding his stash of grotesque trophies. 
 
    Starshine stopped screaming.  She said, “Yes!  Someone’s been hurt … or murdered.” 
 
    Science poked around in the clothes with a stick.  He reached down and grabbed something.  When he stood up, he held out a gold metal lipstick tube, thick red goo dripping down the sides.  He said, “Blood turns brown after being exposed to air for a while.  This is bright red.  Melted lipstick.  BwaaHaaaHaaa!” 
 
    Starshine turned nearly as red as the lipstick.  She said, “Yeah, well, ripped, discarded clothing doesn’t bode well, either.  Looks like foul play to me.” 
 
    Science said, “Yeah … or someone camped out here to watch the stars, dropped some clothing on the way out, and some animal ripped it up.” 
 
    We all snapped pictures of the clothing: blue-jean miniskirt, white cardigan sweater, and the flowered blouse.  Maybe the aliens had beamed the woman up and this was all she left behind.  The photographs would go in our newspaper article.  Even skeptics liked reading conspiracy theories. 
 
    We walked around for about an hour.  We didn’t find much else: a bunch of empty soda cans that Science insisted we place in a plastic bag and take home for recycling, paper trash including a bunch of flyers for the UFO Festival, tiny animal bones and a couple of snake skins.  (Those gave me the creeps.)  We also found some living things that we left alone: rabbits and a cute little lizard scurrying over a boulder. 
 
    I volunteered to organize the newspaper article when I got home, if everyone wanted to send me their photographs and ideas.  No arguments there.  I actually got volunteered to write the entire article.  I asked Science to write up something on the physics of rocket ships visiting us from outer space.  He said he’d be happy to.  I gave him my email address.  No way did I want to spend hours researching technical information. 
 
    When I got home, I walked around my trailer to Kai’s front yard, just to see if she was around.  Still, nothing.  No sign of her.  I started wondering how many days I should let pass before I could knock on her door and not be out of line.  I really needed to get her cell phone number and email address. 
 
    Back home, my mom was smoking cigarettes and drinking wine.  I got really mad at her.  I shouted, “Mom, you can’t smoke in here!  This place is way too tiny and the ventilation sucks!  My room smells all night long from whatever dinner we cook.  I’m going to be smelling cigarette smoke all night tonight!” 
 
    She said, “This is my house.  Where else am I supposed to go to relax?” 
 
    I felt totally exasperated with her.  Hello … I’m her kid … She should be protecting me from secondhand smoke.  Was she totally lacking the mom gene? 
 
    I said, “Why don’t you go outside?  It never rains here.  It’s always nice and there’s always a breeze out front.  Why don’t you buy a lawn chair like a lot of people in this neighborhood have?  Then you could just sit out there and smoke and I don’t have to die of lung cancer!” 
 
    Honest to God, as she dropped her cigarette into her wine glass, she replied, “Oh, Shade, you’re always so dramatic!” 
 
    I said, “Seriously, I’m dramatic?  Who just ruined their wine in order to put out their cigarette in the most spiteful way possible?” 
 
    She stared at the wine glass, as though surprised by what she’d done.  Ah, jeez, she was drunk.  She didn’t even have enough control over her actions to be spiteful. 
 
    She managed to remember one thing, however.  She said, “Hey, we’re supposed to do something together this weekend.  You want to go for a walk through Roswell or something?”  She slurred her words.  Roswell sounded more like Roshwell.  Ah, yes, Roshwell, the place where drunken aliens land.  Not to be confused with Roswell. 
 
    I told her I had a lot of schoolwork to do.  That was true.  Besides homework, I had to pull together a complicated article on the UFO Festival and local UFO sightings without looking like a conspiracy theory nut bag. 
 
    She said, “OK,” and stumbled into the kitchen to get an ash-less glass of wine. 
 
    I went into my bedroom and slammed the door.  I have to admit I was starting to like my room.  It was my own little refuge.  I’d added some personal things to make it feel even more like my own private space: a couple of fairy posters on the wall, a framed photograph of me and Annie at a happier time in our lives, a travel calendar. 
 
    I sat down on my bed and opened up my laptop.  I checked my email.  There were already photos from Violet and Wolf Song.  Jeez Louise, Wolf Song had pictures of Moonjava walking across the field with an assault rifle.  He had close-up pictures of the mountain lion and the guy whipping the animal. He even had a close-up of Moonjava aiming the gun.  I did not think I could ever in a million years put that in the article.  I didn’t want to get Moonjava in trouble.  Was it legal for someone Moonjava’s age to own a gun?  Who was allowed to own that particular kind of gun?  OK, I’d research that and think about it.  I also didn’t want to insult my new friends.  Part of the article would basically poke fun at the hoopla surrounding UFO beliefs.  If I was an adult and a hard-hitting journalist, I might have to explore what kind of psychological state leads someone to bring an assault rifle to a UFO investigation, but my article was only for a high school newspaper.  I figured I didn’t have a responsibility to explore every area of a story if I didn’t want to.  Also, look at cable news.  When was the last time they explored every angle, and they were professionals. 
 
    Ping!  Ping!  Ping!  Within the next half hour, emails kept popping into my inbox.  I got all sorts of photos from everyone in our group.  The silly photos I got of the festival from both Wolf Song and Moonjava were clear and colorful and interesting.  I realized Wolf Song was a really good photographer.  He got great photos whether he was taking them of funny costumes or life-and-death situations.  How he got photos of the confrontation between Moonjava and the circus act out in the desert without totally blurring them was beyond me.  My hands would have shook so bad, I would have been lucky to have gotten anything better than those photographs and videos you always see of Bigfoot.  Oh, look at those wavy lines that look like a streak of smeared paint!  That’s totally Bigfoot! 
 
    I decided to go get a can of soda from the fridge.  It was a good thing I did.  My mom had apparently lit another cigarette, then fallen asleep on the couch mid-smoke.  The cigarette had fallen on the floor.  The tip was glowing red and it was burning a hole in the carpet!  I only had socks on, so I couldn’t use my feet to put it out.  I ran into the kitchen, poured water into a cup and threw it on the smoldering carpet.  I felt like throwing it on my mom; but I just cleaned up her mess and put a blanket over her, so she could sleep it off.  The living room stank of burnt carpet. 
 
    I grabbed my soda and went back to my room to pretend I was just a normal kid doing her schoolwork.  I also ordered pizza because: a.) My mom obviously would not be making dinner that night and b.) Seriously, my mom would be a danger to herself and others if she did cook dinner that night. 
 
    By the time the pizza came, Science had sent me his article on UFOs and the physics required for aliens from outer space to find us and visit us. 
 
    I stared at the circular shapes of the pizza and pepperoni disks.  They all looked like flying saucers.  I pulled a triangular slice of sausage-pepperoni-olive-and-extra-cheese pizza from the pie.  Now the mother ship had an open triangular-shaped hatch.  I pictured little green men walking out of it.  No, those aren’t olives.  Those are visitors from outer space.  Be nice to them.  Nom Nom Nom. 
 
    My mind always wandered when I had a boatload of work to do. 
 
    I decided to start by writing the article, and then add photos where they fit best. 
 
    When I got to the serious part where we interviewed Bobby Huffman, I pored over the photographs I’d taken with my cell phone. Some of them were horrible: random shots of the floor and ceiling, a picture of Violet’s butt.  I deleted those. 
 
    In the photos I’d managed to get of him, Bobby looked incredibly disturbed.  I zoomed in on his eyes.  Man, those were some seriously bloodshot eyes! 
 
    I zoomed in on the animal cages all around him, back against the tent walls.  I studied the animals.  I had just taken it for granted that they’d be inside a festival tent.  Now that I thought about it, my mind must have automatically registered it as a circus tent when I stepped inside the murky interior.  But it wasn’t a circus tent or a tent for anything that had anything at all to do with animals.  It was a tent at a UFO Festival.  What were cages of animals doing there? 
 
    Zooming in and viewing the animals at close range, I thought some of them looked really strange.  They seemed off. 
 
    A raccoon had hands that looked human.  It was washing its food in a bowl of water … but its hands looked human … and, oh my God, its nails or claws or whatever you call them were painted blue with green spots! 
 
    Horror flooded my mind.  I shivered and wrapped my quilt around me.  I was sure the camera was playing tricks on me.  It was just my stupid cell phone, and I’d had to hide it and take pictures at weird angles.  And then I remembered: there was a blue light and a green light on the desk where Bobby’s uncle was sitting.  The colors from the lamps must have bounced around in a weird way and distorted the colors on the raccoon’s nails as I snapped pictures with my cheap, useless camera. 
 
    I put the picture into Photoshop and tried adjusting the colors.  The color settings all suggested that the raccoon’s claws were indeed blue with green dots. 
 
    I couldn’t publish that, at least not without an explanation.  I could make a joke and suggest that aliens had painted its claws.  Or I could go all serious conspiracy theory and suggest the same thing in an ominous tone.  Or, better yet, I could photoshop the picture into black and white.  Of course, I could leave that picture out of the article entirely.  I decided to wait until I’d finished writing the article to make up my mind about what to do with that and a few other photos. 
 
    It took me all night into the wee hours of the morning to finish writing the article and placing the photographs.  In the end, I decided to include the picture of the weird raccoon, as well as the zoomed-in pictures of the animal cages.  I thought it worked really well.  In the whole first part of the article, I focused on the wild-and-crazy aspects of the festival.  There, I just described the festival and added lots of zany pictures, mostly of people in costumes and the more outrageous props.  (A UFO-shaped tree house that was built by a cabin company and had people in green skintight bodysuits and green face masks waving at the crowd from its deck definitely made my cut.)  Toward the middle of the article, the tone got a little bit darker and more serious.  The tent with the caged animals and Bobby served as the transition.  I said that the caged animals fit in well with the circus atmosphere of the festival.  I actually highlighted the painted claws of the raccoon, saying that it reminded me of animals under the big top, except here it was a much smaller animal under a much smaller top.  Then I concentrated on Bobby.  I explored how deeply many people living in and visiting the Roswell area believe that visitors from outer space have kidnapped people and beamed them up to their flying saucers.  I then turned to facts, wrapping up my article by adding a section written by Science whose real name turned out to be Jack Carter.  There was no way I was going to paraphrase Jack’s article.  He wrote it in a way that the average science student could understand, but just barely.  I didn’t plan to go messing with it, make a mistake and sound stupid in front of the entire school.  I made sure to give him total credit for that section. 
 
    When I was done, I emailed the article to everyone on our team, to see if they were OK with it. 
 
    Half an hour later, my email pinged.  It was 3:30 in the morning.  I figured it was another night owl on the newspaper team, giving me feedback about the article.  It turned out I had an email from Mrs. Green, Annie’s mom!  I stared at the Subject line.  I read it over a number of times, scared to find out what it meant.  It said: Annie’s Condition.  Can You Help?  My hands started shaking.  My PTSD came flooding back, drowning me, suffocating me.  It was a monster, always lurking in the shadows.  It slinks off and hides when the sun is out; but the moment storm clouds loom on the horizon, it’s back, trying to kill me. 
 
    I hadn’t thought of cutting in a long time.  Suddenly, the urge was upon me, telling me I could handle the email better if I first released some blood. 
 
    I went over to the tiny closet in my room where I had stashed a box labeled Shade’s Stuff.  I ripped off the packing tape and rummaged around inside until I found the bowl and knife I once used for cutting.  My ceremonial instruments, as though designed for making a blood sacrifice to the gods.  Cradling them in both hands, I closed my eyes and imagined the sweet sensation of relief I’d feel after using them. 
 
    I fought the urge.  I started closing the box.  As I went to fold a flap down, I noticed a pulsing blue glow at the bottom of the box.  I shoved everything aside to get to it.  It was my amulet from Brandon! 
 
    I collapsed on the floor and wept.  He was gone.  I had shoved my feelings about his sudden disappearance deep down inside myself where I’d hoped they’d never resurface because there was nothing I could do about it.  He was dead.  He was a ghost and he needed to go to where he belonged in the afterlife. 
 
    But now the blue gemstone was glowing!  What did that mean?  Was he watching over me?  (OK, that would be creepy.  He better not be watching me all the time!)  Did he put some kind of spell on the stone, so that it would glow—kind of like police lights—when I was getting ready to cut or harm myself in some other way, to warn me to stop? 
 
    I felt overwhelmed by mixed emotions.  I grabbed the necklace and put it on.  I felt comforted to own the amulet, but angry that Brandon might be trying to control me.  I took it off, threw it back in the box.  I pulled back the cardboard flaps and shoved the bowl and knife in.  The amulet slipped down to the bottom of the box.  It kept on glowing.  Maybe it meant something else.  Maybe Brandon was coming back to see me!  I felt around the objects like a blind person until I found the necklace again.  I pulled it up through a tangle of stuff and put it back on.  It stopped glowing. 
 
    I dropped the gemstone down under my T-shirt because it was a bit gaudy for a trailer park.  Nothing says Rob me! like a big fat gemstone.  I figured I’d wear it, see if it comforted me and see if Brandon tried to contact me through it. 
 
    I got back on my computer and opened the email from Mrs. Green.  Tears flowed down my face, falling onto the keyboard and darkening it.  I read: 
 
    Dear Shade, 
 
    I got your email address from Annie’s computer.  How are you?  I hope you like your new home and your new school.  We could use your help, if you feel up to it.  I wish I had better news, but Annie isn’t doing well.  She was so depressed, her anti-depressant medication stopped working and the psychiatrist we took her to recommended electroshock therapy.  We had that done and afterward her depression lifted and we thought she was on the road to recovery.  (The electroshock did temporarily interfere with her memories.  She remembered her dad and me, but she forgot other people she hadn’t seen in a while.  But we were told that side effect is usually temporary.)  Just when we were beginning to feel optimistic about her recovery, Annie became catatonic.  Thank goodness it only lasted three days.  It was scary.  After that ended, however, she once again became severely depressed.  We took her to a new doctor, a psychologist who recommended a mental health spa out West.  It’s located only about an hour away from you!  Shade, could you visit her?  I think seeing you would mean the world to her.  You always cheered her up and she considered you her best friend.  I’ve attached information on the spa and where it’s located. 
 
    P.S. I sent you a box of homemade cookies.  I remember how much you enjoyed them.  You should get them in a few days.  I sent some to Annie, too.  If you visit, will you make sure she eats some?  I’m hoping they’ll bring back memories of better times and bring a smile to her face. 
 
    Sincerely, 
 
    Mrs. Green 
 
    I put my head in my hands and cried.  I rocked back and forth, weeping till the floodgates opened and I sobbed like a wounded animal. 
 
    It’s hard to name just one thing that set me off.  It was everything.  Annie’s condition.  Mrs. Green saying that I always cheered Annie up.  No, I had wrecked her life!  In that moment, I blamed myself for everything.  If I had stayed with her on Halloween night, maybe she wouldn’t have gotten kidnapped.  I waged a war inside myself.  It was Annie’s decision to walk home alone.  Neither one of us thought anything about it until she was kidnapped.  I cried because Mrs. Green was so sweet and I didn’t think I deserved cookies.  I felt upset because she wasn’t with Annie.  I felt so incredibly sad for Annie that she was all alone.  I felt devastated that she’d completely lost her memories of some people.  My stomach tightened into knots at the thought that she might not remember me! 
 
    I stopped crying.  I felt disgusted that I was only worried about me—my guilt, my sadness, my feelings.  Me.  Me.  Me.  I needed to think about Annie.  I made up my mind: I’d visit her. 
 
    My computer pinged.  Another email.  This time, I didn’t bother guessing who it might be from.  It could be anybody. 
 
    Turned out it was Kai!  Finally, some good news!  Kai was back in my life.  She gave me her phone number and said I could email or call her. 
 
    I called right then and there.  Sometimes I am so not cool.  All the words came rushing out together real fast: “Kai! … How are you!? … I’ve been looking for you … How are you? … Did you go to the UFO Festival? … I went and had a really good time … We should go to one sometime … I get the impression there are a lot of those around here.” 
 
    Kai didn’t return my level of mania.  Quite the opposite.  She just said, “Hey, you wanna do something tomorrow?  I need to get away from here.” 
 
    I said, “Sure.  I’d be happy to.”  Then I told her about Annie.  My voice shaking, I finally asked, “Would you like to go visit Annie with me?” 
 
    Kai’s voice had more enthusiasm than when she first called.  She said, “Sure!  I’d love to!” 
 
    I felt so relieved, it was like I’d been carrying a bag of bowling balls around my shoulders and Kai had lifted it off. 
 
    I asked her if she knew the best way to get to the spa.  She said her mom had a truck she could use and it had a GPS.  That was perfect!  I had imagined us taking an uncomfortable bus ride or something. 
 
    When I got off the phone, I realized how happy I felt that Kai would be with me when I finally saw Annie again. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 7 
 
    I slept fitfully.  I kept waking up with nightmares.  In one, Annie had tubes coming out of her head and blood was being drained away by medical researchers.  In another one, she grew fangs, leapt out of her hospital bed and attacked me.  I hit her and punched and kicked, but she managed to sink her teeth into my neck and turn me into a zombie. 
 
    I clearly had issues about visiting her.  I managed to get five horribly broken hours of sleep. 
 
    In the morning, I texted Kai.  She was already up and ready to go.  One hour later, I had gobbled down breakfast, taken a shower to wake up, and left my mom a note that I was spending the day with friends to work on homework.  The last part wasn’t necessary and I hated lying to her; but I didn’t want to hurt her feelings, since she had wanted to spend the day with me.  I really did have homework to do.  The guilt of not seeing Annie for so long had just finally gotten to me, and I’d have to stay up late to get it done after I got back home. 
 
    I was curious to see Kai’s truck.  I hadn’t seen one outside her house.  Turned out it was in a parking lot for the trailer park.  I didn’t even realize there was a lot.  It was located all the way at the other end of our neighborhood. 
 
    It was kind of cool to see the whole neighborhood.  I hadn’t done that before. 
 
    There were a lot of different kinds of people outside.  Quite a few different races: white, Navajo, Latino, Asian.  Groups of kids were outside playing and riding bikes.  A few teenagers were shooting hoops.  We passed by a family getting out of their car, all dressed up in church clothing.  The mom was wearing a fancy pink hat all decorated with pink satin flowers and white gauzy netting.  Next door to them, a man wearing a sleeveless undershirt covered in black grease was swearing up a storm, working on his car.  The lady in the hat stomped across her front yard to ask him to please not do that in front of her children, especially on a Sunday.  He apologized, then went back to working on his car, slamming his tools around extra loud. 
 
    Ravens waddled around a front yard that was nothing more than desert dirt.  The owner hadn’t even tried.  No cacti, no garden statues, no nothing.  Just dirt.  Some of which had blown across the yard and covered half the trailer. 
 
    One block down, we saw the polar opposite: a yard that was complete sensory overload.  Pinwheels in different colors spun around lazily in the desert breeze, making Click!  Click!  Click! sounds.  Periodically, they sped up to announce, Click-Click!-Click!-Click!-Click!, like a tiny train coming down the tracks.  Gnomes hid behind every cactus and tree.  Orbs lined a stone path, sunbeams bouncing off their shiny round surfaces, working as weaponized arrows of light if you tried to look at them too closely.  A United States flag hung from a holder next to the front door.  Another flag attached to a metal pole in the front yard had pictures of brightly colored leaves and pumpkins and the message, Happy Fall!  I’d never seen that before.  I’d seen flags announcing Happy Easter! and Merry Christmas! and Happy Birthday!, even Happy Spring!, but never Happy Fall!  Fall, after all, wasn’t that happy.  School started then.  Ugh.  Not happy.  Daylight ended sooner.  It was still dark when high schoolers left to go to school.  Of course, there was Halloween and that was fun, but it was also creepy. 
 
    Annie had gone missing on Halloween night.  I felt dizzy.  I had trouble breathing.  An anxiety attack crushed me with the violence and suddenness of its approach. 
 
    Kai asked if I was OK. 
 
    I said, “Yeah … Just feeling a little winded.  I think it’s from the dry desert air.” 
 
    Kai said, “You wanna talk about it?” 
 
    She had an uncanny way of cutting through pretense and getting to the truth. 
 
    I just said it was Annie.  I was a little bit afraid to see her.  (Yes, that was an understatement.  I was close to terrified.) 
 
    Kai said, “It’ll be OK.  You’ll see.  I’ve known people with all kinds of problems.  It’s totally possible to get better.” 
 
    I wanted to ask her how many people she knew who’d gotten better; but I decided that if the number was low, I’d be better off not knowing.  I told myself everything would be OK. 
 
    When we got to the parking lot and Kai pointed out her truck, I panicked.  I took back what I’d told myself about how everything was going to be OK.  I kind of replaced it in my head with: We’re all gonna die!  Man, if ever there was a thing perfectly described as a rust bucket, Kai’s truck was it.  There were a couple of places, including the area above both back wheels, where rust had eaten holes right through the metal.  In fact, there was so much rust on her blue truck, it looked like it was meant to be orange and blue.  And the tires were bald. 
 
    Kai smiled as she unlocked the passenger door.  She said, “Hop in!  Make yourself comfortable.” 
 
    Really?  How was that even possible?  She did have a fake sheepskin cover over my seat, so that helped.  It smelled like a dead sheep and it had stains the color of sheep manure, but it was comfortable. 
 
    The ride to the spa was so rough, I fought back car sickness the entire time.  The truck made all kinds of hissing and grinding sounds.  The sheepskin stench mixed with some other horrible smell—something close to gasoline, which made me nervous.  Needless to say, I didn’t talk much.  When Kai offered to turn on the radio, I wholeheartedly agreed.  She played some kind of New Age music.  It calmed me down. 
 
    When we got to the spa, our jaws dropped open at the sight of it.  It looked like a 10-star hotel.  I mean, if a 10-star rating existed for hotels, this spa would give it a run for its money.  Kai pulled up to the parking lot booth and stared at the place.  There we were, sitting in our hillbilly truck, looking like two slack-jawed idiots come to visit the rich and famous.  The automated booth spit out a ticket at us.  A recorded voice said: Don’t forget to have your ticket stamped inside.  First two hours are free.  Have a nice day! 
 
    Kai grabbed the ticket.  Driving around the lot to find a parking spot, we passed a few people.  They were dressed like fashion models.  I looked over at Kai in her shabby jeans with holes in the knees.  I looked at my own jeans.  They were shiny from wear and had loose strings along the bottoms from dragging on the ground.  We were both wearing cheap, faded T-shirts. 
 
    I started wondering if this was a mental health spa or just a regular spa. 
 
    I said, “Annie’s family is rich, by the way.” 
 
    Kai said, “Ya think?  I kind of figured that out.” 
 
    People stared as we drove through the parking lot.  I wanted to disappear, I didn’t care how.  Let wild buzzards drag me from my seat and feed me to their young.  Just do it quickly—before I die of embarrassment. 
 
    And in case anyone didn’t notice us, Kai’s truck made sure to announce our arrival.  What was that sound?  It was kind of like: Grrrrr-ruck!  Pfffft…Pfft!…Ffffft!  Pow!  And it repeated itself a bunch of times, just to make sure everyone heard us. 
 
    Finally, we found a parking spot way in the back.  Which meant a long walk up to the spa. 
 
    When we finally made it to the front desk, the receptionist was very kind.  People in the waiting room stared at us as if we were being devoured by buzzard chicks, right in front of them.  Oh, look, it’s a zoo feeding!  But the receptionist was very nice. 
 
    She took our names, called Annie’s social worker on the phone, and opened a door leading to the inpatient area.  The lock released with a buzzing sound.  As soon as we stepped through the doorway, a short perky woman rushed up to us, clutching a clipboard in one hand.  Her hair was pulled so tightly back with barrettes, I expected them to launch off her head with the force of a bungee cord and poke our eyes out. 
 
    She extended her hand to shake ours.  Brrrrrr … Cold and clammy. 
 
    She had a warm personality, though.  She introduced herself as Annie’s social worker.  Her name was Naomi Shaw.  She said she’d heard a lot about me from Annie’s mom and was glad I could make it.  She smiled at Kai and said it would be good for Annie to make a new friend. 
 
    She warned us, gently, that Annie wasn’t her old self yet.  She said it was perfectly normal, though.  Annie had experienced a lot of trauma; her body and mind were protecting her by shutting down some of her memories and some of her affect.  She said, “It’s actually quite wonderful that human beings are capable of doing this.  It gives us time to heal, to recover.  Don’t you agree?” 
 
    We shook our heads yes.  It made sense.  And it was nice that people had permission to take their time here.  I could live with that. 
 
    She led the way to Annie’s room.  When we got there, she motioned for us to enter. 
 
    For a couple of seconds, I thought we’d walked into the wrong room.  The girl in the bed only vaguely resembled Annie. 
 
    I blinked my eyes and looked again.  It was Annie.  At least fifteen pounds thinner and almost as white as her bedsheets. 
 
    She didn’t have any makeup on, none of the smudged dark eye shadow that I remembered surrounding her eyes like storm clouds.  And she was wearing glasses.  It took me a moment to realize that was one of the more normal things that made her look so different.  She didn’t have contacts on. 
 
    I thought back to when I’d first met Annie.  She was wearing contacts with a single red star on each of them.  I’d thought of her as the girl with stars in her eyes.  When I’d asked back then if she felt starry-eyed, she’d said she did when she thought about the future.  She told me that she was smart and had good grades and planned to go far away to college, so that she didn’t get stuck in the small town where we lived.  She said that place would kill your soul if you let it, totally petrify your soul into a piece of dead wood. 
 
    And here she was, her dreams dashed by the things that had happened to her.  Worse than being stuck in a small town, she was trapped by mental illness and stuck in a hospital bed.  She’d even been catatonic for a while, paralyzed as though she was actually made of petrified wood. 
 
    I couldn’t let her stay this way.  I had to do everything I could to help her. 
 
    Swallowing my fear and trying to keep my hands from shaking, I walked over to her bedside.  I grasped the metal rails and looked into her face. 
 
    Annie stared straight ahead, at the wall.  I looked to see if there was anything there.  There wasn’t.  No paintings.  No TV.  Nothing.  The TV was sitting on a shelf in the corner, up near the ceiling.  It was off. 
 
    Then I remembered Annie’s faeries.  She once told me she saw them all around her almost every day.  I’d seen them, too.  Two kinds: bright spots of light and dark spots of shadow.  Of course, the ones I saw had been fake, whipped up by Brandon the ghost.  But Annie saw them all the time.  Maybe she was seeing them now.  If that was true: a.) She wasn’t ignoring me because she was mad at me and b.) She wasn’t going catatonic again.  She was just being normal—normal for Annie, that is, which is totally OK. 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief—out loud, which I hadn’t meant to do. 
 
    I said, “Hi, Annie.  How are you?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. 
 
    I said, “I’m sorry I didn’t visit you sooner.  My mom moved us again.  You know how she is.  She doesn’t care about anyone but herself.  I have to live in a trailer park now.” 
 
    When I get nervous, I inevitably put my foot in my mouth.  I had forgotten about Kai—who also lived in the trailer park—standing right on the other side of the bed.  Why didn’t I just insult her while trying to make Annie feel better?  Oh, wait, I just did! 
 
    Kai didn’t seem to notice.  She was focused on Annie. 
 
    I said, “Annie, do you remember me?” 
 
    She turned her head slowly.  When she looked at me, she looked half dead, like she wasn’t all there.  She said, “Oh, yes, I sure do.  You’re the girl in the picture my mom showed me.” 
 
    I wanted to cry.  To run.  To scream.  I wanted to stay there and shake Annie by the shoulders until she recognized me.  I wanted to slap her across the face, like they do to hysterical people in the movies, to bring her to her senses, to wake her up, to make her snap out of it. 
 
    None of those options would help.  I knew that.  I stood my ground against the part of me that wanted to go crazy. 
 
    I said, “Annie, do you remember the day we both saw faeries?” 
 
    Annie looked back at the wall.  She said, “They don’t exist.  They’re just figments of my overactive imagination.” 
 
    I said, “Who told you that?” 
 
    She said, “Everyone.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if I should mention Halloween or not because that’s when she was kidnapped and all her trauma started, but I decided to chance it because we’d had such a good time earlier that Halloween night.  Plus I was one of the last people she’d seen before getting kidnapped.  Maybe I could trigger her memory.  I said, “Annie, do you remember Halloween?  Do you remember us going to the Haunted House and trick-or-treating?  Do you remember I dressed up like Leotard Girl?” 
 
    Tears streamed down Annie’s face.  I had no social skills whatsoever.  I’d upset her.  I’d gotten a reaction, but not the one I wanted. 
 
    Kai reached over and grasped her hand.  She looked at me.  With her free hand, she put a finger to her lips, telling me to shush.  OK, I guess I deserved that. 
 
    A flash of jealousy exploded in my head like lightning on a summer night.  My new best friend was taking over my old best friend and cutting me out of the picture. 
 
    Slowly, color returned to Annie’s cheeks and lips.  Her eyes gained a tiny bit of sparkle. 
 
    She looked directly at me.  She said, “Shade!  I remember you!  I’ve forgotten a lot of people, but I remember you!”  She cried again, but this time from happiness. 
 
    I started crying, too.  It was a real sob fest, let me tell you. 
 
    I reached over and hugged Annie.  She hugged me back, real tight like she’d never let go. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to say.  I finally thought of something.  “How are they treating you here?”  It was kind of a lame question.  It sounded like something anyone would say to a person in the hospital, just to make small talk.  But I really wanted to know if she was OK being there or if it felt more like torture. 
 
    She said, “Fine.  This is a spa for the wealthy.  Did you know celebrities come here?” 
 
    This seemed like normal gossip talk, which felt surprisingly good after all we’d been through. 
 
    I said, “Have you seen any?” 
 
    She said, “A couple.  I can’t remember his name, but there’s an actor in here from one of my favorite sci-fi shows.  And there’s a fantasy author in here somewhere.  I saw her at arts and crafts one day.” 
 
    I asked the same question I had asked before.  I said, “Annie, do you remember me?  I mean, really remember me?  Not just stuff your mom told you about me.” 
 
    She gave me a weird look and laughed.  She said, “Of course, I remember you.  You’re Shade, my best friend.  How are you, anyway?  How’s your new place?” 
 
    I tried my best not to look surprised, to just act like everything was normal.  I said, “It’s OK.  I miss you something terrible.  I miss my old house with the attic bedroom.  I’m living in a trailer park now.  Oh my God, Annie, I live near Roswell, New Mexico.  You totally have to visit me!  There’s UFO stuff everywhere.  You should come see it.” 
 
    Kai let go of Annie’s hand, which reminded me that I should include her in the conversation. 
 
    I introduced Kai.  Annie smiled at her and said, “Nice to meet you.”  Those four words made me so happy, I wanted to start crying all over again.  Annie was alert and responding quickly to conversation. 
 
    Kai said, “Same here.  I’ve heard so much about you.” 
 
    Annie said, “Nothing bad, I hope…” 
 
    Kai laughed and said, “Nope.  All good stuff.” 
 
    Liar.  I hadn’t told her much at all about Annie.  I’d only told her about Annie today, as a matter of fact, in order to ask if she’d go with me to the spa.  But it was all good.  It was the whitest white lie ever and we were having a totally normal conversation.  And Annie remembered me! 
 
    We chatted for a while longer before the social worker came back to tell us Annie had to go to music therapy. 
 
    As we were leaving, Annie said, “Shade, email me!  I have my laptop here, so we can chat.” 
 
    I got the biggest, goofiest smile on my face.  My best friend was back!  I promised to send her an email as soon as I got home. 
 
    Once we got out of the spa and out of earshot of other people, I asked Kai what she’d done.  I said, “I know you did something, Kai.  You held Annie’s hand and she got a lot better right before our eyes.” 
 
    A smile played across Kai’s face.  She said, “I’m an empath.  And I think I might be something else.” 
 
    I felt confused.  I just said, “What do you mean?” 
 
    Kai said, “An empath is someone who’s extremely sensitive to what other people and animals are feeling, to the point where we basically experience the same emotions as if they were our own.  We’re also healers.” 
 
    That made sense.  That sounded exactly like what I’d witnessed between Annie and Kai.  I said, “That’s wonderful, Kai!  Maybe you can heal Annie completely!  Can you come back with me maybe once a week until she’s better?” 
 
    Kai said, “She may already be completely healed.  You should call her tomorrow and keep in touch with her, find out if she gets discharged from the hospital soon.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe it.  This was like witnessing a miracle.  Actually, it wasn’t like witnessing it.  I’d actually seen a miracle, I was sure of it.  Empaths and healers—I had no idea such people existed.  It was like my mind had been pried open and a revelation had been poured inside, exploding on contact.  I’d once seen ghosts.  Now, I’d met an empath who could heal others by holding their hand.  My mind had rebelled against the idea of ghosts when Brandon had first come into my life.  But this was different.  If an empath could heal Annie, I’d welcome the existence of empaths with open arms.  There was nothing I wanted more in the entire world than for Annie to get better. 
 
    I promised Kai I’d call Annie the next day.  Then I added, “You said that you’re an empath and you think you’re something else.  What’s that something else?” 
 
    Kai said, “I don’t know.  I probably shouldn’t talk about it…” 
 
    I nudged Kai playfully with my elbow.  I said, “C’mon, you have to tell me now.  You heal my best friend right in front of my eyes; then you tell me you might be something else besides an empath, but you don’t want to tell me what?  No way!  You have to tell me.  How bad could it be?  Wait…”  I grinned.  “You’re not an alien from outer space … or pregnant by one of them … are you?  You were missing for an entire week at the exact same time people spotted a UFO out in the desert next to our trailer park.  Were you up in that UFO, Kai?” 
 
    I was in a funny mood, on cloud nine after seeing Annie improve so much. 
 
    Kai was not in the same kind of mood.  She didn’t smile … at all.  If anything, her face got even more serious.  She said, “I’m not kidding.  None of this is funny.  You saw the ghost of that little girl in the cave, but did you ever experience anything like that before?” 
 
    Well, that wiped the smile off my face … and knocked me out of my silly mood right into a panic attack.  I felt dizzy and short of breath.  A sense of impending doom settled over me like a blanket of darkness.  I felt that if it kept escalating, I was going to die. 
 
    Was it against the rules of the universe for me to be happy and lighthearted for more than a few minutes?  Apparently so!  I did not want to talk about my past.  It was over.  I wanted to leave it behind as much as possible. 
 
    But, then, bringing Kai and Annie together had turned out so well, maybe I needed to share a bit more about what had happened in my old town, and to explain how Brandon and his family had played a part in helping me.  Maybe it wouldn’t be the end of the world. 
 
    I stopped walking.  I looked directly at Kai.  I was so nervous, my upper lip trembled, then my eyelid started twitching.  I’m sure I looked a frightening mess.  My voice went high-pitched and cracked as I blurted out, “Yes, I have.  I’ve seen ghosts before, Kai.  It’s a long story.  My old house, or at least my attic bedroom in that house, was haunted by a ghost.  He couldn’t move on into the afterlife until he helped someone in a major way.  He ended up helping me figure out what had happened to Annie and some other girls who went missing.  It turned out they’d been kidnapped and sold into slavery.  After that, the ghost—his name was Brandon—got to move on.  While he was stuck on Earth, hanging out with me, I got to meet other people in his family who had died.  I met his grandmother and his brother as ghosts.  They were all really sweet.” 
 
    Kai said, “I knew it!” 
 
    I felt kind of mad.  I said, “Really?  How could you know that?” 
 
    Kai said, “I don’t mean those exact details.  I just felt that you had some kind of mystical power … and that you’d been in touch with something greater than yourself before.  Remember when we were inside the cave and I told you I’d sensed you were a ghost whisperer?  Well, I didn’t think you’d only ever seen that one ghost, of that one little girl.  I sensed that you’d seen ghosts before, that you’d been a whisperer for other ghosts who had tried to communicate with the living.”  Kai paused.  She shrugged her shoulders, then continued. “I think the universe brought us together … just like it brought you and the ghost in your attic together.  Shade, I think I’m meant to be a shaman.  I think I’m meant to do some serious healing.  It’s a feeling about my destiny that’s been growing stronger every day.  If I really have healed Annie, maybe that’s from having the power of a shaman.  I don’t know…” 
 
    I tried to swallow my anger.  All of this was too much for me.  I said, “Who knows what the universe means for us?  My mom moved me to the trailer park where you live.  The universe didn’t do that.  And, trust me, if anyone knows how to mess with any plans the universe might have for me, that would be my mother.  She is chaos incarnate, here to wreck any plans an orderly universe might have.  She’s the bowling ball thrown into any formation of neatly stacked pins.” 
 
    Kai said, “The universe is chaos, Shade.  It’s in a constant state of entropy.  Things are always falling apart.  Everything’s born, tries to thrive, withers away and dies.  It’s during the battle to thrive that everything is possible.” 
 
    I suppose that was profound.  My mind blocked out the pep talk.  My mouth just said, “Hunh?” 
 
    Kai said, “Never mind.  I just wanted to tell you that I think maybe I’m meant to become a shaman, the same way you’re probably meant to become something important.  If I am, it’s overwhelming right now.  A shaman’s a really important person in my culture, the Navajo culture.  It’s their job to take responsibility for some pretty scary stuff.” 
 
    My mind was whirling around as fast as one of those pinwheels we’d seen back in the trailer park.  My mouth went on autopilot, asking questions based on the last thing Kai had said, without really thinking about it.  My mouth asked, “What kind of scary stuff?” 
 
    Kai cleared her throat.  She said, “Like dealing with skinwalkers.” 
 
    OK, that got the full attention of my brain.  I visualized it as people wearing other people’s skin.  That was totally horrifying.  I said, “Like what now?” 
 
    Kai said, “They’re basically evil shapeshifters.  People who can shift into animal forms, but for evil purposes.  Skinwalkers develop their magical powers by crossing boundaries and doing unspeakable acts.” 
 
    Ghosts.  Aliens from outer space.  Healing by touch.  Now, shapeshifters and evil shapeshifters called skinwalkers?  I’m sorry.  My brain was going to blow a fuse, explode and stop working if I dropped one more outrageous idea into it and insist that idea be categorized as reality.  Nuh-uh.  That was not happening. 
 
    I just said, “Hmmm.  That does sound scary.”  Truth: it did sound scary.  It also sounded completely nuts. 
 
    Kai said, “Yeah, well, we’ll see what happens.  I don’t know where our destinies are taking us.” 
 
    Now, that we could agree on.  I said, “Ain’t that the truth?” 
 
    Visions flashed through my mind.  Part memory, part hallucination.  I saw the caged animals in the UFO tent.  They had human faces and human hands.  That guy out in the desert with the mountain lion.  The lion had a human head and human neck and the guy put a collar around its Adam’s apple.  As they walked over to the carnival truck, the wild cats and bears and snakes painted on it leaped away and escaped into the desert.  The mountain lion turned its head and spoke in some ancient human language to the man guiding it by its leash.  The words turned into ravens, flapping their dark wings to follow the fleeing animals. 
 
    My head pounded with the worst headache I’d ever experienced in my entire life. 
 
    When we reached Kai’s truck, I asked if she had Tylenol or anything else for headaches.  She placed her hands on my forehead.  Warmth spread out across my forehead and seeped into my temples.  The pain disappeared.  Jeez.  I’d just wanted Tylenol, not more proof that the world wasn’t how I’d always thought it to be. 
 
    We drove home in silence.  We were so lost in thought, I didn’t realize how much time we’d spent in absolute quiet until we arrived back at the parking lot of our trailer park.  My thoughts had been loud and demanding and had gone a mile a minute.  Time had flown by. 
 
    A split second after Kai parked the truck and pulled the key out of the ignition, she grabbed my arm.  In a desperate, hoarse whisper, she said, “Get down!  Get down and stay down until I tell you to get up!  Be quiet!  There’s someone out there…”  She grabbed my head and pushed it down hard until it rested against the seat.  The ragged metal edge of the glove compartment dug into my back.  Pain pierced my skin like a hot knife, traveling up my body to my neck.  My heart pounded like a drum.  I hyperventilated, breathing way too fast. 
 
    Through the blood pulsing in my ears, I heard steps.  Loose gravel crunched right next to our truck.  The footsteps sounded big and heavy.  Someone wearing large boots.  Keys jingled and made metal-against-metal sounds as they were forced into a lock.  The lock popped.  A door squealed open, screaming against rust.  A guy grunted.  I pictured him heaving his fat body up onto the seat.  The door shrieked again and slammed shut.  The engine started.  Music blared from speakers.  Foul music.  Nasty words.  The vehicle pulled out of the parking lot.  It sped up, tires screeching against the road. 
 
    Kai waited until the sound faded into oblivion.  Then she screamed at me, “Let’s go!  We have to hurry!  Let’s go!” 
 
    Seriously?  Don’t go, don’t move, don’t make any noise?  But now that my body’s bent like a pretzel and racked with pain, I’m supposed to hop out of the truck and run?  God, I hated my life more with every passing minute. 
 
    Adrenalin and my autonomic nervous system took over.  The rational part of my brain was useless.  I could no longer process what was going on.  My autonomic system said: Run-run-run-run-run!  Run for your freaking life!  Hopped up on adrenalin, I followed orders like a crack addict follows the smoke of a burning spoon. 
 
    Kai explained briefly as we ran through the parking lot.  “That was my mom’s boyfriend!  His T-shirt was covered in blood!  Let’s go!  Go … Go … Go!  Hurry up, Shade!” 
 
    That’s all she said.  Her skinny legs went flying, as though she were a marathon runner about to break a world record. 
 
    I tried my best to keep up.  I couldn’t.  The metallic taste of blood rose up from my throat.  It spread across my tongue.  I coughed.  I kept running, but I fell farther and farther behind. 
 
    When I finally reached Kai’s house, I tried the door.  Unlocked.  I pushed it open. 
 
    Oh.  My.  God.  My brain had whiplash.  Or a concussion.  I’d just gone completely nuts.  I had to be hallucinating.  The searing headache came back, right behind my eyeballs, like something terrible was trying to tear them out. 
 
    Kai sat on the floor, her arms wrapped around a wolf.  A wolf covered in blood, its face disfigured by lacerations.  Blood dripping from its ear.  Bullets had ripped through its front paw, shredding fur and skin.  The animal’s head lay in a pool of blood, bullets scattered nearby. 
 
    Kai was chanting, rhythmic and hypnotic.  The wolf howled in pain. 
 
    When I came in, Kai broke down.  Tears streamed down her face.  She said, “My mother’s dying!  I’m not sure I can heal her, Shade!” 
 
    If her mother was dying, what was she doing with that wolf?  Then two and two came together for me.  I said, “Oh my God, Kai, did that wolf attack your mother?” 
 
    I tried to figure out if Kai had had time to shoot it.  I hadn’t heard a gun. 
 
    Kai sobbed.  She said, “No, Shade, this is my mother!” 
 
    Images of animals with human features flashed once again through my mind.  The snakes on the carnival truck spoke to me with forked tongues and human lips.  “Sssssstaaay away from usssss!  Do not sssstep foot into the Navajo world!  Or you and Kai will die like the wolf!” 
 
    I grabbed my head.  The pain was so severe, it felt like I’d been stabbed. 
 
    Kai said, “Shade, pull it together.  Calm me down.  Tell me I can do this.  Remind me what I did for Annie.” 
 
    Numb, I just did what she asked.  I had lost touch with reality.  I told her she could do something that I didn’t even want her to do.  I did not want her to heal a wolf that was only inches away from me.  I wanted that sucker dead.  I did not believe it was her mom.  But I stroked Kai’s sweaty hair and pulled it away from her face.  I told her she could do what she was meant to do.  I told her to call upon the shaman inside herself. 
 
    About half an hour into this, the wolf’s injuries healed.  It stood up and stretched its limbs.  It howled, long and mournful, with that sad sound wolves make. 
 
    Kai wiped her tears, smearing the wolf’s blood that was all over her hands across her cheeks.  She started laughing, her face suddenly lit with relief and happiness. 
 
    The wolf bounded off into the hallway that led to the bedrooms. 
 
    About half an hour later, Kai’s mom walked out of that exact same hallway.  Her tattoos came alive as she yawned and stretched her arms.  Roses bloomed along her left arm.  Snakes slithered across her right arm where wolves flexed their muscles.  Ravens flapped their wings above her eyes, while the butterflies on her cheeks folded their wings and scrunched together.  Her eyes were bloodshot.  She looked exhausted. 
 
    She yawned again.  Noticing me, she said, “Oh, hi, Shade.  Do you want something to eat?”  Before I could answer, she shuffled over to the refrigerator and opened the door.  Staring into its cool interior, she said, “I’m famished!” 
 
    There was blood all over the carpet.  I expected her to turn around and freak out at any moment. 
 
    Kai had been standing there with eyes as wide as an anime character.  She snapped out of it.  Rushing over to me and grabbing me by the arm, she pushed me toward the front door, saying, “Shade was just going.  She has a ton of homework to do.” 
 
    At the door, I turned around to say goodbye to Kai’s mom.  At that exact moment, she turned around, too.  But instead of noticing me, she saw the blood on the carpet.  She forgot that I was there or that I even existed or that there was anything in the world but that carpet stain.  That blood.  Her hand went slowly up to her mouth and covered it.  Trying to silence the words forming in her mind. 
 
    Kai pushed me harder.  She said, “Bye, Shade!  Email me or something.  See you tomorrow!” 
 
    Sure.  Tomorrow. 
 
    I staggered out of her trailer and went home to mine. 
 
    Thankfully, no one was there. 
 
    For the rest of the night, I tried to reclaim normalcy.  I did my homework.  I worked on Leotard Girl.  I listened to music.  I was glad that I had Algebra homework.  I actually did extra problems, to keep my mind focused.  Finally around 4:00 AM, I fell asleep. 
 
    It was a shock when my alarm went off at 6:00 AM.  Time to get ready for school. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 8 
 
    I brushed my teeth.  Took a chilly shower.  Threw more cold water on my face.  I stumbled out to the kitchen to scrounge up something for breakfast.  There was bread.  There was peanut butter.  There was jelly.  There were donuts covered in powdered sugar and blueberry muffins with more sugar than fruit.  I slapped peanut butter and jelly on the bread and chowed down.  Hopefully, the protein in the peanut butter would get me through the morning and the sugar in the jelly would give me enough spark to ignite my engines because, man oh man, was I exhausted. 
 
    I heard my mom roll over in bed, so I assumed she was sleeping in.  I wondered if she’d ever get a job again.  She’d have to, eventually, or we’d starve. 
 
    I headed out to the bus stop.  I recognized a lot of the kids now.  I said hi to a bunch. 
 
    I sat in an empty seat.  This time, a girl I didn’t know by name sat down next to me.  Her hair was cut short, but styled in spiky layers that gave her a really cool look.  She was wearing jeans, a flowered shirt and flowered sneakers.  She was Chinese, thin and wiry and had an awesome kind of frenetic energy. 
 
    As she hopped into the seat, she said, “Hey, how are you?  OK if I sit here?” 
 
    I said, “Sure.”  I was actually too exhausted for conversation. 
 
    Not to worry.  She pulled out her cell phone and got lost inside it. 
 
    As the bus was pulling away from the curb, she looked at me with her large, dark eyes.  She said, “Wow, someone else has been found murdered.” 
 
    My brain went crazy.  What did she mean: someone else?  I remembered Kai yelling about blood all over the T-shirt her mom’s boyfriend had been wearing.  Had he gone on a rampage and killed someone?  Was someone else killed by that monster out in the cave?  Wait.  That guy was in jail.  Just how many murders had there been in this godforsaken town anyway?  I just said, “Really?  Where?” 
 
    She said, “Out where the UFO Festival was held.  Did you go to it?  I know you’re new here.” 
 
    I said, “Yeah, I was there.” 
 
    She said, “Well, a guy was killed right there.” 
 
    My heart trembled a bit, skipping beats or something.  I had definitely felt dread at that festival, inside that creepy tent. 
 
    I said, “Do they say anything about who he was?” 
 
    She looked down at her cell phone.  She said, “Ummm … His name was Bobby Huffman.  Oh, wait … It says he was mentally ill.  His uncle told reporters he suffered from Tourette Syndrome and psychosis.  Police haven’t ruled out suicide.”  She kept scanning the article for more details. 
 
    I thought I’d pass out. 
 
    I pictured myself running down the bus aisle, screaming.  The bus driver yelling at me.  That huge burly kid in the front seat trying to restrain me.  Me kicking and flailing my arms, then grabbing that big metal handle that swings around and opening the door.  Jumping out into the road.  Running away.  Far away. 
 
    I’d met Bobby Huffman at the festival.  The police were so going to interview me and my friends if anyone found out. 
 
    Oh.  My.  God.  Especially once I published my newspaper article with an entire section on him.  I couldn’t hand that article in.  I had another day to work on it.  But how could I leave out that section?  It was a big part of the story about how people around here believe so deeply in aliens from outer space. 
 
    I just needed to talk it over with Starshine, Violet, Wolf Song, Moonjava and Mr. Science Jack Carter—see what they wanted to do, since they were also contributing to the article.  The police would probably find out we’d talked to that kid, anyway, especially if his uncle blabbed about it.  Probably better to be open about our contact with him.  Maybe that’d make us seem less suspicious. 
 
    The girl sitting next to me said, “You OK?” 
 
    I said, “Yeah, I’m fine.  It just creeps me out that there’ve been so many murders around here.  That guy who was collecting teeth and fingernails in a cave.  Brrrrrr.  And now this kid’s murdered.” 
 
    She said, “Yeah.  It can be a little rough out here sometimes.”  She smiled.  “My name’s Ellen Peng.  Yours is Shade, right?  What’s your last name?” 
 
    My hands started shaking.  I tried to act casual.  I laughed a little before asking, “How do you know my name?” 
 
    She said, “Small town, even smaller trailer park.   Anything new, everyone takes notice.  When the family who lived in your trailer before you and your mom moved out, everyone got curious about who was going to live there next.  We checked you guys out as you were moving in.” 
 
    I said, “Oh.  Who lived there before us?” 
 
    Ellen said, “A family with four kids.” 
 
    I said, “Jeez.  Four kids?  How did a family with that many kids ever live in that trailer?  I can barely stand the lack of privacy with just my mom.” 
 
    She said, “They had little kids.  They were all younger than kindergarten age.  The older ones were twins—a boy and a girl.  Everyone seemed happy.  They had an awesome garden.  It all died after they moved ’cause the trailer stood empty for months before you and your mom moved in.  The summer heat was brutal and management doesn’t bother watering private gardens, no matter how amazing they are.”  She rolled her eyes in disgust.  “You had a vegetable garden on the side of your place, rose bushes and flowering cacti in the front.  No grass.  Except for the rose bushes right near your steps, the yard was desert scape, but gorgeous.  My favorite was the Echinopsis flowers: brightly colored flowers that pop right out of the green cactus.  They had orange and yellow and red ones.”  Her eyes lit up.  She said, “Hey, I probably have pictures of your place somewhere on my phone.  I always loved their garden.  I probably snapped a few pics here and there.  You want to see them sometime if I can find them?” 
 
    I said, “Sure.” 
 
    She said, “OK, I’ll try finding some tonight.”  Changing the subject, she asked, “How are your teachers?” 
 
    I said, “I like some of them.  I have Bell for English Lit.” 
 
    Ellen said, “Oh, she’s really cool!  Are you guys reading graphic novels in there?” 
 
    I said, “Yeah.  I’m pretty excited about that.” 
 
    She said, “I can’t wait for her class next year!”  Turns out Ellen was a junior. 
 
    I said, “I also have her for Newspaper Club.” 
 
    Ellen said, “Oh, yeah, right.  She took over after Mr. Ashkii died.” 
 
    She got very quiet. 
 
    I asked, “How did he die?” 
 
    She said, “He was raising wild animals out at his home in the desert.  No one at school knew about it.  One morning, they found him mauled to death in a lion cage.  The door to the cage was wide open.  He’d been dead for a few days.  When he didn’t show up at school or call in sick, someone finally went out to his house and found him.  They never did find the lion.”  She shivered.  “Everyone in the area was on lockdown for a couple of weeks.  School and sports were canceled.  Then the authorities just kind of figured the lion must have left the area.  It was a scary time.” 
 
    The bus pulled up to our school just as I was pondering how many weird things seemed to happen between people and wild animals out here in the desert. 
 
    Ellen grabbed her things and said, “Bye!  See you later!” 
 
    This was going to be a rough day.  No doubt about it.  I was exhausted and I hadn’t even gotten off the bus yet. 
 
    I managed to bump into a freshman on the way off, knocking her books all over the floor.  I apologized profusely and helped pick them up.  A bunch of kids got impatient, yelling things like, “C’mon!  We’re gonna be late!  Hurry up!” and then kicking me in the back when they decided to shove past me anyway. 
 
    I thought this day couldn’t possibly get any worse. 
 
    I was wrong. 
 
    Homeroom was OK.  I had brought my laptop along.  I got into the file with my newspaper article.  I made a second copy and added Version 2 to the file name.  This would be the version where I dealt with Bobby Huffman and acknowledged his death.  I was so creeped out by this, I didn’t want to write about it, but I knew I had to.  I wrote a new introduction to the section about him: 
 
    We had the opportunity to meet a young man named Bobby Huffman only one day after he claimed he had been taken up into a spaceship out in the desert.  He said it had happened in the exact same location where locals had seen a UFO streaking across the sky on the exact same night. 
 
    I described how ill he looked.  I suggested that maybe he had been hallucinating from fever.  I also reported exactly what he’d told us about the scars on his head and stomach: that the aliens had placed a chip in his brain to track him and performed surgery on his stomach.  Then I wrote that he had been diagnosed as suffering from Tourette Syndrome and psychosis. 
 
    I thought long and hard about adding another section about the guy and the mountain lion out in the spot where the UFO had been seen.  I got chills like a warning sign just thinking about writing it.  I couldn’t fathom why it scared me so much.  In the end, I took the plunge.  I described the guy and his mountain lion and his circuslike truck.  I tied it all into the circus atmosphere of the UFO Festival.  Done.  I now had two versions for my friends at the newspaper club to read. 
 
    I pulled out my colored pencils and the notebook where I had been working on Leotard Girl.  I added a hospital scene in which she had Kai’s powers.  She held her friend’s hand.  Suddenly, her friend rose from her hospital bed and pulled out the tubes going into her arm. 
 
    The bell rang.  I packed up everything and headed off to Biology class with Mr. Mhavryck Taylor.  That’s where my day got really weird. 
 
    The lights in the classroom were low.  The animals floating around inside the jars were tinged with neon green.  They appeared to have eyes that darted around, surveying the kids, sizing them up and making plans. 
 
    When class started, Mr. Taylor showed a film about the dissection of a frog.  I almost threw up.  Just as the film credits started rolling, someone knocked on the door.  I couldn’t see who it was, as I’d taken to sitting in the back of the classroom, but they handed him a note.  He read it while he walked back to his desk. 
 
    He looked up suddenly, searching the class until he found me.  He stared at me intensely for a few seconds.  My ability to stay calm maxed out.  I thought I’d die. 
 
    He lifted his arm and pointed right at me, his finger shaking in anger.  I knew it was anger because his face had scrunched up into a serious scowl.  I don’t know how loudly he actually said my name, but it sounded like he bellowed it at a high enough decibel for people outside the building to hear. “Galactic Shade Griffin!”  Jeez!  Why don’t you just shoot me with a blowgun full of poison dart frog venom?  Now, that would be some Biology lesson … and a way for me to completely disappear! 
 
    I’m not sure how I responded.  I have a memory of squeaking one word: “Yes?” 
 
    He said, “Give me that cell phone right now!” 
 
    I had an out-of-body experience right then and there.  I hated when anxiety did that to me.  Free-floating anxiety just kind of gets more and more and more intense until, rather than heart-pounding fear controlling my body, I become enveloped in an overall sense of dread and part of me detaches from reality.  At that point, I usually feel like something’s going to snap inside my body and kill me.  I used to think I was having a heart attack, but a school nurse in junior high told me those are anxiety attacks.  She asked me if I wanted to see a shrink.  I said, “No.”  She said, “Maybe you’ll outgrow them.”  So far, I hadn’t outgrown them.  This one was bad. 
 
    I said, my voice cracking and breaking and squeaking, “I’m not using my cell phone!” 
 
    Mr. Taylor’s face turned bright red.  I pictured him having a heart attack and it didn’t exactly make me feel sad.  He said, “I know!  I saw you put it away.  Take.  It.  Out.  And give it to me!  Right now!” 
 
    He totally messed with my head.  That feeling of detaching from reality was usually just that: a feeling.  Suddenly, I was second-guessing my own reality.  Had I been on my cell phone and not known it?  Did I have a multiple personality?  Were there other people lurking around inside me who sometimes take over and do things that Shade isn’t aware of?  I was so confused, I meekly pulled my cell phone out of my backpack, walked up to the front of the classroom and handed it to him. 
 
    He gave me the ugliest look, as though fire and brimstone were smoldering in his eyes.  He said, “Thank you!  Return to your seat.” 
 
    He tossed my cell phone into a drawer. 
 
    I couldn’t be without my cell phone!  I just couldn’t!  Annie might call.  All my contacts and private messages were in there.  Photos of me with my best friends. 
 
    Fear and anxiety have ways of warping the world.  As I walked back to my seat, my perception of the event distorted as though bounced around by a funhouse mirror.  The aisle lengthened.  Kids’ eyes grew frighteningly large and dark and piercing.  I moved as slowly as I run away from monsters and other horrible things in nightmares. 
 
    Finally, I sat down. 
 
    Mr. Taylor was staring at me.  Had he been watching me the whole time? 
 
    He looked around the room.  He said, “Class, open to Chapter 3.  Start reading on your own.  Tonight’s homework is to read Chapters 3 and 4 and answer all the questions at the end of both chapters.” 
 
    A flurry of pages turning.  Then the kid named Astral Plane shot his hand up into the air. 
 
    Mr. Taylor in a weary voice: “Yes?” 
 
    Astral Plane: “The first chapter has ten questions and the second one has twelve.  That’s twenty-two questions.  Did you mean to give us that many?” 
 
    Mr. Taylor with a grumble: “I can add.  And … Yes.” 
 
    A groan from the class. 
 
    Everyone started reading.  A lot of kids fidgeted in their seats.  There were sighs, along with the sound of pages turning. 
 
    Mr. Taylor reached into his drawer.  He pulled out my cell phone.  He slid his finger across the screen.  Why, why, why didn’t I password protect it!?  I always saw that as inconvenient.  Well, now, all my private information was up for grabs.  Creepy Mr. Taylor was in my cell phone, checking everything out! 
 
    Finally, the bell rang.  As I walked past his desk, he nonchalantly handed me back my phone.  Like he hadn’t violated my privacy.  Like he hadn’t done anything wrong.  Like I’d dropped my phone and he was playing gallant gentleman, picking it up and handing it back to me.  He even smiled at me.  The most evil smile.  Like a snake.  I envisioned a forked tongue slithering out of his mouth. 
 
    I grabbed my phone and shoved it into my pocket.  I tripped over someone’s red sneakers on the way out the door.  I didn’t even see who it was.  Just their sneakers.  They got mad, yelling, “Hey, watch it, dork!”  Tears of frustration streamed down my face.  I swiped at the tears with my sleeve.  No way was I letting anyone see me cry. 
 
    Next class was English Lit.  That went a whole lot better.  Ms. Bell had dyed her hair.  It was all pink now.  She had on a sleeveless orange dress with a purple T-shirt underneath.  It was blinding.  If I were her, I wouldn’t go anywhere near bees.  They were sure to mistake her for a giant flower.  Bzzzzzzt! 
 
    She had decided we’d discuss The UFO Came for Me, the comic we’d read in her last class.  What was there to say?  It was terrible. 
 
    I decided to raise my hand.  I wasn’t in the mood to put up with any more crap from teachers.  I said, “It’s pretty simplistic.” 
 
    She said, “What do you mean?” 
 
    My heart sank.  If I was going to get anything out of this class, I’d hoped she’d know the difference between a good graphic novel and a cheesy comic book. 
 
    I said, “Well, it’s more of a comic book than a complicated graphic novel.” 
 
    Ms. Bell said, “Yes, that’s true.”  She bristled.  “It’s what I could afford right now.  Hopefully, we’ll have our graphic novels next month.  But in the meantime, we can talk about the ideas inside comic books.  I mean, think about graffiti—that’s completely free, but it’s also capable of making points worth talking about.” 
 
    I thought, Yeah, but only good graffiti does that.  You have to know the difference between art like Banksy’s and a kid scribbling on the sidewalk or a vandal mucking up train cars and buildings.  I kept that to myself. 
 
    When I didn’t answer, she got back to teaching.  She said, “This comic book teaches us something about myth.  It came from the mind of a local artist affected by the zeitgeist around here in which people believe that aliens have traveled all the way from outer space to visit us right here where we live.  It makes us feel that we’re special.” 
 
    The rest of the class involved students telling stories about people they knew who’d been visited by aliens or abducted by them.  No one admitted to seeing aliens themselves. 
 
    I came to the conclusion that I should definitely publish my newspaper article.  Considering the serious interest in aliens around here, it should be a big hit. 
 
    At lunch, I sat at the table where I was a regular now.  I’d been eating with the same kids ever since Starshine invited me to join them.  It felt good to be there.  Figuring out where one belonged at lunchtime was at least as important as not being the last one picked for a PE contest.  More important, actually.  You could be picked last in every single PE event; but if you didn’t have a lunch table where you could join up with other kids lacking physical prowess, you were doomed. 
 
    I passed around my rewrite of the article on the UFO Festival.  Starshine commented first.  “I think we have to go with this one.  I mean, Bobby Huffman was murdered.  You can’t ignore that.  And I don’t think we should leave him out of the article.  It’s really compelling how you tied everything together about the UFO Festival and the UFO sighting.”  She looked around the table.  “What do you all think?” 
 
    Violet, Moonjava and Wolf agreed with her.  So that was settled.  That was the version I’d submit to Ms. Bell.  I wondered if she’d see the difference between the facts in my story and the garbage in the comic she’d handed out in class. 
 
    I don’t know how I got through the rest of the day.  I fell asleep in Music class.  I couldn’t help it.  We were listening to opera.  A.  Nice.  Slow.  Opera.  That did it.  I went out like a cell phone with a drained battery.  I only woke up when the end-of-class bell rang.  Thankfully, that was my last class. 
 
    Kai had been on my mind all day.  I was extremely worried that her mom’s boyfriend would come back home and hurt her.  Or worse still: come home and kill both Kai and her mom.  I didn’t want to think that was within the realm of possibility.  I just wanted to think my overactive imagination had run amuck.  But Kai had been terrified that he’d hurt her mom.  She’d said his T-shirt had been covered with blood. 
 
    But why had she been holding a bleeding, injured wolf when I’d caught up with her at her house?  She’d said that was her mom.  Kai had healed the wolf.  The wolf had disappeared down the hallway.  Kai’s mom had come out of the hallway shortly afterward, looking tired. 
 
    That was so freaking weird.  Maybe Kai meant the wolf was her mom in the sense that it was her mom’s whole life or something like that.  Was the wolf her mom’s pet?  How could anyone ever let an animal as wild and ferocious as a wolf live in their home?  Especially when they had children!  That was more nuts than the guy out in the desert trying to train a mountain lion. 
 
    Kai wasn’t safe at home.  My mind started whirling, thinking about how to get Kai permanently out of her house. Oh, my God.  Maybe there was blood on the T-shirt of her mom’s boyfriend because the wolf had attacked him.  Maybe he’d been a victim, not an abuser.  Maybe he shot the wolf in self-defense. 
 
    I wanted to go home and crash on my mattress and go to sleep.  But I had to talk to Kai. 
 
    As soon as I got off the bus, I made a beeline to her place.  I found her pacing in front of her trailer.  She’d worn a path in the loose dust.  As soon as she saw me, she came running over, her lime green sneakers flying through the billowing dirt.  She grabbed my arm.  She said, “Shade!  Finally!  I need you to help me!” 
 
    I said, “I’m exhausted, Kai.  After the wolf, I hardly got any sleep…” 
 
    She didn’t want to hear it.  She said, “I know.  I’m sorry.  Me neither.  I seriously need your help.  This is a matter of life and death.” 
 
    I asked, “How much a matter of life and death?  Is it your mom’s boyfriend?”  I was fully prepared to help immediately if it was needed.  I figured the guy should be reported to the police if he was a threat.  Having a mom who couldn’t be counted on for anything, I had little patience with bad parenting.  I felt her mom should be reported to Social Services for endangering Kai’s life.  A violent guy in the home was a threat to everyone.  And no one with an ounce of common sense would keep a wolf in their house, children or no children, and Kai was her child. 
 
    Kai said, “Not directly.  He’s gone.  It’s my aunt!” 
 
    I asked, “The one who was at your award ceremony at school?” 
 
    Kai said, “Yeah.  I don’t think there’s much time.  I have a really bad feeling about this.” 
 
    This was way too mysterious for me.  My brain was fried.  I said, “Look, Kai, I’m exhausted.  Just explain to me what’s going on.” 
 
    She said, “I can’t.  You have to see this for yourself.  Do you trust me?” 
 
    I thought about that.  I guess so.  She healed Annie.  For that, Annie and I should owe her our lives.  But, then again, it was kind of like voodoo, her holding Annie’s hand and Annie suddenly getting better.  Maybe Annie’s meds had just kicked in.  I didn’t actually know Kai all that well.  Her home life was super-secret.  Kai was so afraid of her mom’s boyfriend, when she saw him with blood all over his T-shirt, she assumed he’d hurt her mom.  She never once considered that maybe he was hurt and driving himself to the hospital.  And Kai’s mom?  I’d met her twice, one time with an injured wolf in their house! 
 
    To keep things simple, I just said, “Yeah.  I’m just tired.” 
 
    Kai said, “Then I’m telling you, my empath powers are tingling so intensely, I feel like I could crawl right out of my skin.  My mind is filled with darkness, a feeling of impending doom.  My aunt’s in danger, I just know it.” 
 
    MY BS radar went off.  How did she know it was her aunt?  I said as much. 
 
    Kai said, “Because she was dragged off into a van by some guys with a bad reputation.” 
 
    I said, “Kai!  How could you not tell me that right off the bat?  All right, tell me what you want me to do.” 
 
    She said, “The last text message I got from her said they’d taken her out to Bottomless Lakes State Park.  It’s about fourteen miles outside of Roswell.  I want to go check it out.” 
 
    I said, “Shouldn’t you call the police?” 
 
    She said, “No.  They don’t help in cases like this.  Trust me.” 
 
    I wondered again if this was all domestic abuse, her mom and aunt involved with the wrong guys, and the police won’t touch it.  Especially if they’d been called out to their homes a bunch of times already.  I said, “OK.  Let me see if my mom’s home.  I’ll drop my stuff off and then I can go with you.” 
 
    When I walked in the front door, I found my mom passed out on the couch with a bunch of beer bottles tossed on the floor in front of it.  Apparently, they hadn’t all been empty.  There was a big wet spot on the carpet.  The place smelled like a brewery.  I tossed the bottles in the recycling bucket and covered my mom with a blanket.  She stirred a bit, mumbling something that was more grumble than words, and fell back to sleep. 
 
    After dropping my backpack off in my room, I took some time to pee and stuff Oreo cookies in my mouth, then headed back to Kai’s. 
 
    She had already gone to the parking lot and was waiting in the road for me with her truck. 
 
    I hopped in.  She didn’t speak all the way to the park.  She played a CD instead—some kind of spiritual drum music. 
 
    I’d never been to Bottomless Lakes before.  I had no idea what it was.  Turns out the name was legit.  The lakes were actually underground caves with collapsed roofs.  Some of them were 90 feet deep.  I found this out later when I read up on the place. 
 
    My impression when we got there was that it would be a really cool place for hikers and photographers.  Red rock cliffs surrounded greenish-blue water in a bunch of the lakes.  The only place I’d ever seen green-blue that vivid was in pictures of the Caribbean. 
 
    No one was there except an old guy taking money and handing out tickets in the Visitors Center.  He wanted to tell us all about the park, but Kai brushed him off, saying she’d been there before.  He looked disappointed, like he’d been alone for a while and was hoping for conversation. 
 
    When we got back outside, Kai said she had a premonition about one of the lakes.  She said, “It was my aunt’s favorite.  It’s not one of the blue ones.  It’s the one that acts like a void, reflecting back the colors of the cliffs around it.” 
 
    We hiked over.  Surrounded by red cliffs, the surface of this lake was copper and green and rippled.  It reminded me of autumn leaves or melted copper with the green tarnish it gets.  It was divided in the middle by a white strip of minerals that looked like salt. 
 
    Kai grabbed me by the arm and pulled me down behind spiky bushes.  She put a finger to her lips.  Her eyes were wild and maniacal and frightened.  She pointed. 
 
    I hadn’t seen them before.  In the shadows of the cliffs: a cougar and a black cat.  Technically, they were both cats.  But one of them was a small cat, either feral or escaped from the safety of its human’s house.  It was black; but unless black cats truly possessed the power to spray bad-luck karma at anything crossing its path, this one was about to become lunch.  The cougar was circling around it, pacing on muscular legs, its body lean and strong and hungry.  The little cat hunched its back, fur bristling and tail straight up.  It let out a warning Meeeowww, a flare of hope in a hopeless situation.  I flashed back to Moonjava wielding an assault rifle, storming out into the desert, threatening to mount the heads of the guy and his mountain lion on the wall if they didn’t hightail it out of there.  I didn’t feel so brave. 
 
    I felt powerless to stop the inevitable.  I wanted to jump up and chase the predator away.  My autonomic nervous system held wisdom that my conscious mind did not.  It recognized that I was prey every bit as much as the animal I wanted to protect and it froze me to the spot. 
 
    Deep, rumbling growls rose up out of the cougar’s throat and bounced off the cliff walls, magnified echoes of its ferocious hunger.  My heartbeats scattered, jumping around in my chest.  My hands trembled. 
 
    The cougar leapt.  In an instant, it grabbed the cat in its mouth, sank its bestial teeth into its neck, shook it around until it went limp and lifeless, all the fight drained out of it. 
 
    Kai stood up and yelled, “Nooooooo!”  She broke through the bushes and went tearing down the hill to the salt flat. 
 
    Fear scrambled my brain, obviously causing me to hallucinate again.  While I stared at Kai, wanting to stop her, I saw the cougar change shape in the corner of my eye.  It turned into a man.  The image of a nude man racing up over the hill and around the other side of the cliff wall played out in my brain while Kai shrieked. 
 
    When she reached the shadows, she lifted up the damaged cat.  She cradled it and sobbed, her sadness echoing off the hard surfaces all around her. 
 
    It was just a cat.  She had risked her life for it.  It seemed nuts, but then I didn’t have the power to heal.  Maybe she wanted to do for this animal what she’d done for the wolf. 
 
    When I finally reached Kai, out of breath and pissed that she’d put us in danger, I noticed something really weird about that cat.  It had a red arrow on its head.  It looked like the same animal Kai had been petting outside her house on the day she’d gotten the award from the police. 
 
    I thought I was hallucinating again.  An excruciating headache nearly split my skull in two.  At that exact moment, the ghost of a woman with an arrowhead shape at the top of her hair appeared next to Kai.  She wasn’t as fully formed as Brandon or his family or the little girl in the cave had been.  She didn’t have any color.  She looked the way ghosts always look in the movies: thin, transparent, basically white smoke in the form of a person. 
 
    She put her arms around Kai and held her close.  Cradling the cat, Kai leaned into her shape as best she could and sobbed.  The ghost turned to me and said, “I’m Kai’s Aunt Doli.  I’ve watched over her since she was a little girl.  Her mom—my sister—can’t always do that.  She’s attracted to trouble.  You have to help her now.  Can you do that?” 
 
    I shook my head yes.  I had no idea if I meant it.  I wondered what happened if you broke your promise to a ghost. 
 
    She added, “I’ll leave it to Kai to explain to you what you just saw.  There is evil here that I can no longer fight.” 
 
    Blip!  She was gone. 
 
    Kai lost her balance and fell, dropping the cat.  Her shirt was covered in blood from its wounds.  Scrambling up into a sitting position, she wrapped her arms around her knees and wept.  I sat beside her.  And waited.  I didn’t know what to do. 
 
    When Kai finally wiped the tears off her face, she said, “I sense something here, Shade.  You have to dive into that water and see who’s waiting for you there.  It’s another spirit, Shade—not my aunt.  Whatever they have to say, it’s important.” 
 
    I felt this, too.  A kind of draw.  A pulling at my heartstrings, yanking me toward the water with as much strength as if someone was pulling my hair. 
 
    I hit the water at an awkward angle.  My shoulder burned from hitting with so much force.  I sank deeper and deeper until I reached a ledge where something glowed. 
 
    It was the face of a young Navajo boy.  He had color, more features than the wispy shape of the ghost claiming to be Kai’s aunt.  Dark brown hair floated around his face like a halo.  He opened his mouth.  Weeds swam out across his tongue.  He choked, his face purpling and straining.  Finally, he coughed out a clump of mud and a long string of weeds.  He said, “Help me!” his words garbled by bubbles. 
 
    Then he disappeared and his light with him. 
 
    I hadn’t really thought about the fact that I hadn’t needed to breathe.  Suddenly, I was alone in dark water, my lungs crushed with the need for oxygen.  I struggled to swim upwards, flailing with my arms.  Something wrapped around my leg like a snake, then slithered off. 
 
    When I broke through the water’s surface, Kai reached out a hand and helped drag my sorry body onto land.  Exhausted from lack of sleep, my nervous system ravaged by terror, my eyes stinging from the water, I crawled out onto the shore.  I just lay there.  I put my arms under my head and sobbed. 
 
    Kai sat beside me, obviously not knowing what to say.  Or maybe she was comfortable supporting me without words.  I would have been unnerved had our roles been reversed. 
 
    Finally, my physical strength and emotions completely drained, I sat up and gazed out at the water and the cliff rearing up behind it.  I felt too exhausted to hike back to the car. 
 
    Kai said, “I have something to tell you.  Maybe you already guessed it, I don’t know.” 
 
    I said, “Kai, I’m bone-tired.  Don’t beat around the bush.  Just tell me.” 
 
    She started with a question. “You see ghosts, right?” 
 
    I rubbed my head.  The headache was fading, but it wasn’t gone.  I said, “Yeah.  Actually, Kai, I just saw the ghost of a little boy under the water here.  I’m kind of freaked out.  He said, ‘Help me!’ but then disappeared.” 
 
    Kai said, “I knew it!  I knew there was something dark and sinister under that water.  I think I was drawn here because my aunt was in trouble; but once we got here, I sensed powerful evil in this spot—evil that’s been here for quite some time.” 
 
    I didn’t understand at all about Kai’s aunt.  As softly and gently as possible, I asked, “Kai, why did your aunt show up here?  When … and how … did she die?” 
 
    Tears poured down Kai’s face.  She started to sob again, then got herself under control.  She looked over at me and asked, “You know how that cougar changed into a man?” 
 
    Oh.  My.  God.  We’d had the same hallucination.  I said, “Your mind must have played the same trick on you…” 
 
    Kai said, “Do you believe the ghosts you see are real?” 
 
    I said, “Yes, of course.” 
 
    She asked, “Why do you believe they’re real?” 
 
    I had to think about that.  “I don’t know.  I just do.” 
 
    Kai said, “No one does anything or believes anything without a reason, even if they think they do.  There’s always a reason.” 
 
    I stared out at the water—so alive with color, it looked like rippled cloth, the backdrop to a play.  The actors were the little ghost boy and Kai’s aunt.  I thought about Brandon and his family.  I said, “Because they’ve actually made things happen that I could see and verify.  Brandon contacted me through a necklace he’d left in my bedroom when he lived there.  It functioned like an amulet.  It had a large blue gem on a silver chain.  It was beautiful.  It glowed when he wanted to reach me.  He made words appear on the blue gem when he needed to tell me something specific.  All I had to do to contact him was to call his name into the gem.  And he helped me with a lot of things, including figuring out what happened to Annie and the other missing girls.” 
 
    Kai said, “What if you’d never believed in the amulet?  What if you’d thrown away the necklace and refused to interact with Brandon’s ghost?” 
 
    I thought about that.  Knowing Brandon, he would have pulled my hair or some other immature thing until I paid attention to him. 
 
    Kai said, “If you had refused to acknowledge his existence, he would never have existed in your mind and your view of the universe, right?” 
 
    My head hurt.  I couldn’t think this through right then.  I said, “I guess so.” 
 
    Kai said, “You’re going to need to open your mind again.  That man you saw changing from a cougar into his human form and running off?  That’s my mom’s boyfriend.  And that black cat with the red arrow shape on its head?  That was my Aunt Doli.”  She wiped away her tears.  “There’s a huge difference between them.  My aunt was a shapeshifter.  She usually changed into that cat form when she shifted.  But my mom’s boyfriend?  He’s a skinwalker.  Shapeshifters use good magic; skinwalkers use evil magic.  Skinwalkers develop their magical powers by crossing the line over and over again into things that are taboo.”  She shivered.  “Even in human form, my mom’s boyfriend is dangerous.  He’s a really bad man.” 
 
    Kai’s eyes glazed over.  Emotionally, she disappeared for a few minutes. 
 
    It was scary to see her like that.  And the stuff she told me was a lot to take in. 
 
    Finally, Kai turned to me.  She said, “You’re going to have to accept this.  I need your help, Shade.  Recently, a lot of skinwalkers have come into this area to live.  It’s like they’re trying to hide in plain sight.  Living in a place where the local people blame abductions and murders on aliens from outer space is ideal.  Plus stuff happens out in the desert that people just write off as quirky.  All these people raising wild animals out here?  Some of those animals are shapeshifters being abused by skinwalkers or by non-magical people trying to control them.  Some are skinwalkers being abused by other skinwalkers, all masquerading as trainers and animals.  Everyone believes the act.  People just smile and comment on the quirkiness of desert life.” 
 
    That guy out in the desert where the UFO had been spotted … What had he said to the mountain lion he’d been whipping?  I racked my brain to remember.  “Change back, Freddy!  Change back!”  That’s what he had said.  It seemed so odd at the time.  And those animals in the cages inside the tent where we last saw Bobby Huffman … The raccoon with human hands and painted nails… 
 
    My God, why did we move here?  What had I stumbled into? 
 
    I said, “I’m not ready for this, Kai.  But I believe you.” 
 
    Kai said, “No one’s ever ready.  It just happens.  And, then, there you are.” 
 
    I said, “Give me time.  I want to help you.  I really do.  But I need time.” 
 
    Kai smiled.  She said, “Well, let’s get you home.  You’re shivering.  You need to get into some dry clothes.  I think I have a blanket in the truck you can wrap around yourself for the drive home.” 
 
    Something bothered me.  I asked, “Kai, are you a shapeshifter?” 
 
    She said, “No.  I always wished I was.  I’m an empath and a healer.  That’s the extent of my powers.  You’re a ghost whisperer.  That’s your power.  We’re all unique.” 
 
    Kai picked up the ruined body of the cat with the arrow shape on its head, all matted and bloody now.  She carried it back to her truck as carefully as one carries a baby, supporting its head and tiny legs. 
 
    At the truck, Kai pulled two blankets out of the back, both woolen and thick and embroidered with Navajo symbols.  She placed one on a back seat.  She set the cat down on it and wrapped it up by folding the edges of the blanket around it.  She gave the other one to me. 
 
    Up in the front passenger seat, I wrapped the blanket around me and tucked it under my chin.  I still shivered the entire trip home. 
 
    I decided to check my cell phone to see if I could figure out what creepy Mr. Mhavryck had gotten into on my phone.  I didn’t see anything in my search.  Had he maybe copied my contacts list?  Suddenly, I remembered the photos I’d taken in the tent with Bobby Huffman.  I checked.  All my photos had been deleted—every single one of them!  I thought maybe I’d made a mistake.  I got out of my photos.  Checked again.  Turned my phone off and back on again.  There wasn’t a single photo.  They’d all been deleted.  I was so glad I had downloaded all the photos from my cell phone into my computer before I’d written my article about the UFO Festival.  At least I had copies.  But I didn’t want anyone else having them unless I specifically decided to share the photos with them. 
 
    A stabbing headache nearly ripped my brain apart.  I saw flashes of memories.  The animals floating around inside all those jars in the Biology classroom.  The way their eyes appeared to dart around.  The bear heart that looked like it was beating.  The way Mhavryck’s eyes took on a greenish glint.  How his features sometimes looked like an animal’s.  He had to be a skinwalker.  I was sure of it.  If he was capable of shifting into animal form, and I was sure now that he was, he was too weird and gave off too many evil vibes to be an innocent shapeshifter. 
 
    Other horrible possibilities occurred to me.  What if the animals in his jars were shapeshifters, murdered in the same way that Kai’s aunt had been killed by her mom’s boyfriend?  Or what if they were floating around alive, but under some kind of magical spell?  Was that even possible? 
 
    I shared my thoughts with Kai. 
 
    She said, “Mr. Mhavryck Taylor?” 
 
    I’d only described him to her as “my Biology teacher.”  I said, “Yes…” 
 
    She said, “Yeah, he’s a skinwalker.  He’s part of the local group.  I’ve seen my mom’s boyfriend with him.” 
 
    I said, “And no one’s done anything to fire him, to keep him away from kids?” 
 
    Kai said, “Seriously?  Who’s going to believe he’s a skinwalker?  You can’t exactly go to a PTO or School Board meeting and say, ‘Hey, our Biology teacher changes into an animal and does bad stuff.’  No one’s going to believe that’s what he is, or that skinwalkers even exist.  People see what they want to see.  Shifters are pretty good at not shifting while regular people are watching them.” 
 
    I said, “We have to do something, Kai.  We need to expose him.” 
 
    Kai said, “There are ways to do this.  Our local shapeshifters have their own governing council and law enforcement.  We should work together to bring down the skinwalkers, Shade.  I have a kind of telepathy to sense evil, and you should be able to get help from the ghosts of those who have been murdered by the skinwalkers.”  Her eyes filled with tears.  “You could also help me stay in contact with my aunt.  That would help me more than you could ever know.” 
 
    I said, “I’ll try.  I once summoned Brandon’s grandmother by using a Ouija board.  We could try that.” 
 
    She reached over and squeezed my hand.  She said, “Thank you.  Would you go with me to her funeral?” 
 
    I hadn’t thought about that.  I’d seen Kai’s aunt in ghost form; but I hadn’t faced the fact that she was actually dead, gone forever from the lives of people who couldn’t see her ghost.  I said, “Sure.  Just let me know when it is.” 
 
    She said, “There will only be a funeral run by shapeshifters.  For everyone else, she’ll just be reported missing.  There’s no human body to ever be found or buried.  There’s only the body of the cat.  At the moment of death, a shapeshifter is locked into its final shape.” 
 
    When I got home, there was a box sitting on the kitchen counter.  I ripped it open, scared to death of what might be inside.  To my great relief, it was cookies from Annie’s mom.  Her heavenly comfort-food cookies.  And chocolate chip, my favorite.  It helped comfort me on a day that had practically destroyed me, and for that I was very thankful. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 9 
 
    At the next Newspaper Club meeting, I decided things absolutely needed to get modernized.  I’d forwarded Version 2 of my article to Ms. Bell.  She came bouncing into class—pink hair filled with curls that bobbed around on her shoulders, flowered granny dress with a lace hem brushing against white leather boots.  Seriously, in addition to all the other weird things going on, maybe this town also had a time travel portal, one that had opened up a gateway to the sixties and whisked Ms. Bell away to our present-day community. 
 
    She stood behind her desk and beamed at us.  She said, “I want to congratulate all of you.  I’ve received some amazing contributions to this month’s newspaper.  Today, we’ll lay it out.  I’d like to publish it by the beginning of next week—hopefully, on Monday.”  She named everyone who would be getting published.  She had high praise for my article and additional praise for the section by Science and the photos supplied by Wolf Song, Moonjava and everyone else in our group.  She gushed, saying the article totally encapsulated life in our town.  She recommended everyone read it as a clear example of excellent writing. 
 
    That made my day. 
 
    Well, at least until I found out the school’s newspaper was published only on paper and only in black-and-white.  And that included the photographs! 
 
    We were all huddled around a pile of large rectangular pieces of cardboard, each about the size of a Science Fair poster.  Ms. Bell tossed a manila envelope filled with printed-out copies of articles, photographs and ads that we were to arrange on the top piece of cardboard for page 1 of the newspaper. 
 
    No!  No!  No!  No!  This isn’t the sixties.  We can do better than this. 
 
    A girl named Amarine spilled out the contents of the envelope.  I was happy to see that my article and all the photos I’d submitted for it were in there.  We’d made the front page!  That gave me courage. 
 
    I grabbed one article, picture and ad at a time.  I snapped photos of them—all in beautiful, luxurious color—with my cell phone.  Then I wandered over to a desk in the corner of the room, fed the photos into my laptop and quickly arranged them in a way I thought worked to draw in readers. 
 
    When I was done, I walked over to the desk where everyone else was still moving around pictures and articles on cardboard, as though trying to solve some intricate puzzle. 
 
    My legs were trembling so badly, I thought I might collapse.  I thought about how much good we could do if we set up a forum to find Misty.  If we published photographs in color that clearly showed the details of the caged animals in the eerie tent at the UFO Festival.  That gave me strength. 
 
    I said, “I’d like to show you all something…” 
 
    Ms. Bell beamed at me.  I guess she really liked my article.  She said, “Of course.  Go ahead.” 
 
    I dragged a desk over, placing it right next to the one where the paper puzzle was being sorted out.  I set my laptop down and pointed to the screen.  I said, “I’d like to suggest we stop publishing the newspaper on paper and publish it only online.” 
 
    Ms. Bell frowned.  She said, “Not everyone at this school owns a computer, Shade.  We want everyone to have access to our school news.” 
 
    I swallowed hard.  I asked, “Do all the kids save their copies of the newspaper?” 
 
    Ms. Bell looked confused.  She said, “I doubt it.” 
 
    I pursued my line of reasoning.  “So, would you say they read the newspaper once and throw it away?” 
 
    She said, “Most likely, yes.  There might be times once in a while when they cut out special articles or photographs about themselves or their friends.” 
 
    I said, “That’s so wasteful.  All that paper getting thrown out over and over again.  And all the money spent on publishing copies every month.  If we were to publish the paper online, we only need to create one copy.  Students don’t have to have home computers to read it.  They’d be able to read it on a school computer or on their cell phones.  And people could still make paper copies of articles or photos they like—they just need to use a computer printer for those specific pages.”  I pointed to my laptop.  “Look at this.  Using a program for laying out newspaper pages, I’ve already created the first page.” 
 
    Everyone huddled around the desk to take a good look. 
 
    I pointed to the photograph of the raccoon that had its nails painted blue with green spots.  I used the mouse to zoom in on the nails.  I said, “Look at those nails!  Those would never be the same in black-and-white.” 
 
    Everyone laughed except those of us who had been in the tent.  But I’d made my point. 
 
    Ms. Bell ran a hand through her pink hair.  She said, “Well, I like to keep an open mind.  Can you do this for us?  Can you set this up online?” 
 
    I thought of all the work involved.  I said, “Well, I’ll need some help.  I could work together with other members of the club who know how to do this.  I’m good at graphic design.  I can lay out the newspaper and come up with content, but I’ll need someone else to set up a website.” 
 
    Ms. Bell’s face tightened.  “There’s a website involved?” 
 
    I said, “Yes.  That’s where we’d publish it.  Or we can use a site like Blogger and use their templates for our website.”  I decided to push for the whole enchilada.  “And I’d like to get started on creating the public forum—the one our club voted to call The Flying Saucer.  I’d like to have it on the same website as our newspaper, if that’s possible.” 
 
    Ms. Bell said, “Well, let me run this by Principal Marquez.  Maybe it’s time we modernize this club.  Lord knows, I have no idea how this is done, but I’m sure it would be a good way to prepare you all for jobs after high school.  How many of you would like to help with this?” 
 
    A bunch of kids raised their hands, among them some serious gamers who knew their way around computers and gaming consoles.  There were even two club members who said they participated in online speedruns of their games.  Now, that’s some serious stuff!  I could never do that.  I went from feeling superior and smart to feeling woefully inadequate after hearing about their skills. 
 
    I was excited, though.  I knew we’d be able to create an awesome newspaper and an online forum that could do some good. 
 
    Ms. Bell told us to spend the rest of the meeting discussing exactly how we wanted to publish the newspaper.  She told us she’d be right back. 
 
    Toward the end of the meeting, she reappeared.  She said, “I ran your ideas by Principal Marquez.  He said if it saves the school money, he’s all for it.  So, I guess show me what you’ve got.  If we delay the newspaper by one week, can you have everything ready to go?” 
 
    The gamer kids and I all shrieked and jumped up and down.  We enthusiastically agreed to have everything ready before a week had passed.  It was like the gamer kids had waited all their lives for just this moment. 
 
    We’d entered the time travel portal.  Tighten your seatbelts.  We’d soon be leaving the sixties.  Next stop: modern civilization.  Perhaps we’d find clothing suitable to this time period for Ms. Bell.  One could only hope. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 10 
 
    For the entire next week, we worked like maniacs. Starshine, Violet Skye, Moonjava, Wolf Song, Luke and Jane who always hung out at the newspaper club lunch table, four gamers and I volunteered to get the job done.  The gamers were: Mark Bahazhoni, Gail Dickerson, Felix Baker, and Lin Zhao. 
 
    I sent a group email to everyone, asking them where we should meet.  Felix replied with an invitation for us to meet at his house every day until the newspaper was published.  His family had two computers, and he thought we could get more done that way.  The other gamers volunteered to haul their computers over to Felix’s house.  The more the merrier when it comes to computing power.  I volunteered to bring my laptop. 
 
    Lin said she could drive eight of us in her mom’s “super-sized” van and added: 
 
    I come from a large family—six kids: four girls, two boys.  My parents joke that being second generation Chinese in the United States, they felt a strong need to defy China’s one-child policy and have lots of kids.  They were both only children. 
 
    I thought how cool to have brothers and sisters.  We thanked her for offering us a ride.  Moonjava said he’d be driving himself and could take anyone else who wanted to go with him.  Luke accepted his invitation. 
 
    The next day after school, Lin picked most of us up and we headed over to Felix’s house. 
 
    Lin was super-friendly and enthusiastic in a way I could never pull off.  Her brown eyes sparkled.  Her long black ponytail bounced around whenever she moved her head.  She came across as full of energy. 
 
    Felix lived on a street with older homes fixed up in really cool ways.  Flower gardens overflowed with all kinds of colors and plants.  Front doors had been painted a variety of colors: blue, red, hunter green. Wind chimes filled the air with music every time the wind picked up.  One place had a birdhouse that was a miniature replica of the main house.  A couple of houses had statues out front.  Another one had a stained glass window up in the attic.  I’d bet that was pretty with sunlight streaming through it. 
 
    Almost everyone we saw was black.  It seemed like such a time warp, people segregated by race.  My trailer park had a whole mix of people.  But, then, the trailer park was filled with poor people.  We were probably all labeled trash.  I felt proud of us as we hopped out of the van. We were a mix of white, Navajo, Chinese and black.  We’d bring diversity to Felix’s neighborhood.  Although truth be told, I knew that probably would have been a much bigger deal if Lin had driven us into an upper-crust white neighborhood. 
 
    Felix’s mom came to the front door.  Her face had a glow that basically radiated happiness.  She was wearing a pink cotton dress with sneakers.  Her hair was swept back in cornrows that fell to her shoulders. 
 
    As we walked up the front steps, she said Hi to each and every one of us.  Man, I wished my mom would do that for me just once. 
 
    Inside, there were two little kids racing around the first floor.  As I peeked into the living room off the front hallway, the boy went leaping up onto a couch and scrambling over the back to get away from his little sister who was giggling and chasing him.  Running through a door into the kitchen, he slipped, fell and knocked over a potted plant. 
 
    Felix’s mom yelled, “Hey, stop that!”  Picking him up around the stomach, she carried him flopping like a fish to the kitchen table.  She plopped him down into a chair, then yelled to us that she had baked cookies. 
 
    Oh, man, they were fresh from the oven.  Ooey-gooey chocolate chip cookies with the chips still warm and melted and delicious.  We downed them with glasses of ice-cold milk. 
 
    I felt like I’d crossed the threshold into Heaven.  The same feeling I’d had in Annie’s house, except here there was less of an emotional chill. 
 
    While we were eating our snack, Felix’s sister climbed up onto a chair.  In between bites of cookie, she asked a whole lot of questions.  Swinging her feet back and forth and looking up at the ceiling, she asked, “Why are you all here?” like it was the most important question in the world. 
 
    Felix’s mom answered for us.  “They’re working on a newspaper project on Felix’s computer.” 
 
    Her next question: “Why would you work on a newspaper on a computer?  Newspapers don’t come out of computers.  That’s silly.”  Then she started laughing so hard, she knocked over Felix’s glass of milk. 
 
    Felix jumped up and yelled at her.  “Mia, what is wrong with you!” 
 
    Mia started crying.  She shouted back, “Nothin’s wrong with me!  I got detracted!  That’s all!” 
 
    Their mom grabbed a dish towel hanging from the oven door handle and mopped up the milk in no time flat.  In an incredibly calm voice, she said, “Now, now, Felix, she’s fine.” 
 
    Felix’s mom asked about our project.  She thought an online newspaper and forum sounded like a great idea.  She said, “It’s about time that school entered the modern age.” 
 
    We finished our snack, washed the buttery grease off our hands and headed up to Felix’s room. 
 
    He had a really nice room.  Science-themed mobiles hung from the ceiling.  A shelf went all the way around the room, showing off some impressive Lego sets—mostly Star Wars, but also famous buildings like the Eiffel Tower.  A double-sized bed had a bookshelf built into it.  There was an L-shaped desk with a large computer screen and stacks of books on top and a separate table with a microscope and slides.  On the desk, there were also a bunch of figurines—superheroes and villains and computer game characters. 
 
    Felix reminded me of someone at a preppy school.  He had on tan shorts and a red T-shirt with a collar and buttons and an alligator emblem.  His hair was cut short, he wore metal-rimmed glasses and he sounded smart when he talked.  His room clinched it for me.  I could totally picture him becoming a scientist someday. 
 
    Lin asked where the second computer was.  Felix said, “In the kitchen.  It’s our family computer.  I can remote into it from my laptop.” 
 
    Very cool.  I couldn’t imagine how much we’d get done with this kind of setup. 
 
    We immediately got to work.  Felix let me use his computer to arrange the text and pictures in my article, to pick the font and add borders.  I was really happy with the results. 
 
    Before giving up my place at the computer, I zoomed in on the pictures of a few of the animals in the cages.  My heart pounded.  They had human hands; one had human eyes.  I pointed at the screen, but the words wouldn’t come out. 
 
    Felix bent down and looked over my shoulder. He said, “I wouldn’t photoshop those if I were you.  Your article will lose impact if you add false details.” 
 
    I found my voice.  “I wasn’t planning on it.” 
 
    Felix laughed.  “It just happened, huh?” 
 
    I felt confused.  I said, “I didn’t photoshop anything.” 
 
    Starshine leaned over my other shoulder.  She covered her mouth with her hand and gasped. 
 
    Violet took a look.  She said, “Oh my God, that’s really creepy.  That whole tent was creepy.  Made the hair stand up on my arms the whole time we were there.” 
 
    Felix said, “Those animals actually looked that way?” 
 
    I said, “Yes.” 
 
    Felix said, “May I suggest publishing a couple zoomed-in pictures then?  It will add to your circus theme.  This is totally the kind of stuff on display in the Freak Show section of circuses.” 
 
    I nodded my head yes and turned back to the computer as though in a trance.  I knew he was right, but my shaking hands warned me that publishing those pictures could be dangerous.  Bobby Huffman was dead, after all, and I didn’t for one minute believe it was suicide. 
 
    I reformatted my article to accommodate the new pictures.  Then I pushed away from the computer and went over to the microscope to lose myself in the universe of feathers and fly wings.  They both made rainbows at certain magnifications. 
 
    By the end of the day, we had the entire newspaper ready to publish.  Felix’s dad had found a site where we could publish it, so we uploaded it there, ready to be made public as soon as we had the OK from Ms. Bell.  We decided to meet the next day to create a forum. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 11 
 
    The next day was pretty much the same as the day before, except that Lin drove her van to school, so we could leave right from there, and what happened on the Internet. 
 
    Felix’s mom didn’t greet us at the door this time.  She was busy chasing Felix’s little sister Mia around, trying to wipe icing off her mouth and cheeks with a wet washcloth.  She gave us a big smile when they ran through the front hallway.  She said, “Hi, everyone!  There’s a snack in the kitchen for you.  Help yourself to mi-i-i-i-i-lk!”  The last word trailed behind her as she went running into the living room. 
 
    Mia laughed and screeched and yelled, “Cupcakes!  Cupcakes!  Cupcakes!” 
 
    Oh, man, confetti cupcakes with creamy vanilla icing and sprinkles.  I felt like I’d died and went to Heaven all over again.  Just like yesterday. 
 
    After we ate and washed up, we climbed the stairs to Felix’s room.  He discovered an email from Ms. Bell, letting us know officially that the Principal had approved our first electronic newspaper and the site where we hoped to publish it.  We all high-fived each other, jumped around and hooped and hollered.  It felt like such an incredible feat, modernizing the newspaper at that school! 
 
    As we discussed the forum, we felt energized and hopeful. 
 
    I realized we could look at The Tiger’s Den as an example.  I still had access.  I made the suggestion and everyone agreed that would be helpful. 
 
    I opened up my laptop, the most awesome gift from my old school, and signed into it with my AtticAmulet password.  I then zipped right over to The Tiger’s Den.  Before signing in, I realized I should show everyone how it looked to the general public. 
 
    Someone was keeping the site up.  The artwork had a fall theme.  It wasn’t the same as the look I’d designed last September, but remnants of my work were still there: the black-and-gold school colors and the tiger mascot.  Apple trees now grew along both sides of the home page; baskets overflowing with apples sat in the grass at their base.  Along the bottom of the page, kids rode bicycles on a road strewn with autumn leaves. 
 
    I said, “The artwork on a forum site should change for special events and different times of year, to keep people interested.  I had a really great time designing the October theme for this one.  I titled it Welcome to Our Haunted House.  Along the top…”  I pointed to the top of the home page.  “…I drew a haunted house with spiderwebs and a jack-o’-lantern on the front porch.  The face carved into the pumpkin was our Principal’s.  Kids got a kick out of that.  It attracted a lot of attention and brought a lot of kids into the forum.” 
 
    I thought back to the ghosts I’d added: one that looked like Brandon and a smaller one that looked like his brother.  PTSD snuck up behind me and tried once again to strangle me.  I remembered how Annie had disappeared on Halloween night. 
 
    I tried to think of happy things.  Kai had healed her.  Kai had healed her.  Everything would be OK. 
 
    Struggling to regain control over my breathing, telling myself not to hyperventilate, I ran my eyes down the list of Discussion topics on the forum.  One jumped out at me as though written in bright red blood: Girl in Romania. 
 
    What the hell?  Was this about Misty? 
 
    I told myself to calm down.  I thought back to the time Walter Jenkins had posted a Discussion topic and labeled it The Location of Anne Marie Green (Annie).  It turned out he’d just heard Annie was missing and wondered what had happened and if anyone knew her location.  No clues.  No information.  Just his curiosity and a need to post on the forum.  I had to change the title to Anne Marie Green (Annie) Is Missing, so that people wouldn’t think she’d been found and stop looking for her. 
 
    Starshine asked, “Are you OK, Shade?” 
 
    I must have looked strange.  God knows what my fears did to my face or how long I extracted myself from the world when my PTSD demons struck.  I shook my head.  “Yeah, I’m OK.  Let me show you how powerful these forums can be.” 
 
    I did not want to discuss my past, but I knew I had to do it for Misty.  I explained as briefly as possible.  “At my old school, a few girls went missing.  It’s a really long story…” 
 
    Violet saved me once again, as she’d done the day Wolf Song looked me up on his cell phone and found out I was a “hero”—his word, not mine.  She came over and put her hands on my shoulders.  It gave me support. 
 
    I continued.  “Basically, they were kidnapped as part of a sex slave ring.  My best friend Annie was one of them.  She’s just beginning to recover.  One girl died.  Another one is still missing.  The cops investigating the case said it looked like she’d been taken to Romania.” 
 
    The room went silent.  We could hear Felix’s brother and sister playing downstairs and the happy sounds of their TV show.  The silliness clashed with the shocked silence upstairs. 
 
    My fingers trembling, I scrolled the pad on my laptop and clicked to enter the Girl in Romania discussion.  My hand covered the pad with sweat, which made it difficult to move through the discussion.  I said, “Wait a sec,” and pulled a mouse out of my backpack.  Squeezing it for dear life, I read the discussion. 
 
    Here’s the gist of it. 
 
    Someone going by the username Starry-eyed Girl had started the discussion two days ago.  Her post recounted how several girls had gone missing from the school; then mentioned how the police thought one of the girls, Misty Perkins, had been taken to Romania against her will.  Starry-Eyed Girl was asking for help from anyone who had seen or heard anything whatsoever about Misty. 
 
    As had happened with the posting about Annie, a whole bunch of people commented with statements of sadness, shock, a lot of Oh my God!s and tear-filled emojis. 
 
    About twenty replies down, there was a weird cryptic statement from someone with the username pipedream that just said: I may have heard something.  PMing you. 
 
    Damn!  I needed to see that PM. 
 
    Then I remembered.  I bet I still had administrative privileges.  I wasn’t going to share that information, though.  It might seem creepy to my new friends to see me breaking into someone else’s private messages.  And no way, no how did I want to take a chance on having this reported to my old school.  If I still had privileges, I didn’t want them taken away once whoever was in charge realized their oversight in not canceling them when I moved to a different school. 
 
    I pointed to the line I’d just read and said, “This could be promising.  Wish I knew what the PM was.” 
 
    Starshine, our social butterfly, said, “Why don’t you just contact the person it was sent to, tell them you’ve been looking for the girl who the cops think went missing in Romania?  They’re going to your old school, after all.  You have a bond.” 
 
    Clearly, she did not understand my limited personal resources in regard to bonding.  I did not bond well or play well with most of my peers. 
 
    I scanned the remaining comments.  Nothing else seemed relevant. 
 
    For the rest of the afternoon, I drew artwork for our new forum.  Felix and the other gamers created the forum layout, while everyone else passed the time doing homework. 
 
    It was agony waiting until I got home to look at the private message. 
 
    By the time Felix’s brother came upstairs to tell him dinner was ready, we felt we’d gotten enough done to call it a day. 
 
    I showed everyone the artwork I’d created.  A line of school buses that would go along the bottom of the home page, with each bus having different anime designs rather than plain-old school bus yellow.  Silver flying saucers that would hover above the school buses.  And green kites that looked like outer space alien faces designed to float up the sides of the page.  Everyone liked it—loved it, actually—so that was a relief.  Another major job completed. 
 
    On our way home, we talked about ideas for articles for next month’s newspaper.  My mind was barely present.  A couple of times, I had to ask to have something repeated. 
 
    As soon as we reached my trailer park, I jumped out, said, “Bye,” and hurried up inside. 
 
    My mom wasn’t home.  I dashed off to my room to see if I could still get into Central High’s forum as an administrator. 
 
    I was so nervous, I flubbed my password a few times.  Finally, I got in, went to the PM, and thanked my lucky stars I could see it.  I still had administrative privileges! 
 
    For a few seconds, I swear I stopped breathing.  I should have figured out who’d sent that message as soon as I saw the username.  Starry-eyed Girl.  It was Annie!  When I’d first met her, I’d thought of her as “stars-in-the-eyes” because of her strange contact lenses that placed a red star in both of her eyes. 
 
    There were a number of private messages—some from Annie, some to her.  She’d sent her first private message to a new administrator, name of Chloe Weaver, two days ago.  The subject of that PM was Introduction. 
 
    I read voraciously, trying to figure out where Annie was and why she’d decided to contact the forum and enlist help in finding Misty.  When I last saw her, she wasn’t doing well.  She didn’t even remember me, her best friend, never mind Misty the cheerleader, someone she’d never hung around with. 
 
    Until Kai healed her.  That was … how many days ago?  I had meant to call Annie; then so many things happened, I completely forgot.  But it was longer than two days ago.  Four, maybe?  Could she be completely healed and back to normal already? 
 
    I could hardly believe what I was reading.  Annie told her entire story to Chloe.  That took a lot of guts.  She explained everything that had happened to her after she was abducted and forced into the sex slave organization.  The gang rape.  The pregnancy.  The forced abortion.  My eyes filled up with tears. 
 
    In a distant part of my brain, I noted that I could cry now.  I no longer cut my own skin to express emotional pain I couldn’t let out any other way. 
 
    I went into my closet.  I reached into the jacket pocket where I’d last placed my amulet for safekeeping.  It was glowing again!  I looked to see if there was a message written across the gemstone.  Nothing.  Just the beautiful blue light come to life for some unknown mysterious reason. 
 
    I fastened the necklace around my neck and wrapped my hand around the pulsing blue gem as I read the rest of Annie’s message. 
 
    After she described the horrible ordeal she’d been through, she talked about her mental state after she’d been rescued: sinking into the depths of depression, being put on psychiatric meds and undergoing electroshock treatment, forgetting friends and important events in her life, going catatonic.  Then she talked about suddenly being healed—unexpectedly, miraculously—and being discharged from the hospital the next day.  A few hours after she returned home, she decided to post an entry on the forum about Misty Perkins and to send a private message to an administrator about her own background story.  She mentioned that she might never be completely free of the PTSD that still had her in its grip, but she thought helping others out of the same type of situation she’d been through might help.  She said that she wanted to do everything in her power to find Misty Perkins.  She asked for Chloe’s help in keeping the discussion alive in the forum.  She was interested in receiving any and all information that students might provide about her whereabouts. 
 
    Chloe seemed like a caring person.  She expressed empathy and sadness over Annie’s suffering.  She said: You can post whatever you’d like on the forum.  May I share your private message with the other administrators?  I’m sure they’ll all want to help. 
 
    Annie gave her permission.  Half an hour later, she published her post on the forum. 
 
    OK, where was the PM to her from someone going by the username pipedream?  I clicked on Annie’s Inbox.  She had a ton of messages already.  I scrolled down until I found the first one from pipedream.  She introduced herself and revealed her identity: a freshman girl named Piper Carney.  After that, she wrote: 
 
    I work at the mall.  The day Misty went missing, I saw her leave with a man who’d been hanging out almost every day for about a month near a stall that sells jewelry.  He seemed to know the guys running the stall.  I took a few pictures of him one day because he kept bothering some of the girls that stopped by to look at the jewelry and he looked creepy.  I thought we might need to report him to the police.  After he left the mall with Misty, I never saw him again.  I’m really sorry for everything you’ve been through and I want to help.  Would you like copies of the pictures I took? 
 
    Annie thanked her.  She said the photos could be really important in the search for Misty and she’d appreciate Piper sending her copies.  She gave Piper her personal email address to forward them. 
 
    Why hadn’t Annie contacted me?  Why hadn’t she asked for my help?  Why hadn’t she told me that she was out of the hospital and feeling better?  Did she blame me for that Halloween night? 
 
    I threw myself down on my mattress and stared at the ceiling.  Sadness wrapped itself around my heart and seeped all the way down into my muscles and bones.  Maybe I’d lost my best friend.  I’d found Annie, only to lose her forever. 
 
    The amulet had slipped over my shoulder and come to rest against the back of my neck.  Suddenly, it grew hot.  Ouch!  Ouch!  Ouch!  I sat up and pulled on the chain until the amulet fell against my shirt.  Then I unfastened the clasp and threw the necklace on the bed. 
 
    The amulet landed upside down.  I found a pen and poked at it until I got it to flip over.  I bent down real close to see if there was a message.  There it was in black lettering: Get in touch with Gabriella. 
 
    I spoke into the necklace: “Is that you, Brandon?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    Then the words erased themselves and repeated once again: Get in touch with Gabriella. 
 
    It probably was Brandon.  I just said, “OK.  That’s a really good idea.” 
 
    It was a really good idea, actually. 
 
    Then new words appeared: And contact Annie.  Don’t waste time.  Get in touch with her. 
 
    I knew I needed to do that.  I just said, “Sure.” 
 
    I had to get over myself, stop feeling hurt.  I needed to reach out to Annie.  Who knew how she was feeling after everything she’d been through? 
 
    My cell phone pinged.  The text message was from Annie!  She asked if we could talk.  Heck yeah, we could talk! 
 
    Two seconds later, Annie called.  Everything felt surreal.  She was better—much, much better.  She was home from the hospital.  And her mom thought she should spend the summer with me because she got so much better after seeing me at the hospital! 
 
    I said, “Annie, that would be wonderful!  We should visit each other before that, though.  If you feel up to it, you could visit me—maybe over Thanksgiving or Winter Break or something.” 
 
    Annie said she’d love that and she was sure her mom would approve.  Then she added, “Things are better here now, Shade.  My parents aren’t perfect, but things are better.  They got shook up when I went missing.  They’re really trying to help.” 
 
    I told her I was glad to hear that.  I asked her about school.  Was she a senior or back in junior year, needing to complete that first? 
 
    She said, “Junior year.  It sucks, but I missed too much to skip it.” 
 
    I said, “Well, it’s probably better to take it slow, anyway.  There’s a lot of pressure in senior year, especially with college applications and all.”  Then I added, “Annie, one of the ways we found you when you went missing was through a psychic named Gabriella.  She lives near you.  I’m far away now; but I’m setting up a forum at my new school, just like we did back at Central High, and planning to use it to find Misty Perkins.  I’m determined to try my hardest to find her.  I’m thinking I should also work with Gabriella again.  Would you like to be a part of this?” 
 
    She told me all about everything she was doing back at Central, how she’d posted to the forum about Misty and all.  I breathed such a huge sigh of relief.  She wasn’t keeping anything from me after all.  I felt guilty about reading her private messages, but I was just trying to save Misty’s life.  And I hadn’t known the message from Starry-eyed Girl was from Annie before I’d looked at it. 
 
    I asked Annie if she’d get in touch with Gabriella.  I explained to Annie how Gabriella worked and how she’d helped us find her. 
 
    Annie said, “I just got photos of a guy who’d been hanging out at the mall bugging girls and then left with Misty one day and never came back.  I could have Gabriella look at them.” 
 
    I agreed. “That would be great, Annie.”  There was silence for a few seconds.  Then I said, “Annie, we also used The Tiger’s Den to find you.  People left quite a few leads for the police to follow up on.  I’d like to coordinate information coming into the forums about Misty at both our schools.  It turns out I still have administrative privileges at Central.  No one thought to cancel them when I moved away.  I plan to pop in over there every day, to check things out and compare it to information coming in over here.” 
 
    Annie said, “Oh … Sure.  That makes sense.  Yeah, do it.” 
 
    I wanted to tell her that I’d seen her private messages, but I was afraid of how fragile she was the last time I saw her.  I didn’t want her feeling paranoid.  I’d told her I’d be secretly poking around The Tiger’s Den, so she knew I could see everything.  She was OK with it.  That was good enough. 
 
    Annie interrupted my thoughts to ask, “So what’s the name of your forum?” 
 
    I said, “Oh my word, Annie, it’s called The Flying Saucer.  Everything here is UFOs.  Actually, I wrote an article about that for our school paper.  It’s about our local UFO craze.  We’re publishing our newspaper online.  You want to read the article?” 
 
    She said, “Sure.  That’d be great.”  I told her I’d text her the link. 
 
    Annie said, “Cool.  Well, I should go … But, Shade, we’re working together again.  I’m so happy!” 
 
    I said, “Me, too, Annie!  I missed you so much!” 
 
    She said, “Yeah, me, too.  I’m glad to be back.” 
 
    When we hung up, words formed across the amulet stone: Now, was that so hard? 
 
    That had to be Brandon!  It certainly was his style of sarcastic humor.  I said, “No, that wasn’t too hard.  It was certainly worth it.  Do you have Angry Bird games where you are?” 
 
    The answer that came back was: What?  I’m confused. 
 
    OK, maybe it wasn’t Brandon.  Or he was just messing with me.  I’d bet cold hard cash it was the latter. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 12 
 
    The day our newspaper was published turned into a roller-coaster ride.  The paper used to have a bland name: Hidden Lakes Times.  That didn’t even roll off the tip of your tongue—too many words ending in s.  We renamed it; Principal Marquez and Ms. Bell approved it.  The newspaper came rolling off the presses—or, actually went up online rather than rolling off any old-fashioned presses, Hurray, progress!—with a brand new name.  Flying Saucer Times.  HaHa.  You thought the name would be something original, right?  Um, no, not in this town. 
 
    But, anyway, the kids mostly loved it.  All day long, I overheard kids gossiping about stories in the paper.  Especially the one I’d written for the front page.  And it had my byline! Galactic Shade Griffin.  Funny, I liked my name so much more as a byline than as the name of me as a person.  It sounded quirky, something a writer or artist would take as their pen name.  Nope, not a pen name.  Just me. 
 
    The front page contained two articles: one about the UFO Festival and a huge announcement about the new forum.  I had titled the first article, which took up the whole top half of the page, The Day the Alien Circus Came to Town.  There had been a lot of discussion about this in our group.  Starshine wondered if the word circus was disrespectful to people who believed in aliens and flying saucers coming from outer space.  In the end, we decided that the photos of people in costume totally enjoying themselves at the festival showed respect, but the eerie tent and Bobby Huffman’s death showed the darker side.  As journalists, we had a right to point out the circus atmosphere surrounding all the events. 
 
    The article announcing the forum had the title: The Flying Saucer Has Landed and It’s a Forum.  Felix wrote and titled that article.  We all liked it. 
 
    All day long, the forum filled with Discussion topics and lengthy discussions.  This was even better than at my old school.  I guess with not much going on in town and not many kids owning game systems, this gave kids something to do, an inexpensive way to connect online. 
 
    Ms. Bell sent an email to all of us with congratulations on the successful launch of our newspaper and forum, and she promised a surprise at the next meeting. 
 
    Everything was great until Biology class.  Then the roller coaster that had been continuously climbing up one steep exhilarating butterflies-in-the-stomach kind of hill went sailing over the top, plunging me into spine-tingling terror.  From the moment he entered the classroom, Mr. Taylor seemed agitated. 
 
    He placed books and file folders on his desk, then furtively searched the room with his beady eyes until he found me.  Then he squinted, as though having difficulty seeing, but his eyes were filled with hatred and anger.  A green glint swirled around his irises, just for a second, then disappeared. 
 
    He pointed at me.  “You!  Galactic Shade Griffin!  See me after class!” 
 
    Wow.  He’d used my full name.  What was up with that?  I’d gone by Shade in all my classes since making clear that was my preference in roll call after roll call. 
 
    He then gave us a disturbing assignment.  Well, disturbing to me.  There were kids who loved it. 
 
    He handed out the jars on his shelves, one to each of us, and told us to draw what we saw and, in the case of an organ, the animal it came from.  He told us this was an important skill for any of us planning to go into the medical profession or become an undertaker.  Geez, really, was there someone who actually wanted to become an undertaker? 
 
    He strolled down the aisle where my desk was located with his arms wrapped around an enormous jar: one with an entire animal in it.  A rattlesnake.  Oh my God, a rattlesnake! 
 
    A bazillion frightening thoughts raced around my brain, trying to be heard.  Did the snake still have venom?  Was there venom in that whitish-green water?  If someone broke the jar and the liquid spilled out, would I die if it splashed on me?  What if it landed on a cut?  I wanted to inspect my hands, see if there were any cuts or dry skin. 
 
    I didn’t have time.  Mr. Taylor plunked the jar down on my desk.  Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God, please don’t break!  The water sloshed back and forth with a horrible sound.  Ga-lunk…Ga-lunk…Ga-lunk-lunk!  A sinister echo bounced off the glass walls.  As the snake coiled and uncoiled its freakish body, its forked tongue whipped out of its mouth as though on purpose.  A distinct rattle rose up out of the jar.  The snake looked at me with beady black eyes and a split second later, those same eyes sparkled with neon green. 
 
    I almost knocked the jar over. 
 
    Mr. Taylor laughed.  He leaned over and whispered in my ear, “I wouldn’t break that if I were you…”  Then out loud, so the class could hear, he said, “Anyone assigned a jar with a whole animal in it, you’re to open your Biology book and find out what its insides look like.  Then draw those insides—all the organs, everything.” 
 
    Oh, ugh.  I thought I’d puke.  Not only did I have a revolting animal sitting on my desk in a soup of murky liquid and floating snake cells, I had to open up a book and pore through pictures of snake organs.  Shoot me.  Shoot me now. 
 
    I got out my Biology notebook and my Biology textbook.  I fished in my backpack for my colored pencils. 
 
    I dragged the jar closer to me, so that I could draw the outside of the snake accurately.  If I was going to do this assignment, I was going to do it my way.  I’d pretend this snake was a comic book villain.  I’d give him a terrifying face and a body getting ready to coil itself into a weapon.  As I stared into its eyes, it stared back. 
 
    I felt myself becoming hypnotized.  The snake spoke words in my mind.  One phrase only: Back off!  Humans should not tread where only beasts should roam. 
 
    I tried to assert my sanity in what felt like a momentary psychotic episode.  I wasn’t having one of those, was I?  My hands trembled.  I pulled them away from the glass.  I could not let that thing out.  It was Satan, or something equally evil. 
 
    I was losing my mind. 
 
    I practically jumped out of my skin when the kid behind me tapped me on the shoulder.  He said, “Can I have a couple of your pencils?  I don’t have any.” 
 
    I turned around.  He had the jar with the bear heart!  It was beating again.  Thump-thump.  Thump-thump. 
 
    I whipped back around, grabbed a brown and red pencil and handed them over.  I said, “Here.  Just keep them.  I have more.” 
 
    Over the sounds of pencils scribbling and book pages turning, over the coughing and feet shuffles, I heard the snake hiss and the bear’s heart beat.  Ssssss.  Thump-thump.  Thump-thump.  Thump-thump. 
 
    By the time the bell rang, I was covered in sweat.  I started to lift the jar off my desk to return it, but it slipped out of my hands.  My head got so dizzy, I felt like I’d blacked out for a second.  I grabbed the lid and held on for dear life, steadying the jar. 
 
    Mr. Taylor said, “Class, just leave the specimens on your desk.  Finish your drawings at home.” 
 
    A few kids moaned.  Someone said, “Aw, geez…” 
 
    Mr. Taylor said, “Your drawings are due tomorrow.  Do a good job.  I’m marking your grade down for inaccuracies.”  Then he added, “Shade, stay after class.” 
 
    I said, “But I have English Lit class next…” 
 
    He said, “I knooow you have a class after this one.  I’ve been teaching here since before you were born.  I know how it works.  Stay after class.” 
 
    The noises in my head grew louder.  Ssssss.  Thump-thump.  Thump-thump.  Thump-thump.  What was wrong with me? 
 
    Other animals joined in.  A mountain lion screamed.  I’d heard that cry since moving to New Mexico.  It’s ghostly and haunting and makes you feel like something is terribly wrong.  A lion growled.  Something tiny squeaked. 
 
    I covered my ears with my hands.  The sounds intensified. 
 
    Then, suddenly, it all stopped.  Mr. Taylor was standing right in front of me.  He said, “I don’t know how you did it.” 
 
    My skin crawled.  Something was broken in the world.  Horribly, irreparably broken. 
 
    I said, “What do you mean?” 
 
    He glared at me.  “You do know I erased pictures from your cell phone, do you not?” 
 
    I said, “Yes.”  My voice came out all shaky and warbling like a baby bird.  I had shrunk in size.  I was nothing but a flightless, featherless creature, blind and struggling to survive. 
 
    Mr. Taylor said, “And yet you included them in your article about the UFO Festival.  Let me give you some advice.  It will be harsh advice; but if you ever plan to become a journalist, you’ll find it valuable.  It will be emblazoned on your mind forever.  It should keep you from stepping foot in places where you don’t belong and publishing conspiracy theories as though they’re true.  Right now, you’re young, insignificant as far as the real world goes.  You’re nothing but the cheapest kind of fraud, not a true journalist at all.  Those photos you published of the raccoon with nail polish on its claws and the other animals with human eyes?  Manipulating photos is no better than writing fake stories for celebrity rags.” 
 
    He stepped so close, I could smell his horrible breath.  It took all my willpower to keep from planting my hand over my nose.  It smelled like dead, rancid meat.  Like the time my mother forgot she had shoved raw hamburger meat to the back of the fridge and left it there until the stink nearly asphyxiated her when she opened the door. 
 
    He pointed a finger at me, raising it up and down like a dagger.  I knew he wanted to jab me in the chest, but was trying his best not to leave physical marks.  He said, “You’re new in town.  You’re young.  You’re naïve.  You can’t just write articles about upstanding citizens and accuse them of things you know nothing about.” 
 
    I racked my brain.  What had I accused anyone of?  I mostly poked fun at the way people believed in aliens from outer space and being abducted by them.  Yeah, I reported on the weird situation in the tent, Bobby Huffman and whether or not his death was a suicide, the tattered clothes left behind where a UFO had been reported.  But… 
 
    Oh my God.  I got it.  There must be a thread connecting all those things.  Bobby Huffman had been murdered, I was more sure of it than ever before.  And Mr. Taylor knew who did it. 
 
    I backed off completely.  I offered mea culpas all over the place.  I said, “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean anything by it.  I tried to convey how the UFO Festival had a circus atmosphere, that’s all.” 
 
    He leaned in closer.  Words came out of his foul mouth dripping in savagery.  “Bobby Huffman was not a circus animal.  You remember that.  He committed suicide because of something that troubled him.  Don’t you ever forget that.” 
 
    I felt there was a veiled threat in everything he was saying, but I wasn’t sure exactly what he meant.  And I wasn’t going to ask. 
 
    He smiled, revealing scummy yellow razor-sharp incisors.  He said, “You can go now.” 
 
    I gathered up my things as fast as I could. 
 
    He jabbed at my arm.  My heart pounded.  Turned out he was just handing me a Late Excuse for my next class. 
 
    I snatched it from his hand and said, “Thank you.” 
 
    Then I headed straight to the Girls Room to cry.  It was empty.  I locked myself in a stall and wept on a toilet seat.  My life was garbage.  Nothing made sense.  Everything choked me and trapped me.  I’d written the best article ever in my entire life and gotten punished for it.  I was trash.  I’d never be anything but trouble in someone’s life.  I was born that way.  The die was cast.  Nothing would ever change. 
 
    Well, at least not until Ms. Bell’s class. 
 
    Coming in late, I tried to hand her the excuse note quickly and get to my seat.  Soaked in spots where I had clutched it in my sweating palm, the note stuck to my hand, then fluttered to the ground like a dead leaf falling from a tree.  I was so embarrassed, I just wanted to die.  I bent over to pick it up and spilled my colored pencils all over the floor.  They went skittering away like cockroaches when you turn the lights on. 
 
    Ms. Bell asked someone in the front row to pick everything up for me.  She said, “Class, I want you to congratulate the person responsible for revitalizing our school newspaper.  Here she is: our very own Shade!”  I did not like that.  The best way to ferret out kids who used to bully me and tell them, Hey get back to work, slackers! was to hold me up as a role model.  They’d be back to bullying me in no time flat.  There were a few things they hated even more than homework: weakness, kids who were different, and teacher’s pets.  Oh my God, teacher’s pets were like enemy aliens.  If you were a teacher’s pet, you might as well have lizard skin, bug eyes and a UFO responsible for swooping down and setting a farmer’s field on fire.  You’d be just as popular. 
 
    She continued, “Our newspaper’s now available online.  I’m a little old-fashioned.  I didn’t realize what going online could do for our school.  Apparently, people are allowed to leave comments on our newspaper articles.  Shade’s article has already received hundreds of comments—and not all of them from our students.  People all around town are reading the paper and discussing it.” 
 
    Wow, all around town, huh?  Did that include the shacks out in the desert? 
 
    The next thing she said finally impressed me.  “We’re going to do something different today.  Instead of our regular work, I’m going to let each of you come up here to the brand new classroom computer Principal Marquez has given us to read the newspaper and, hopefully, post comments on some of the articles.”  Hold the phones!  We’d just entered the twenty-first century so fast, you might experience whiplash or a boom loud enough to rock your eardrums as we break through the sound barrier.  She continued, “Our newspaper has a brand new title: Flying Saucer Times.  Much more intriguing than our old name, right?  And even more intriguing … Thanks to Shade, as of today, our Newspaper Club also has an online forum.  I’m new to these, but I spent some time looking over the discussion topics when it went live this morning and I like it.  Check it out.  It’s called The Flying Saucer.  The artwork decorating the site is also Shade’s.  Feel free to visit the site in class today and add to the discussions.  I’m not giving you any homework tonight, so that you can follow up on this at home.  We only have a limited amount of time in class; I’m not even sure you’ll all get a chance on the computer here today.  If you don’t own a computer, you can access the forum through a library computer or through your cell phone.” 
 
    I felt incredibly uncomfortable being the center of attention until two things happened.  First, Ms. Bell handed out cupcakes with little flying saucer candies on top to celebrate the newspaper and forum.  Second, she gave us free time to read anything we wanted until our time on the computer.  Kids liked that so much, a few stopped by to congratulate me on their way up to her desk. 
 
    After school, the roller coaster I’d been on all day dropped down another steep hill.  As the school bus pulled away from the curb, I knew I was in trouble.  A couple of rough guys with a reputation for doing nasty things changed seats to sit both in front of me and in back of me.  The first time one of them pulled my hair, I hoped it was an accident.  The second time was much harder.  There was no doubt it was on purpose.  He grabbed most of my hair and yanked my head back until my eyes were locked on his.  Sneering, he said, “Hey, little crime solver, don’t think you can open up shop in this town.  We know you got to be Little Miss Famous back in your old town, but don’t start snooping around here.” 
 
    I just about peed my pants.  I knew we’d covered up my involvement in the capture of the guy out in the cave when Kai got total credit for it.  What else had I done? 
 
    I soon found out. 
 
    I could see up the nose of the guy pulling my hair.  It was as disgusting as the flecks of ketchup in his mustache.  He said, “We saw your article in the school paper. You think you’re all smart and funny talkin’ about the UFO Festival like it’s a circus and all.  But that kid, Bobby Huffman, who got killed … He’s my cousin and you ain’t got no place postin’ his picture on the Internet and writin’ about him.  That’s copyright infringement and my family ain’t gonna stand for nothin’ like that.  Capiche?” 
 
    Despite my terror, I thought: what a baboon.  The only way I’d be able to violate copyright infringement would be by copying something Bobby had written.  The only way to sue me for the article might be defamation of character, but I hadn’t even defamed Bobby.  Idiot. 
 
    I just said, “Capiche.” 
 
    He let go of my hair. 
 
    The guy sitting next to him tried talking quietly, kind of under his breath; but I overheard him.  I have ears like a fox.  “You said Bobby got killed?” 
 
    Tough guy said, “No, I said died, as in committed suicide.” 
 
    His buddy said, “No, you said he got killed.  Dumb, really dumb thing to say.” 
 
    Tough guy said, “Don’t worry about it.  I miss Bobby as much as you do.” 
 
    When the bus stopped, I practically ran down the aisle and hopped off the steps. 
 
    Planning to walk over to Kai’s house to see if she was outside, I heard footsteps behind me.  That wasn’t unusual.  There were lots of kids in the trailer park and a whole lot of them rode home on the bus. 
 
    Quickly, however, most of the footsteps ran off in another direction.  A few followed me around the side of my house that’s only visible from the desert, not from the trailer park.  I jerked my head around to see who was behind me. 
 
    Someone grabbed me by the back of my collar and yanked so hard, I started choking.  The next thing I knew, I was on the ground getting kicked in my side and punched in the face.  I never won these kinds of situations.  I had no fighting skills whatsoever. 
 
    Adrenalin flooded my system. I just kind of went crazy.  I kicked my feet and swung my fists.  Someone tried to grab my hands, but I flailed them all around until it was too hard to grasp them. 
 
    The pain in my side was horrendous.  I felt something warm dripping down my nose into my mouth.  I tasted blood. 
 
    Finally, one of the guys said, “OK, let’s go.  She’s learned her lesson.” 
 
    As they headed off deeper into the trailer park, I realized one of them lived in my neighborhood.  That must be why the bus driver let them all on our bus. 
 
    Involuntarily, my body started shaking.  I couldn’t control it. 
 
    I stood up slowly, pain searing my side.  Moaning in agony as I lifted my backpack off the ground, I shambled off to get inside. 
 
    As soon as I opened my front door, the roller coaster started its final descent, tires screeching against the metal track. 
 
    Kai was sitting at our kitchen table, holding my mother’s hand.  They both had coffee cups in front of them.  There was an ash tray filled with cigarette butts in front of my mom.  She looked horrible.  Big circles under her eyes and greasy hair that stuck out in a million different directions.  She was wearing an ugly nightgown—a rainbow-and-roses design or something; hard to tell, it was so faded—that had so many red wine stains on the front, it looked like she’d been shot. 
 
    Kai and my mom looked up when I came in. 
 
    My mom said, “Oh, hi, Shade.  I didn’t expect you home so soon.  Didn’t you have Newspaper Club today?” 
 
    I stared at Kai.  What the hell was she doing having coffee with my mom?  I confided so much in her.  Was she just running over here while I was at school and spilling everything to my mom? 
 
    Traitor. 
 
    My mouth hurt.  I started worrying I’d lost a tooth.  I rushed off to the bathroom, shouting over my shoulder in the most annoyed tone possible, “No, I didn’t have club today.  Our newspaper got published today.  Not that you’d ever notice, though.  Our forum went up online, too.” 
 
    I locked myself in the bathroom.  My reflection in the mirror terrified me.  My right eye was swollen, almost completely shut.  An angry red-and-purple blotch marked the cheekbone underneath it.  I felt pain everywhere: on my face, inside my mouth, in my stomach.  I forced my mouth to open against the searing pain.  I felt all my teeth with my fingers.  Thank God, they were all intact and nothing was loose.  I lifted up my shirt.  My stomach and side were splotched with bruises.  Every time I took a breath, pain stabbed me like a knife. 
 
    Oh, hi, Shade … I didn’t expect you home so soon?  Seriously?  What mother in the entire world says that to a daughter who comes home looking like this?  What about, Oh my God, Shade, what happened to you?  You look terrible.  Let’s get you to the hospital! 
 
    And what about Kai, sitting there without even getting up to help me? 
 
    Traitor!  Traitor!  Traitor! 
 
    I wanted to scream.  To break things.  To smash the bathroom mirror into a bazillion little pieces.  The pain stopped me.  To scream or move more than a tiny bit at a time would kill me. 
 
    There was a knock on the bathroom door. 
 
    I shouted, “Go away!” 
 
    Kai spoke through the door.  “Shade, I need to talk to you.  You won’t believe what happened.” 
 
    I swung the door open, excruciating pain screaming through my body.  Teeth clenched, I said in as loud a voice as I could manage, something that came out more like a growling whisper, “Did you see me?  Did you even freaking see me when I came in the house?  I’m hurt really bad.  I don’t really care what happened.  And why are you sitting in my house having coffee with my mother?  Shouldn’t you be home learning whatever you call schoolwork?” 
 
    I saw the hurt in Kai’s eyes.  I knew she felt inferior for not going to school and learning what everyone else was learning. 
 
    She recovered and said, “Shade, I can heal you.” 
 
    She reached out her arms to embrace me.  I fell into them, desperate to escape the agony I was in. 
 
    Warmth spread throughout my body, concentrating like a heating pad in the places I’d been injured.  It started healing me. I could feel it.  My stomach stopped aching.  As the agony in my mouth went away, I unclenched my jaw. 
 
    Finally, I felt back to normal.  I looked in the mirror.  My eye was no longer swollen and the bruise on my cheek was completely gone.  I lifted up my shirt.  All the bruises on my stomach and side had disappeared. 
 
    I sat down on the edge of the tub and wept.  I said, “I can’t take it anymore.  I write an article and start a forum, have half a day of happiness over it, and I get beat up.  Happiness is a dangerous thing for me.  I’m not supposed to have that.  It’s not part of my destiny.” 
 
    Kai sat down beside me and put an arm around me.  She said, “That’s a lot of bull.  No one’s destiny includes all good things or all bad things.  Life is both.  If you get out there and take risks—like you did with the newspaper article—some bad stuff might happen.  What’s the alternative?  You play everything safe and become a shrinking violet?” 
 
    I smiled in spite of everything.  I felt so incredibly well and whole and healthy.  I said, “So what did you need to tell me so badly?” 
 
    Kai said, “I healed your mom.” 
 
    Say what?  I replied, “I didn’t know she was sick.” 
 
    Kai explained, “I healed her addictions.  She’s better now.” 
 
    I pulled out of Kai’s embrace and moved a few inches away.  I stared at her.  Finally, I said, “Look, Kai, I know you think you’re a great healer and all, but I’ve seen my mom ‘get better’ so many times I can’t even count.”  I used my fingers to put air quotes around get better.  “It never lasts long.  And by never, I mean never.  She always goes back to her old ways faster than you can say messed up.  You shouldn’t have invaded my privacy by coming over here and talking to my mom.  You crossed boundaries, Kai.  You should have asked me first.” 
 
    Kai’s eyes filled with tears.  She said, “I saw your mom outside, Shade.  I didn’t just barge on over here.  Something was wrong with her.  She fell and went unconscious.  What did you want me to do?  Leave her there until I had your permission to help?” 
 
    I’m sure my face turned bright red.  A mix of emotions flooded through me.  I just said, “Oh.”  That was a brilliant response: Oh.  Just, Oh.  I honestly couldn’t think of anything else to say.  My mind had fixated on Kai being a traitor.  I was used to betrayal.  My mind was comfortable with that.  I’d been betrayed since the day I was born—by my mom, by a steady stream of father figures leaving me, including my real dad, by personal failures and kids hating on me and beating me up.  Loyalty was the exceptional thing in my life, something that popped up way too rarely on my personal radar.  I had to switch gears.  To realize that my mom had been unconscious and Kai had saved her.  To wonder why she’d been unconscious.  Had she overdosed, or was it something else? 
 
    I knew I had to talk to my mom, but I was too embarrassed and weirded out to do it with Kai around.  It would be too incredibly awkward.  I said, “I had no idea.  Well, thanks for doing that.  I guess I should talk to my mom, but I should probably do it alone.  Do you mind?” 
 
    Kai shook her head no.  She stood up and said, “The funeral’s tomorrow.” 
 
    What did that mean?  She was taking back her healing and my mom would be dead?  What? 
 
    I was probably staring at Kai in some really weird way.  She said, “The funeral for my aunt.  You said you’d be there.” 
 
    Geez.  I had some serious trust issues.  Of course, her aunt’s funeral.  I said, “I’m so sorry, Kai.  I forgot after hearing that my mom had been unconscious.  What time?  I have school and club tomorrow.” 
 
    Kai said, “No problem.  It’s at night.  Want to meet at my house at 7:00?” 
 
    I said, “Sure, 7:00’s good.” 
 
    Kai left the bathroom.  I threw cold water on my face and listened for the sound of the front door slamming.  It took a while.  She stopped to talk to my mom—stuff about eating well, getting enough sleep, taking care of herself.  Kai said, “If you need to talk, ask Shade to get ahold of me, OK?” 
 
    My mom said, “OK.” 
 
    I liked that Kai respected me enough to go through me first the next time she talked to my mom.  I needed a buffer zone between my mom and the people I was close to in order to feel safe in the world.  I just did.  My mom was like an invasive army, bombing all the safety nets in my life to smithereens.  I needed the buffer zone. 
 
    After I heard the front door close, I gathered my wits.  Then I walked out to the kitchen, feeling awkward and scared and generally messed up in my head. 
 
    My mom was sitting there, sipping coffee.  She said, “I’m sorry, Shade.” 
 
    I said, “Don’t worry about it.  It’s OK.  I heard Kai helped you.” 
 
    She said, “Yes.  I don’t know what she did or what happened; but she found me unconscious.  I barely remember getting that way.  I took too much … Well, I mixed pills and alcohol…” 
 
    Pills?  Really, pills?  Was it just pills?  More like heroin or cocaine, I’d bet good money on it.  I said it out loud, minus the sarcasm: “Pills?” 
 
    My mom explained, “Yeah.  But bad pills.  OxyCONTIN.  I mean, it’s good if you’re in pain.  I got it for back pain a long time ago.  Do you remember when I had that back pain so bad I could hardly stand up?” 
 
    I didn’t remember.  She was zoned out on the couch so much of the time, I could hardly remember a time when she didn’t have trouble standing up. 
 
    When I didn’t answer, she said, “Well, this was different.  Purchased it illegally.  Took too much, and followed it up with alcohol.  I guess I almost died.  Your friend, Kai, found me.  I don’t know what she did, but she said she healed me.  I feel that way, Shade.  I feel like she made me better somehow.  I feel fine.  I feel whole again or something.  There’s only one down side to this…” 
 
    OK, here we go … All the reasons why she’ll need to use drugs and alcohol again… 
 
    She looked at me sadly.  Brushing a few greasy strands of hair out of her eyes, she said, “The hard part is that along with the healing, I suddenly remember all the ways I shortchanged you, all the ways I wasn’t there for you, all the things I missed out on in your life.  Shade, are you graduating from high school this year?” 
 
    I said, “What do you mean?  Are you thinking I’m getting bad grades and going to flunk out or something?” 
 
    Her eyes filled with pleading, one of the saddest, most broken looks I’ve ever seen in my life.  “No, not at all.  I haven’t exactly been present.  Are you a senior?” 
 
    This was way too much for me to handle.  I felt like I was being held together by surgical stitches, my mind included.  They were all going to explode at once, turning me into a puddle of biological goo, nothing more.  Bye-bye, Shade.  I was disappearing into nothingness. 
 
    I said, “Yes, I’m a senior.  I’ll be applying to college around the holidays.” 
 
    She said, “Ahhh.  I’ve missed all your years of growing up.  I’m sorry.  I’ll help you with anything you need.  Just let me know.” 
 
    I said, “Sure.  I should probably go do my homework now.” 
 
    I just wanted to get out of there, but she said, “What do you have for homework?” 
 
    I told her about Ms. Bell not giving us any homework except to read the newspaper article I’d written and the forum I’d organized.  I said, “Since I organized the forum, I’m one of the students who’s monitoring the discussions tonight.” 
 
    She said, “That’s very cool, Shade!  I’m proud of you.  Can I read the article?” 
 
    I said, “Sure.  But promise me one thing?  Please don’t leave any comments on it.”  I took pity on her, she looked so confused and hurt.  “It’s nothing personal.  Parents shouldn’t be commenting on their own kid’s article, that’s all.  It makes the student look less professional.” 
 
    She looked relieved.  She said, “Oh, no problem.  I remember what that feels like.  I was a teenager once, too, you know.” 
 
    I could not even picture that.  She looked old and weathered, and as though she had always been that way. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 13 
 
    Club the next day was awesome.  It lifted my spirits.  Ms. Bell basically did the same thing she’d done in English Lit class the day before.  She put a box of cupcakes on her desk—both chocolate and vanilla, which was very thoughtful.  (I totally understand avoiding chocolate if you’re allergic to it.  How anybody could choose vanilla over chocolate if they’re not deathly allergic, however, is beyond me.  There just has to be something wrong with their taste buds—as in, it’s time to see a doctor.  But, still, it was nice everybody got a choice.)  Every cupcake had a flying saucer on top. 
 
    This time, I wasn’t singled out.  I appreciated that immensely.  I hate being singled out, made the center of attention.  All those eyes on me: no, thanks. 
 
    Ms. Bell congratulated the entire club.  She gave individual praise to everyone who contributed to the newspaper article and everyone who worked on the forum.  I got a mention, which made me feel proud; but I was only one of a bunch of people being honored.  It felt good. 
 
    After club, I rode the late bus home. 
 
    I told my mom I had to go to a funeral for Kai’s aunt.  She actually seemed concerned.  She asked all about how she died.  I just said, “I don’t know.”  There was no way I could ever tell her what happened.  I wanted to warn her about Kai’s mom’s boyfriend, since we lived right next door; but I figured if he hadn’t bothered us so far, he’d probably leave my mom alone. 
 
    My mom said she’d have dinner ready on time and she stayed true to her word.  She made spaghetti with meat sauce and a salad.  A real meal.  I ate way more than I should have. 
 
    Getting ready, I realized I didn’t have a black dress to wear to the funeral.  I had lots of black clothing—it fit most of my moods—but no black dress.  I found a long-sleeved navy blue dress shoved to the far corner of my closet.  That would have to do.  I tried it on.  It fit and it looked OK.  That’s what I’d wear, along with a navy blue sweater with white pearl buttons I’d gotten for my birthday years ago. 
 
    I was at Kai’s house by 6:55 PM.  I didn’t want to be late. 
 
    Kai’s mom answered the door.  I still had no idea what to call her.  She’d told me I could call her Kitten, but there was no way I was doing that.  I just said, “Hello.  I’m really sorry about your sister.” 
 
    Her mom looked more serious than I’d ever seen her.  Her eyes were streaked with red lines.  Her lilac eye shadow was smudged.  There were black lines down her cheeks where tears had obviously made her mascara run.  She said, “Thank you.  Come on in.  We’re almost ready.” 
 
    When Kai came out of the hallway a few minutes later, we all headed out to her mom’s truck. 
 
    We were mostly silent as we walked through the trailer park.  The place was deserted.  Lights had come on in the windows; everybody seemed to be inside.  As the night breeze kicked up, pinwheels whirled and flags flapped.  Every once in a while, a bird called out.  Right before we got to the parking lot, a black mother cat and her wild black kittens paraded in front of us, disappearing into the shadows behind some trees. 
 
    As we hopped into the truck, I asked where the funeral was being held. 
 
    Kai and her mom looked at each other.  A knowing glance passed between them.  I had no idea what that meant.  Kai’s mom said, “At the home of my other sister.  Beyond the Navajo reservation, out in the middle of the desert.  It’s peaceful there.” 
 
    Eventually, we drove up to a large house—Victorian style, like the one I used to live in, but pink with lilac shutters.  The windows glowed with golden light, even those in the attic. 
 
    As we walked up the front steps, a woman opened the door.  She was tall, well over six feet.  She wore a black cape embroidered with thousands of butterfly wings.  She greeted Kai’s mom warmly, grasping her hands and saying, “I’m so sorry, Mósí Yázhí.  I know how close you and your sister were.” 
 
    It seemed at that moment that the violent death of her sister suddenly hit Kai’s mom.  She wobbled on flat-heeled black boots in the same way someone might wobble on high heels, twisting her ankle and almost falling.  The other woman grabbed her by the elbow and said, “Here, let me help you.” 
 
    As she guided her toward a room where people were gathered to honor Kai’s aunt, we followed closely behind. 
 
    Kai leaned over and spoke to me quietly. “This probably isn’t the kind of funeral you’re used to.  It’s more of a wake followed by a cremation service.  It’s done in one evening now.  It’s safer that way.” 
 
    That seemed like such a strange thing to say.  I was about to ask Kai what she meant by “safer” when someone walked up to the Lady with the Butterfly Cloak and whispered in her ear.  The Lady turned to Kai’s mom.  “I’m so sorry, I have to go.  There’s trouble outside.  I’ll leave you to Awendela.” 
 
    With that, she turned and left.  The quick movement set her butterfly wings in motion.  They appeared to take flight.  Her cloak rustled with the fluttering of thousands of wings, so loud it reminded me of birds fleeing a spot pounced on by a hungry cat. 
 
    Awendela had strong Navajo features: dark skin, aquiline nose, brown eyes.  She was old and weathered.  The lines on her face were so numerous, they reminded me of a canyon filled with dry rivers.  Her hair was gray.  I didn’t normally think of old people as beautiful, but she totally was.  She had an inner glow and a warm smile.  Her hair flowed to her shoulders, pulled back along the sides with turquoise barrettes.  She wore a black lacy dress and a large turquoise medallion.  She smiled at Kai’s mom, sorrow and empathy in her eyes and said, “Come with me.” 
 
    She led us to the room where people had gathered.  At the far end of the room, there was an open casket. 
 
    Something about the room felt strange.  I looked around to try to figure out what it was.  I came to the conclusion that it was the décor.  The walls had been painted pink, the ceiling covered in gold leaf.  You could see the seams where individual sheets of gold leaf had been applied.  Somehow, the walls and ceiling shimmered and sparkled.  I decided that was affecting me.  If lights flashing in a certain way could set off seizures in epileptics, I decided that the shimmering was throwing me off.  It made me feel dizzy and as if I had stepped into a surrealistic painting. 
 
    Pointing at different areas, Awendela showed Kai’s mom where things were located.  She said, “Over there, we’ve set up tables with food and drink.  Right outside that door, there’s a meditation room.  And, up there…”  She looked into the eyes of Kai’s mom and placed her arm around her shoulders.  “…is your sister.  She looks good, Mósí Yázhí.  She looks beautiful.” 
 
    Kai’s mom said, “Thank you.  I think I’ll go visit my sister right away.  I’ll mingle later on.  I know people want to talk with me, but I don’t really want to do that.  Let me see my sister first.” 
 
    Awendela said, “Of course.”  Grasping Kai’s mom by the elbow, she led her to the casket. 
 
    As we crossed the room, my confusion grew.  There were animals running around—not cats and dogs, which would have been weird enough at a funeral, but wild animals including foxes and ferrets and monkeys.  Suddenly, three bluebirds flew over my head. 
 
    Finally, we broke through the crowd.  We stood facing the casket: white with gold handles and lined with pink satin.  Light shone from it and all around it.  And Kai’s aunt wasn’t in cat form.  She was lying there, seemingly at peace, in her human form! 
 
    As Kai’s mom leaned over the casket and kissed her sister on the cheek, a white Bengal tiger with blue eyes came out from behind a curtain.  It growled with a deep, threatening rumble.  It studied us intently; then crouched, as though getting ready to pounce.  Looking away, it paced nervously back and forth in front of the casket, thick muscles bulging in its legs and shoulders as it moved.  Kai’s mom didn’t pay any attention to it. 
 
    I turned and started to run.  When Kai grabbed me by the hand and pulled me back, I wanted to scream at her, but nothing came out.  I was mute, as I always am in nightmares.  She said, “Remember what I told you about the shapeshifters and skinwalkers?” 
 
    I couldn’t answer.  Blood pounded so loudly in my ears, I could barely hear the conversational babel going on in the room.  I heard the tiger growl as it continued to pace. 
 
    Kai said, “This is a shapeshifter funeral, Shade.  It’s not a Navajo ceremony, although there are many of us here.  This is a funeral for all of my Aunt Doli’s friends—human, shapeshifter, faerie.” 
 
    I managed to squeak out one word: “Faerie?” 
 
    Kai didn’t answer.  She walked right up to the menacing-looking tiger and patted it on the head.  She’d lost her mind, gone as crazy as those people out in the desert keeping wild animals.  She’d soon be as dead as the others who’d been ripped to shreds by the beasts they called pets. 
 
    Kai said, “Hi, Zoe.  Any trouble so far?” 
 
    The tiger made a sound more like grumbling than growling. 
 
    Kai said, “Good.”  Looking into the casket, she grew somber.  Absentmindedly, she continued running her hand through the fur on the tiger’s head.  She said, “Zoe, could you sit to the side of the casket while we pay our respects to my Aunt Doli?  You’re making my friend nervous in your present form.  She’s new to the world of shapeshifters.” 
 
    The tiger grumbled again. 
 
    Kai laughed.  She said to the beast, “No, she’s not a shapeshifter.  Just my best friend who’s been suddenly thrown into a whole new world she never knew existed before.” 
 
    The tiger went over and sat at one end of the coffin, throwing its head back and growling, as though threatening the world in general. 
 
    Awendela followed and patted it on the head.  She said, “Thank you.  I’ll leave you to guard the family,” and left for somewhere else in the room. 
 
    Kai turned to me and said, “I would have explained everything to you earlier, but I didn’t know how the funeral would be set up or who would be here.  I didn’t know exactly what I should prepare you for.  Zoe’s a shapeshifter.  She’s in her tiger form, in case there’s trouble from the skinwalkers.” 
 
    By this point, terror had seized me like a boa constrictor coiling around my chest.  I felt faint.  My heart rate went out of control.  I said, “I’m really frightened.  I think I’m about to have my worse panic attack ever.” 
 
    Kai said, “I understand you feel out of control.  Just trust me.  Everything’s OK.” 
 
    I said, “You told me your aunt would be frozen in her cat form because she died that way.” 
 
    Kai said, “She is in her cat form.  The faeries have glamoured her, so that we could view her in her human form because that’s how we knew her best.” 
 
    “Glamoured?”  That was total BS.  I know funeral parlors use some pretty heavy-duty makeup on dead people … And I know their friends and relatives always comfort each other by saying he or she looks so good at the funeral … But, in reality, dead people always look like rubbery corpses with too much makeup on and there’s no amount of makeup a funeral director could ever use to make a cat look like a woman. 
 
    Kai said, “Yeah.  It’s magic.  The faeries can create convincing illusions, so that humans see whatever they want them to see.  This house?  That’s not even what it really is.  We’re out in the desert under a big tent.” 
 
    I wanted her to prove it.  Then again, with skinwalkers around, it would be better for my sanity to feel I was protected by the walls of a house rather than outside in a flimsy tent. 
 
    Kai moved closer to her mother.  Her mother grasped her hand.  Looking at her for a moment, she gave her daughter a brief smile.  Her face was streaked with tears. 
 
    I felt awkward, out of place.  I kept glancing over at the tiger, telling myself, “It will be OK.  Everything will be OK.” 
 
    Kai’s mom bent over and once again kissed her sister on the cheek.  As she did so, she slipped a tiny pink paper rolled up like a scroll and tied with a white satin ribbon into a pocket on her sister’s dress.  She then turned and walked away from the casket. 
 
    Next, Kai bent over and kissed her aunt on the cheek.  She said, “We’re all sorry for what happened to you.”  She looked around, then pulled the scroll out of her aunt’s pocket and tucked it into one of her own. 
 
    Stepping away from the casket, she said, “Shade, let’s go get something to eat and I’ll explain things to you.” 
 
    The last thing I wanted was something to eat.  My stomach felt like hamsters exercising on a wheel.  But I certainly wanted to hear what she had to say. 
 
    The food and drink section was anything but somber.  People were holding lively discussions.  A few were dancing to Medieval music.  In the far corner, a man danced with a small bear. 
 
    I sure hoped I hadn’t lost my mind. 
 
    Kai handed me a silver goblet that was decorated with amethysts and some kind of script I couldn’t read etched in black around the rim.  I took a sip of the sweetest, most delicious cider I’d ever tasted.  It was warm and spiced and heavenly.  As warmth spread throughout my body, I relaxed. 
 
    Kai took a sip from a matching goblet.  She said, “Let’s sit down.” 
 
    At a table not far from the musicians and dancers, Kai said, “Our town sits on a ley line.” 
 
    I knew I was in for more information than my brain could handle without exploding on impact.  I said, “You know what?  I changed my mind.  I am hungry.  Do you mind if I grab something?” 
 
    Kai shook her head no. 
 
    I grabbed a plate.  For a moment, I felt hypnotized.  Light was somehow shining from inside the piece of china.  It was painted with purple flowers and tendrils of green leaves all around the rim; but in the center, golden light shimmered.  It wasn’t a reflection.  The light was coming from inside the plate. 
 
    I decided to not let it affect me.  Just accept it, go with the flow.  I piled the plate high with roast beef and biscuits and a whole bunch of cookies. 
 
    Sitting back down next to Kai, I listened while I stuffed myself with comfort food. 
 
    She said, “A ley line connects different geographical places of spiritual significance.  Along the ley line, magic is strong.  Wherever you have a ley line, anything can happen.  All kinds of magical beings live around here.  Non-magical people tend to explain away the magical occurrences that seem bizarre to them with explanations they can accept.  Here in Roswell and nearby places, magic is attributed to aliens from outer space.  It’s a pseudoscientific explanation that makes sense to people.  Whatever fell from the sky that day in 1947 … judging by all the evidence, it was actually an Air Force dummy that came down on a parachute after a failed test on some top-secret plane … it gave people something to latch onto for explaining away all the mysterious things that frighten them.  We have shapeshifters and faeries here, as well as witches and other magical creatures.  The skinwalkers are evil witches.  I’d totally prefer to believe in outer space aliens over skinwalkers, but I’ve been forced to face reality.” 
 
    At that exact moment, everything trembled.  The shaking amplified until it felt like a full-blown earthquake.  Piles of dishes rattled and came crashing down off the serving tables, breaking into a million pieces.  Blinding light poured out of the broken china.  Stacks of sandwiches and cake plates filled with pastries all came tumbling down. 
 
    Chunks of plaster rained down on our heads, mixed with pieces of gold leaf. 
 
    I held on to the edge of our table for as long as I could.  When the floor cracked wide open, I fell into a basement room. 
 
    Then, suddenly, we were out in the desert. 
 
    Kai came up behind me.  She said, “They’re here.” 
 
    I wanted to say, “Who?”  The word was stuck in my throat.  I stared at Kai in horror. 
 
    She must have known what I was thinking.  It must have been obvious from the terror on my face.  She said, “The skinwalkers are here.  They’ve been trying to take over this area for a long time.  They must have figured out where my Aunt Doli’s funeral was, even with all the precautions we took.  They’d know this would bring most of us together in the same place.  We’re vulnerable here.” 
 
    I looked out across the desert.  With the glamour removed, I could see the real setting for the funeral: a large white tent with smaller ones surrounding it.  The main tent and several of the smaller ones glowed with golden light.  Tiki torches burned throughout the encampment, reminding me of an African safari. 
 
    I looked up at the sky.  It was an incredibly deep black. Strange star constellations I’d never seen in my entire life and a couple of planets burned brightly.  The moon was just a sliver, light bent into the shape of a boomerang.  Was this real, or was the sky being glamoured? 
 
    I was about to ask Kai about it when I heard a deep, threatening growl, followed by the banshee shriek of a wildcat.  I scanned the desert. 
 
    Suddenly, the tents erupted into an inferno, orange-yellow flames and black smoke leaping into the air.  We heard screams that were mostly human.  People and animals came pouring out of the tents. 
 
    Desperate to escape, they ran into an ambush.  A ring of ferocious animals appeared, seemingly out of nowhere.  Moving toward those fleeing the fire, they encircled them, growling and snarling viciously.  They moved in the way Zoe had moved: muscles rippling under their skin, movements that suggested stalking. 
 
    Kai grabbed my hand.  She pointed toward a plateau behind us. 
 
    Following a dirt path, we raced up a hill littered with loose rocks.  I fell on a slippery part of the incline.  My knees slammed down on the hardened dirt, ripping cuts into my skin.  When I tried to stand up, my shoe slid against some rocks, sending them flying down the hill.  Scared to death I’d given away our location, I soon realized no one could even hear the skittering rocks over the roar of the fire and the god-awful snarling of the skinwalkers. 
 
    Sitting down, I took off my sweater and used it to dab at my knees.  They burned as I wiped away dripping blood.  Bits of fiber stuck to my shredded skin. 
 
    Kai said, “We’ve got to go, Shade.  Things are going to get bad.  Are you OK?” 
 
    I shook my head yes.  I’d worry about my knees later.  Pushing through the pain, I continued scrambling up the path. 
 
    The plateau wasn’t particularly high.  It gave us a place where we could see everything from above, but at fairly close range.  Up on the rocky ledge, we were protected from the trouble intensifying below. 
 
    Kai pointed.  Her eyes were wide, her pupils dilated and lit with reflections from the burning tents.  She said, “There’s my mom.” 
 
    I scanned the entire scene below us.  I looked for her mom in both human and wolf form, but didn’t see her.  I said, “Where?” 
 
    She said, “Right over there.  The bear.” 
 
    I felt incredibly confused.  I said, “What do you mean: the bear?  Your mother’s a wolf.” 
 
    Kai looked at me as though dumbfounded by my stupidity.  She said, “No, I’d recognize her anywhere.  She always has white fur in the shape of a star on her head.  Look closely at that bear.” 
 
    I said, “It doesn’t matter about the white fur.  You told me she was the injured wolf in your kitchen.” 
 
    With exasperation in her voice, Kai said, “She’s a shapeshifter, Shade.  She can take on the shapes of different animals.  Different humans, too, sometimes.” 
 
    I said, “Oh.”  I thought how confusing that must be. 
 
    Kai said, “My mom always has a white star in her hair.  My Aunt Doli always had a red arrow.  It’s so family can tell who they are.” 
 
    I said, “Oh.  I could see where that would be helpful.”  I hadn’t noticed the white star on the wolf’s head when I’d seen her shot in the kitchen, but then there’d been so much blood… 
 
    I looked back down at the battle.  Sure enough, there was a black bear with a white star-shaped patch of fur on its head.  And that shape was extremely helpful in picking it out from the other animals. 
 
    We stood silent, watching.  A few minutes later, Kai closed her eyes and lifted her arms toward the sky.  She began chanting in a language I didn’t understand.  Once in a while, she mixed animal sounds with her words. 
 
    When she lowered her arms and opened her eyes, she said, “I prayed for the protection of all the good shapeshifters.  Now, we just wait.” 
 
    The skinwalkers closed in around the shapeshifters.  From our perch up on the rocky plateau, it looked like total carnage. 
 
    I said to Kai, “Where’s Zoe?  Is she still in tiger form?” 
 
    Kai said, “Yes, she’s the same.  Look over there, on the edge of the battle.” 
 
    Sure enough, there she was, battling a wolverine.  Despite being only the size of a dog, the wolverine fought with a kind of demonic madness that gave it an edge.  It leapt for Zoe, sinking its claws into her side, shredding fur and skin, soaking her beautiful black-and-white-striped fur with blood. 
 
    Zoe threw her head back and roared.  She jumped backward away from the wolverine; then pounced at it, sinking her teeth deep into its neck.  Wiggling and fighting, it managed to swipe at Zoe’s face with its razor claws, cutting a bloody gash across her nose.  Roaring with pain from deep inside her throat, Zoe managed to hold on for dear life until the wolverine stopped squirming.  Spasms racked its entire body; then it went limp as a rag doll.  With her teeth and jaws clamped down on the wolverine’s neck, Zoe shook it maniacally, ensuring it was dead, then tossed it aside into the raging battle.  It immediately got trampled underfoot. 
 
    As she swung her head back around from tossing the beast, Zoe faced a grizzly bear headed directly for her.  The bear stood up on its hind legs and opened its mouth wide, displaying enormous pointed teeth.  My heart pounded.  I couldn’t see how she had a chance.  I thought for sure she was done.  But Zoe reared up on her hind legs and smacked the bear across the face with her massive paws.  Extending her claws, she ripped at the bear’s eyes until it roared with an ungodly sound filled with so much pain it sounded like something out of the pits of Hell.  At that point, two other shapeshifters—a hawk and a wild boar—took over.  The hawk pierced the bear’s eyes again and again with its beak until there was nothing left but bloody sockets.  The boar stabbed the bear in its legs with its tusks until the furry beast could no longer stand.  As it came crashing down to the ground, other animals scurried out of the way.  The wild boar bowed its head and ran at the grizzly full force, impaling its stomach with its knife-edged tusks.  As the boar extracted its weapon, intestines spilled from the bear’s stomach. 
 
    The bear carcass was massive.  A cougar fell over it while backing up, battling a wild dog.  The wild dog took advantage of the situation, leaping over the carcass and tearing at the cougar’s neck until blood gushed from the wound and the cougar lay still.  I had no idea which one was the shapeshifter and which the skinwalker.  I felt sick to my stomach.  I had been rooting for the cougar because the dog had attacked it so viciously.  But what if the dog had been one of the shapeshifters? 
 
    I turned to look at Kai.  What was she seeing?  I only knew two of the shifters fighting below: Zoe and her mom.  Who did she know?  Who was she concerned about? 
 
    And who was winning?  I could only tell that an animal was a skinwalker if it was fighting with Zoe or Kai’s mom.  Otherwise, I had no idea who the good guys and the bad guys were, never mind who they might be in human form. 
 
    I asked Kai, “How are you?  Are the shapeshifters winning?” 
 
    She answered, “It’s hard to say.  We’ve lost a few people—not anybody I’m close to; but they’ve lost a lot of people, too.” 
 
    Kai pointed.  She said, “Look down there … in the shadows, at the edge of the light.  He’s so disgusting!” 
 
    I could only make out a vague shape.  As my eyes adjusted to peering into the dark rather than staring at the light from the fire, I realized it was a man.  And—oh, my God!—he had sliced open the chest of a white wolf.  He plunged his hand into the opening and ripped out its heart.  Tearing the attached arteries and veins with his teeth, he lifted the bloody organ up in his hands, as though making an offering to the moon.  Studying it for a bit, he then placed it in a jar that he grabbed from behind a boulder.  Returning the jar to its hiding place, he leapt into the air.  As he made that jump, he morphed into a lion. 
 
    Kai commented, her tone dripping with disgust, “And that is your Biology teacher!” 
 
    I felt faint.  And seriously ill.  Stumbling over to a pile of boulders, I reached my hand out to rest against them.  Sweating so profusely my head dripped with perspiration and my shirt became soaked, I threw up all over the ground.  The smell of my own vomit … the visual of Mr. Mhavryck Taylor being even more evil than I could ever imagine him … the heart of that white wolf … Oh my God, this was how he collected all those organs in jars! … The organs possibly of shapeshifters, people Kai and her mother might have known! … I vomited over and over again until I was spilling streams of green bile onto the ledge. 
 
    When I made my way back to Kai, my knees so weak I could barely stand, she said, “I’m sorry I couldn’t come over to comfort you.  I’ve got to keep my eye on my mom and a few other relatives and close friends.” 
 
    I waved my hand at her.  “Oh, no, don’t worry about it.  This is tough for me, but it’s got to be terrifying for you.  You have a lot more at stake here.” 
 
    She said, “Yeah.  Yeah, it’s horrible.” 
 
    We sat down.  My knees hurt like crazy.  I hoped they weren’t infected from all the dust and dirt.  They were so stiff from dried blood, bending them to sit down felt like ripping a bandage off. 
 
    We watched the battle as it raged on in the light of the inferno.  Kai sat still as a statue, her only movement that of her eyes moving back and forth to take in different parts of the conflict. 
 
    Suddenly, she jumped up and placed her hands over her mouth. 
 
    I said, “What’s wrong, Kai?” 
 
    She didn’t answer me. 
 
    Two more times, I asked. 
 
    No answer. 
 
    Finally, I walked over to her and grabbed her by the arm.  “What’s wrong, Kai?” 
 
    She pointed.  “It’s my mother.  Oh, my God!  Oh, my God!  Oh, my God!” 
 
    It was hard to tell exactly where she was pointing.  I desperately searched for a bear.  I located a black bear without any white fur, a brown bear, a polar bear.  No black bear with a white star. 
 
    Then, suddenly, a silverback gorilla pounded on its chest and moved to the side, posturing.  As it moved, it revealed the animal it was fighting: a black bear with a white star-shaped patch of fur on its head. 
 
    I put my arms around Kai and leaned my head on her shoulder.  I said, “Oh my God, Kai, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    She struggled out of my arms.  She paced back and forth, keeping her eyes on the battle.  She balled her hands into fists and screamed.  No one could hear her besides me, the battle was so loud and intense. 
 
    I left her alone.  She obviously needed space to fret and worry and scream in desperation. 
 
    I sat back down.  I kept my eyes on the struggle between Kai’s mom and the silverback.  I found my mind obsessively wondering about the relative strengths of a silverback gorilla vs. a black bear.  Forcing my mind to run through intellectual analyses kept my greatest fears from paralyzing me with terror. 
 
    I soon realized that everything wasn’t strictly a matter of physical advantage.  Battles could be fueled by ratcheting up fury to a level of insanity.  They could be won by focusing on strategy while feeding it that frenzied juice of madness. 
 
    Kai’s mom stood up on her hind legs, displaying her full black bear form.  She bared her teeth and roared.  The wild boar noticed her situation.  It came charging up behind the silverback, jabbing its tusks at the gorilla’s leg, but missing most of it and glancing off the side. 
 
    The sharpness of the tusks hurt the gorilla, but didn’t wound it in any significant way.  Roaring with fury, it clenched its hand and whipped around to punch the boar with its massive fist.  The boar raced around in a circle, escaping impact; then hightailed it out of there. 
 
    While the gorilla was distracted, Kai’s mom attacked from behind, ripping through its back with her claws.  She went crazy, tearing at its fur and flesh in a frenzy. 
 
    Furious, the gorilla turned.  Narrowing its eyes, the beast focused strategically on Kai’s mom.  It dipped its head.  In the blink of an eye, it lunged for her stomach, biting and tearing with enormous sharp teeth until it ripped her stomach open.  Blood and organs spilled from her body onto the gorilla’s arms.  Raging and roaring, the gorilla threw the body away from him.  Kai’s mom landed on the ground with terrible force.  The silverback pounded its chest and ran off to fight another of the shapeshifters. 
 
    Oh my God.  The entire battle disappeared for me.  All I could see was the broken body of the bear.  I kept thinking it could be fixed. 
 
    Then it dawned on me: Kai could heal her! 
 
    Before I could say anything, Kai took off racing down the rocky path, bellowing hysterically. 
 
    No!  No!  No!  She’d get killed that way!  I screeched at the top of my lungs.  I couldn’t believe the animalistic sound that came out of me.  It was so loud and desperate, it felt like I was possessed.  I couldn’t handle losing another friend to violence.  I’d just gotten Annie back.  I couldn’t lose Kai. 
 
    Kai jumped over a boulder and landed once again on the path.  She was a whole lot more sure-footed than I’d ever been. 
 
    I walked to the part of the ledge that connected with the path, then took off running after her.  Fueled by adrenalin, I was fast; but she was incredibly faster.  I couldn’t keep up with her.  I stumbled a couple of times, bashing my already bloodied knees when I tripped over a rock and fell.  I was in so much pain after that, I could barely fight through it to stand up and keep on running. 
 
    When we reached the wide-open desert, I saw Kai closing the gap between herself and the fight raging around her mother.  I pumped my legs as hard as I could, visualizing myself tackling her and pulling her away from the battle.  I kept imagining what I would do.  Grab her by the hand.  Or jump on her back, grab her by the neck and pull her to the ground.  Whatever it took, I couldn’t let her get inside the war zone. 
 
    As I sprinted across the landscape, I became aware of light and shadow.  The tents burned with ferocity, sending wild irregular shapes dancing all over the ground.  Suddenly, there was a shift in the heavens.  I looked up.  The star patterns changed several times, as though a giant was turning the wheel of a kaleidoscope in which stars were the shifting gems.  The constellations showed different animals.  Were these supposed to represent the winners and losers among the shapeshifters and skinwalkers?  As I considered that possibility, the stars of one constellation increased in brightness: an upside-down image of a bear.  Was that supposed to be Kai’s mom, upside-down because she had died? 
 
    I kept on running. 
 
    Then, suddenly, the sky turned bloodred; the stars turned inky black.  The sickle-shaped moon burned with white-hot intensity. 
 
    From somewhere inside the battle, a woman chanted in a tongue I didn’t understand. 
 
    All the beasts fell to the ground.  Kai walked among them, right up to her mother.  She cradled the head of the black bear in her arms.  She wept and wailed. 
 
    My heart beating, palms sweating, I approached them.  My knees screaming with pain, I knelt down beside Kai.  There was nothing I could do.  I asked, “Can you heal her?” 
 
    Kai looked at me with madness in her eyes.  She said, “I can’t do that.  If I brought her back, she’d be the walking dead.  I’m a healer, not a monster.” 
 
    I thought about that.  I supposed one couldn’t be healed after death, not even immediately after death.  I supposed after one’s life was spent, their body could no longer reclaim it. 
 
    I sat down, wrapping my arms around my knees and rocking back and forth.  I felt incredibly confused.  I wasn’t even sure where I was anymore.  I’d been transported to an alternate universe where the sky bled red and the stars imploded into pools of ink to write the incredible story of life-and-death drama. 
 
    Fierce winds raced across the desert. Tent flaps that hadn’t yet burned fluttered madly.  Hungrily devouring oxygen, flames exploded, burning more than the tents, somehow burning the air itself.  Sparks flew upward, fireworks against the bloodred night. 
 
    The chanting woman approached us.  Her eyes were solid black, mirrored images of the stars themselves.  She wore a strange dress with a hooded cape.  It was made from red silk embroidered with the shapes of snakes.  Somehow, the snakes moved on the cloth, coiling and uncoiling, slithering to different locations, changing positions like the stars above.  Black tendrils—hair resembling vines—flowed out from beneath her hood. 
 
    She placed her hands first on Kai.  Then, kneeling, she placed her hands on the head of Kai’s mother.  Both times, she spoke in a foreign tongue.  I was no expert on languages; but it sounded ancient, as though it was more from a foreign time than a foreign place. 
 
    A kind of peace, more resignation than total acceptance, came over Kai.  She took her arms from around her mother’s neck.  She silently watched as the mysterious woman performed a ritual over the body of the black bear. 
 
    When she finished, the woman—whom I’d come to trust—walked over to a snow-white polar bear.  She raised her right arm and shook it until the flowing sleeve covered in snakes fell away from her hand with a hiss.  Flexing her fingers, she displayed metallic silver fingernails about two inches long.  Raising her arm higher, then bringing it down in a flash, she pierced the belly of the bear and tore the animal open with her nails.  Plunging her hand inside, she ripped out its heart and squeezed until blood dripped down upon the animal. 
 
    I thought she was one of the good ones.  I felt more horror than I’d ever known in my entire life.  I bent over and clutched my stomach.  I threw up all over the place.  That woman was no better than my Biology teacher and he was an evil skinwalker. 
 
    At that point, everything went back to normal: the sky, the stars, the desert.  The flames raged on. 
 
    I stood there watching Kai, the black bear and the strange woman.  Suddenly, a number of animals stirred.  Others stayed on the ground—completely still, eyes staring vacantly, apparently dead. 
 
    The animals that had started moving raised themselves up on their legs.  A couple of birds took flight, circling around the battle scene. 
 
    Then there was a series of blurs, almost like time had speeded up.  When the blurring ceased, there were humans in front of me. 
 
    Kai looked at the woman with snakes on her clothing.  She said, “This is Shade, my best friend.  I’m way too tired.  Can you explain…” 
 
    The woman’s eyes lost their inky appearance.  They turned to emerald green.  She pushed the hood off the top of her head, revealing curly black hair.  The snakes stopped moving on her cape.  She said, “Is this the girl who moved into my house?” 
 
    Kai said, “Yes.”  Her thoughts seemed far away, confined to the land of grief.  She lay down next to her mother who was frozen in bear form.  She wrapped her arms around her neck, pushed her face into her fur and wept. 
 
    The woman reached out her hand.  Her nails had shrunk down to normal.  They had a coat of pearlescent pink nail polish on them; they were no longer made of silver metal. 
 
    I didn’t want to touch her bloodied hand.  I grasped it anyway and shook it.  If Kai trusted this woman, she should be OK.  But how could she be?  Only monsters would slice open an animal with their bare hand and rip out their heart. 
 
    I excused myself.  I went over to a pile of boulders and sat down.  I heaved and puked.  My head swam so badly, it felt like I had the flu. 
 
    The woman approached me.  She handed me a flask.  She said, “Here.  Drink this.  It’s a potion.  It will steady your nerves.” 
 
    It’s one of the stupidest things I’ve ever done.  I felt hypnotized.  As though I had no other choice, I reached out my hand and grabbed the flask.  I took a swig.  It was bittersweet and tasted like strawberry juice with not quite enough sugar.  My stomach calmed.  The horror of the battle and the polar bear heart retreated into the back of my mind. 
 
    The woman said, “I used to live in your house.” 
 
    I asked, “Which house?” 
 
    She said, “The trailer where you live now.  I used to be Kai’s neighbor.” 
 
    I tried to add this information to what I already knew.  Was she the woman with the green thumb?  I asked, “Are you the one who had a vegetable garden?” 
 
    She smiled, all perky and normal and motherly.  She said, “Yes, that’s me!” 
 
    I studied her.  I grilled her like a police detective.  Well, maybe not a police detective.  I don’t think I’d break anyone with my easy line of questioning.  But I could not put two and two together in any kind of equation that made the woman pulling a heart out of a polar bear equal to this cheerful next-door neighbor. 
 
    I said, “You had bright flowers and cacti?  And rose bushes near our front steps?” 
 
    Again she said, “Yes, that’s me!” 
 
    I said, “I don’t get it.  I’m sorry.  I’m horrified.  I don’t get it.” 
 
    She said, “My name’s Brielle Morgan.  I guess you’d call me Mrs. Morgan.  I’m a wife and mom to four kids.  I sense that you’ve become part of Kai’s world.  That you’ve experienced enough of the magic and mysticism in this part of the world to know that strange things happen here.” 
 
    Boy, was that ever a perfect example of the word understatement. 
 
    I shook my head yes.  I mean, if she needed me to answer more fully after what I’d just witnessed, I had no idea what she thought I needed to see before making up my mind that things were strange.  Yes, things were definitely strange in this part of the world. 
 
    She said, “Kai’s going to need your help.  She’s going to need you as a friend to console her and help her through her grief.  For a child, even for a teenager, losing a parent—especially in so violent a way—is one of the worst things that can possibly happen.  The loss is devastating.  It will haunt Kai for a long, long time.  She’s a healer, but that doesn’t mean she’ll be able to heal herself without help.” 
 
    I thought about how I’d lost my mom emotionally.  She was physically present.  She took me everywhere we moved.  But she wasn’t emotionally available and when she used drugs and alcohol, she disappeared inside herself or passed out. 
 
    Kai had a very different situation.  She seemed close to her mom and then her mom was brutally murdered and taken away from her forever.  That would be so much harder than what had happened to me.  It was like I’d received a vaccine of neglect over the years that eventually hardened me and made me immune to it. 
 
    Mrs. Morgan continued, “In addition to needing you as a friend, Kai’s going to need you as a fellow warrior.  Skinwalkers have roamed our territory here for quite some time.  Now they’re trying to take it away from us.  They’ve started a war that we need to see through to the end.  We need to defeat them.  Are you up for this?” 
 
    Oh my God, no.  I wasn’t up for it.  I just wanted to be a normal girl.  I wanted my name to be Jane Smith or Mary Jane Smith.  I wanted to be normal as apple pie.  That’s all I wanted.  I wanted to give up my identity as freakish Galactic Shade Griffin.  I didn’t want the awkward fame or staring eyes that came from getting thrust into the limelight as a hero in my old hometown.  And I certainly didn’t want all the pain or guilt that came from losing Annie and the other girls to kidnappers, even though we managed to rescue them.  I didn’t want any of that. 
 
    I wanted for me and Annie and Kai to be normal girls.  Normal geek girls.  I wanted us to have sleepovers where we ate pizza and watched superhero movies and played video games.  I wanted that.  I didn’t want Annie to have been kidnapped.  I didn’t want her to have been depressed or catatonic or in need of electroshock treatment and hospitalization.  I didn’t want Kai to have lost her mother or to have witnessed her murder.  And I certainly didn’t want to go into battle against skinwalkers.  I’d seen the sheer horror of that.  I wanted to run away and hide. 
 
    But what choice did I have?  When destiny calls, can we really run away?  Especially when other people’s lives are at stake. 
 
    I asked Mrs. Morgan, “What happened to you after Kai’s mom was killed?  What kind of power made you look the way you did and do the things you did?  What happened to the sky?” 
 
    She said, “Will you help Kai in battle?” 
 
    I said, “Of course.” 
 
    She looked at me with piercing green eyes, the reflections of tent fires flickering within.  “I am a witch, combination blood witch and hedge witch.  Those are the types of magic with which I’m both blessed and cursed.  The ability to wield power is a double-edged sword.  It won’t bring you eternal happiness.  It will, however, give you the opportunity to make the world right.  Unfortunately, the world is forever unraveling and falling apart.  Whenever evil rears its ugly head, we’re called on to make things right again.” 
 
    It sounded like a cult.  Would there be any way out of this, or would I forever be part of it once I agreed to join? 
 
    Finally, Mrs. Morgan answered my question about what I’d seen after Kai’s mom died.  She said, “What happened tonight was extraordinary and, I have to admit, frightening for me.  I’ve never had that much power flow through me before.  Part of what you saw was glamouring by the faeries, but part of it was the result of raw power flowing through me and some of the others.  I started out long ago with limited power.  The hedge witch part of me used magic to grow flowers and plants.”  She smiled.  “I had a reputation for being quite a gardener.” 
 
    I said, “I’ve seen pictures of what you did around my trailer.  It was beautiful.  I wish it was still there.” 
 
    She said, “Thank you.  Well, eventually, I brought my blood magic to bear on difficulties I encountered in the garden.  It was all serendipity learning how to do that. It’s hard to grow plants in the desert.  I planted roses in the front yard.  I pricked my finger a whole bunch of times while trimming them and soon realized that the plants I touched afterward did exceptionally well.  I moved those roses right next to the front steps, so that I could prick my fingers before working on any of my other plants.” 
 
    All I could think of was: Ewwww… 
 
    Mrs. Morgan continued, “Little by little, I learned the stronger the emotion, the greater the power.  I started forcing myself to experience raw emotion whenever I needed magical power.  Today, the emotion I felt when Kai’s mom died was natural and endless.  The intense grief and emotional devastation flowed through me.  You saw the result.”  She placed her hand on my arm.  “The polar bear was already dead.  I knew the shapeshifter.  He would have gladly given me his heart so that I could wield enough blood magic to end the battle.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say.  I looked over at Kai.  She had completely collapsed, her arms wrapped around her mother, curled up into a fetal position by her side.  I wondered how she’d ever let go. 
 
    Mrs. Morgan said, “We’re going to need to have a funeral for everyone who died here, right now.  The skinwalkers won’t come back for a while, not having lost so many of their own tonight.” 
 
    I said, “Won’t they come back to take care of their dead?” 
 
    She said, “Not the skinwalkers.  They have no respect for death.  A few may come back later to bury or cremate a friend, but that’s all.  They’ll mostly stay away.” 
 
    She left me to my thoughts. 
 
    She walked over to Kai.  She sat down on the ground and placed her hands on Kai’s shoulders.  The snakes that had been still when she spoke to me started writhing around on her cape.  She whispered something in Kai’s ear. 
 
    Kai stood up, looking dazed. 
 
    Mrs. Morgan shouted out across the desert: “It’s time!” 
 
    The shapeshifters approached the animal bodies on the ground.  Their clothes shimmered and gave the appearance of not quite being there.  I realized they had probably been nude when they shifted back into their human forms.  Their clothing was most likely nothing more than glamoured illusion. 
 
    They lifted up small bodies, like those of the birds and rats, and carried them over to the burning tents.  They tossed small animals into the flames.  They dragged the heavier ones over to the edge of the inferno until they caught fire. 
 
    I felt horrified and very sad.  Bodies that had only recently been living, breathing creatures were being discarded and burned to ashes without any ceremony or final words pronounced over them.  It was like dumping trash into a dumpster. 
 
    I looked at the body of the bear that had been Kai’s mother.  No one had moved her yet.  I walked over to stand next to her, to kind of guard her.  I planned to question anyone that approached to drag her off to be burned. 
 
    It turned out that wasn’t necessary. 
 
    About forty minutes later, after people had strained and sweated to move nearly half the bodies, Mrs. Morgan raised her arms into the air.  The sky turned dark blue.  Swirling colors replaced the stars.  The moon’s light intensified to illuminate the desert landscape.  Snakes crawled and hissed on the witch’s cape.  Her eyes became inky wells. 
 
    Lowering her arm, turning her hands until her palms faced upward, she chanted.  Once again, her fingernails had turned into two-inch metal daggers.  Suddenly, the polar bear heart appeared in her hands.  Had it been somewhere in her sleeves?  She rolled the heart into her open left hand.  Using the nails on her right hand to slice it into ribbons, she then tossed the heart flesh onto the desert floor.  Everywhere it landed, huge bushes grew, filled with flowers. 
 
    The desert suddenly smelled of lilacs and roses and gardenias, and herbs like rosemary and thyme.  The witch chanted.  Then she raised her bloodied fingers with the metal daggers toward the heavens.  She said, “Please accept our beloved friends and family who have died so valiantly in battle into the Summerland until such time as a human vessel becomes available for their reincarnation.” 
 
    As soon as she dropped her arms at her side, people went over to the bushes to pick armfuls of flowers. 
 
    Kai said, “Go with me.  Help me send my mother off to the Otherworld in peace.” 
 
    I had no idea what to do.  I followed her lead.  We picked as many flowers as we could possibly carry until our arms were overflowing with them.  Returning to the black bear, Kai covered its form with flowers.  She chose a couple of roses and put them in its paws.  Then she sat down and chanted. 
 
    I sat next to her.  I breathed in the heavenly scent of flowers.  I absorbed the spiritual rhythm of the chant and let it calm me.  I let it give me hope that eventually things would be OK. 
 
    As she’d done before, Mrs. Morgan shouted loud enough for everyone to hear, “It’s time!” 
 
    Everyone turned and walked to the base of the plateau where Kai and I had watched the battle.  We went along with them. 
 
    The snakes crawling and hissing on her cape, the witch raised her arms and the entire battlefield ignited into flames. 
 
    I gasped.  My hand flew up to my mouth and covered it.  I watched in shock. 
 
    Kai began weeping. 
 
    Then everything disappeared: the dead animal bodies, the burning tents, the flowers and the desert fire, everything. 
 
    The crowd gathered up a few things and began to disperse. 
 
    Kai said to me, “Come on.  Let’s go.  The funeral’s over.”  She looked completely lost. 
 
    I realized that the animals thrown into the tent fire must have been skinwalkers, those cremated with ceremony must have been the other shapeshifters. 
 
    I asked Kai, “Did your aunt have her proper funeral ceremony?” 
 
    Kai said, “Yes.  Mrs. Morgan took care of that.” 
 
    I said, “Kai, why don’t you come stay at my house for a while?  Or I could stay with you at yours.”  Then I thought better of it.  “Was your mom’s boyfriend killed on the battlefield?  Was he here when everything happened?” 
 
    Kai said, “I don’t know.  I don’t think so.  I expected him to lay low and not show up at my aunt’s funeral.  I figured he’d be too afraid the shapeshifters would grab him for her murder.  You see what we’re capable of, especially with help from the faeries and witches with whom we’re friendly.” 
 
    Totally.  That made sense. 
 
    I said, “Kai, he could come after you, especially if he hears your mom’s dead and you’re alone in your house.  Maybe you should come stay with me for a little while.” 
 
    She said, “I need some time alone.” 
 
    I said, “You’ll have that during the day when I go to school.  Just stay with me tonight, see if it helps.  I don’t feel right about leaving you alone tonight.” 
 
    Kai handed me a set of keys.  She said, “My truck’s here, remember?  You want to drive us home?” 
 
    I said, “I don’t know how to drive.” 
 
    She took the keys back.  She said, “OK, I’ll do it.  It’ll help take my mind off everything…” 
 
    As we set off for my house, I looked in the rearview mirror.  The fires were burning once again.  Cars were pulling away, but some people were still hanging out. 
 
    A few seconds later, the reflection of flickering fire in the mirror disappeared.  I noticed because it was so sudden, like someone had flipped a switch and turned the lights out.  I said, “Kai, the entire fire just went out.  How’d they do that?” 
 
    Kai said, “It’s probably not out.  That’s how the faeries hide in plain sight.  Sometimes they glamour in ways that people can see.  Other times, they make everything invisible.” 
 
    I said, “Wow.  I wish I was a faerie.  That would solve a whole lot of problems for me.” 
 
    Kai said, “Yeah, you and me both.” 
 
    I asked Kai if I could put on music. 
 
    She said, “Sure.  Just not anything too sad or depressing.  Being an empath, music affects me a little too deeply sometimes.”  She wiped away tears.  “Hey, I have some audio books on my cell phone.  How about we listen to something complicated, so I have to keep my mind on it and can’t think about too much of anything else?” 
 
    I said, “Are you reading any books required for homeschooling?” 
 
    Kai said, “Well, my mom was pretty lax about the stuff I read.  I think she mostly kept me homeschooled so I wouldn’t go running my mouth at school about her boyfriend being a skinwalker or how he beat her up or my aunt being a shapeshifter.  Big, dark family secrets she didn’t want getting out.  But I pick up a homeschooling curriculum online every year and follow it the best I can.  Right now, I’m reading Moby Dick.” 
 
    I said, “Oh, wow, we could listen to the whaling sections.  There’s nothing emotional there, except for your own possible reaction to some of the gory parts.  Do you have it on audio?” 
 
    Kai said, “No.  But you could buy the eBook on my cell phone and read it to me.  Then I’ll have an eBook copy for studying.” 
 
    She pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and tossed it to me.  I purchased and downloaded Moby Dick.  Then I ran my finger down the Table of Contents until I found Chapter 32: Cetology.  Ah, yes, I remembered that from last year.  The chapter in which Ishmael discusses the properties of whales.  I skimmed the chapter until I got to this part: 
 
    First: The uncertain, unsettled condition of this science of Cetology is in the very vestibule attested by the fact, that in some quarters it still remains a moot point whether a whale be a fish.  In his System of Nature, A.D. 1766, Linnaeus declares, ‘I hereby separate the whales from the fish.’ *[See footnote at end of book.] 
 
    Kai wrinkled her forehead, apparently trying hard to concentrate on what I was reading to her.  Man, I sure hoped she wouldn’t fall asleep.  I guess if that started happening, I could switch to the juicy parts where Ishmael becomes obsessed with killing the whale. 
 
    Finally, just as I was about to fall asleep myself from reading so many whale facts, we drove into the parking lot of our trailer park. 
 
    Walking through the neighborhood that night was eerie.  I’d become aware of the existence of creatures I’d never known existed.  Shapeshifters.  Skinwalkers.  Witches that could do blood magic.  Faeries. 
 
    I thought about Annie and her faeries.  I needed to talk to her.  Let her know about the new type of faeries I’d seen.  How real their world was.  How they’re able to glamour our own view of the world. 
 
    No one was outside.  Winds whistled through the space between houses.  Swings swayed in the breeze as though ghost children were riding them.  The chains from which they hung squeaked and rattled. 
 
    What if ghosts were truly riding them?  What if invisible giants were pushing them?  How much of the world was real?  How much was fake? 
 
    I made myself stop thinking about it.  To keep myself from going crazy.  To help keep my fear under control. 
 
    Something stirred in the garden of an old run-down trailer.  I froze.  My heart leapt into my throat.  A black cat with white paws came running out across the front yard. 
 
    I thought about Kai’s aunt: the cat with the red arrow shape on its head. 
 
    What was real and what wasn’t as it seemed? 
 
    Finally, we reached the front door of my trailer.  The lights were on inside. 
 
    Kai placed her hand on my arm.  Before we went inside, she said, “Remember, your mom is healed.  She’ll be different now.” 
 
    I felt annoyed.  She clearly did not know my mom, but I didn’t want to argue with her.  This had to be one of the worst days of Kai’s life, seeing her mother killed at her aunt’s funeral. 
 
    I turned my key in the lock and stepped inside.  It smelled amazing.  The entire trailer had been cleaned.  The carpet still had lines in it from being vacuumed.  Something had been baked in the oven.  A few seconds later, I realized it was the homemade banana bread sitting on the counter. 
 
    My mom had set up her easel in the kitchen and was painting a picture of a flying saucer hovering above the desert. 
 
    I said, “Oh, no, not you, too?” 
 
    My mom looked up.  She said, “Hi, there!  What do you mean: not you, too?” 
 
    I pointed at her painting.  “The flying saucer.  Everything around here is UFOs and green aliens.” 
 
    My mom laughed.  “That’s why I’m doing it, actually.  I went into Roswell today.  Everything’s flying saucers and aliens, even the streetlamps.  I think I caught alien fever.” 
 
    I wanted to make a joke about aliens from outer space infecting the entire human race with a fever that makes everyone artists, but I knew how upset Kai was.  I said, “Kai’s had a rough day, mom.  Her mother was actually killed at her aunt’s funeral.” 
 
    My mother’s hand started shaking.  She put down her paintbrush.  Her eyes were wide with horror.  She said, “There was a murder at the funeral?  What happened?  Are you OK?” 
 
    Kai shook her head yes. 
 
    I said, “Physically, we’re fine.  Emotionally, not so much.  I have a huge favor to ask.  Kai’s mom had a boyfriend who was violent at times.  I don’t think Kai should be home by herself.  There’s a good chance he’ll come back.  Can she stay with us?” 
 
    My mom agreed to it immediately.  She said Kai could live with us for as long as she wanted. 
 
    I breathed such a sigh of relief.  I’m sure Kai did, too. 
 
    We decided to head on over to her place, so she could pack up a few things.  My mom told us to hurry, not to stay over there too long. 
 
    Walking through Kai’s kitchen, I had the sensation of cool air flowing around me, as though ghosts had passed by.  I remembered the wolf lying on the kitchen floor bleeding, used bullets nearby, Kai sobbing and healing the shapeshifted animal.  Her mom. 
 
    As I followed Kai, I realized I’d never seen her room before.  It was actually kinda cool.  Better than mine.  Kai had added a lot of awesome personal touches. 
 
    The walls had been painted black.  They were covered with glow-in-the-dark stars.  I imagined myself as an astronaut, up past Earth’s atmosphere, lost among the stars.  Her bed had a quilt made with tree designs—lots of flowing branches, intricate patterns of green leaves and tiny purple flowers. 
 
    Directly across from her bed, a desk had been put together by placing a wooden board on top of stacked cinder blocks.  The board had been stained walnut; the cinder blocks had been painted blue. 
 
    On the wall over her desk, there were framed photographs of both people and animals.  In one photo, there was a black cat with a red arrow on its head.  Kai’s aunt!  I asked Kai, “Are those all shapeshifters?” 
 
    Kai said, “Yeah.  Well, except for this one.”  She pointed to a fluffy calico cat.  “That was my cat, Mosaic.” 
 
    I wondered if things ever got confusing for Mosaic with so many shifted animals around.  I wanted to ask, but thought it might be rude. 
 
    Becoming aware of the sound of bubbles, I searched the room.  On a table over in the corner, a filter burbled away, cleaning the water in a small tank.  Inside, a purple betta fish had spread its purple and red fins to sail majestically through its liquid world.  I couldn’t help myself.  I blurted out the question on the tip of my tongue: “Is that a real fish?” 
 
    Kai looked at me as though I’d lost my marbles.  She raised an eyebrow.  “I didn’t know there were fake ones.” 
 
    I said, “You know … not a shapeshifter one.  Is that a person in there … or a fish?” 
 
    Kai laughed.  “It’s just a fish.  I’m surprised you can’t tell the difference.” 
 
    I guess she could.  Weird.  I could sense the presence of ghosts, but had absolutely no receptor for identifying shapeshifters masquerading as animals. 
 
    Kai said, “That’s Starfire.” 
 
    I bent down and peered into the fish tank.  As the betta traveled through the water, it repeatedly spread its fins like a Chinese woman opening a painted fan.  I looked for a star pattern.  I figured she had one.  Maybe Kai had picked out this one because it had a star on it, like her mom when she shifted. 
 
    I couldn’t find the shape.  I said, “Why Starfire, Kai?  I don’t see any star.” 
 
    She laughed again.  “Starfire!  The superhero in Teen Titans.  She wore purple.” 
 
    There was so much I didn’t know.  I said, “I’ve never seen Teen Titans.” 
 
    Kai had been throwing clothes into a suitcase.  She stopped and studied me.  Laughing, she said, “You poor, deprived child.  I know something we can do that would cheer me up and educate you at the same time.  We’ll watch Teen Titans over at your house.”  Going back to packing, she added, “I named that fish all wrong, though.  Turns out Starfire the Fish is a boy.  I couldn’t tell when he was little.  His fins didn’t get full until he was older.  I should have named him Beast Boy … or Batman.  Oh, well.  He’s pretty, isn’t he?” 
 
    I said, “Yeah, he is.  Can we take him with us?  I’ve never had a fish.  And you could keep an eye on him.” 
 
    Kai agreed.  The tank was such a small one, it wasn’t hard to carry. 
 
    We went back to my place lugging a fish tank, a suitcase and a pile of books. 
 
    When we walked in the door, my mom had started painting a green alien waving to the flying saucer.  I said, “Oh, man, you’ve got the fever all right.” 
 
    My mom smiled.  She asked if we’d like some banana bread. 
 
    Of course we did. 
 
    As we sat around the kitchen table, eating banana bread and drinking glasses of cold milk, she asked about what had happened at the funeral. 
 
    Kai and I looked at each other.  I looked intently into Kai’s eyes, trying to beam the message: Don’t say anything about shapeshifters or skinwalkers or faeries or witches.  My mom would just think she’s crazy. 
 
    Kai had good instincts.  She was an empath, after all.  She just said, “We have some violent members in our family.  One of them went berserk and killed my mother.” 
 
    My mom asked, “It wasn’t your mother’s boyfriend, was it?” 
 
    Kai seemed surprised by the question.  She said, “Oh, no.  He wasn’t at the funeral.”  When she recovered, she said, “That’s a good question, though.  Some people in my family—my mother included—have been romantically involved with violent individuals.  I don’t know who killed my mom, but it wasn’t her boyfriend.  Someone else with a violent temper showed up and got angry over something, and my mom was an innocent victim.” 
 
    She started crying. 
 
    My mom reached out her hand and grasped Kai’s.  She said, “I’m sorry.  It will take time.  I’ve been through this sort of thing in my life.  You’ll be OK.  You’ll see.  In the meantime, Shade and I are here for you.  Just tell us if you need anything at all.” 
 
    Kai wiped the tears from her face.  My mother’s words seemed to calm her down.  She said, “Thank you.  I really appreciate that.” 
 
    My mom’s face took on a serious expression.  She asked, “Have the police been notified?” 
 
    Kai shook her head yes.  She said, “The authorities were contacted.  An investigation’s underway.”  She took a few sips of milk, then said she was tired. 
 
    Back in my room, I asked Kai what she wanted to do.  I told her I was there for her; we could do whatever she wanted.  I thought I’d feel awkward talking to her about the loss of her mother and the horrifying way in which she had died, but it came more easily than I had expected.  My devastating personal losses over the years—of my mother’s presence, of father figures, of best friends and stability—must have created a void inside me that helped me understand Kai and know what to say to her. 
 
    Kai said, “I’d be happy if we watched Teen Titans.  It was such a big part of my childhood … I’d like that.”  Then she asked, “Where should I put my stuff?” 
 
    I told her anywhere; it didn’t matter. 
 
    As we watched Teen Titans, Starfire swam around in the tank, flapping his fins like a bat in flight. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 14 
 
    My room was pitiful.  Kai and I had to share the same mattress.  I didn’t even own a sleeping bag. 
 
    I tried to give her space.  I rolled over and flattened myself against the wall.  I was so tired, at least I fell asleep quickly. 
 
    The next morning, my alarm went off at 7:00.  I debated about staying home from school, but I had promised Kai she’d have some personal space when I left. 
 
    I dragged myself off to the bathroom to shower.  As the warm water cascaded down on my head and I lathered my hair with shampoo, I felt there would never be enough soap and water in the entire world to wash away all the terrifying memories of the day before. 
 
    I got dressed in the bathroom, then snuck into my bedroom and grabbed a jacket.  Kai never budged. 
 
    Lunch felt strange.  Everyone was talking excitedly about the success of our newspaper publication.  I had so much on my mind that I couldn’t share with anyone at school, the laughter and happiness felt jarring.  I just didn’t feel like doing happiness. 
 
    When the subject finally turned to somber topics, I felt more at home.  Wolf Song brought up the topic of the forum.  He said, “We’re getting a lot of traffic on the forum.”  He turned to me.  “Shade, there are some pretty serious topics being discussed over there.  Seems like the same situation you described at your old school.  Kids get comfortable talking online, especially when they have the option to use a fake username.  I think we need to talk to a couple of kids over there, encourage them to see the school psychologist.” 
 
    I finished chewing the bite I’d just taken out of my sandwich, then asked what kinds of problems. 
 
    He said, “Someone was threatening suicide last night.  Violet and I ended up talking him out of it.  He said he’d been seeing a shrink, but stopped.  He promised to go back and then check in on the forum at least once a day.” 
 
    Violet added, “Yeah.  He felt suicidal after his girlfriend broke up with him.  He said his dad told him she was too good for him anyway; he’s a 4 and she’s a 10, and he ought to aim no higher than a 5.” 
 
    Moonjava said, “Ouch.” 
 
    Starshine said, “That’s so cruel.” 
 
    I said, “At our old school, those of us who were running the forum started working together with the school psychologist.  She was really helpful.  We went to her when we were in over our heads and felt like kids might end up getting hurt if we didn’t handle things right.  She reached out to students in a friendly way, so they didn’t feel threatened or like we had betrayed them.  One time we talked a suicidal student into making an appointment with her and things turned out so well, we actually got a letter of congratulations from the School Board.  How’s your psychologist here?” 
 
    Moonjava said, “Not so good.  This is a poor county.  We have one psychologist who travels around to a whole bunch of schools.  He’s not here very often.  He…” 
 
    Violet Skye interrupted.  “Yeah, but remember he did meet with that girl who was cutting her wrists and she got better.” 
 
    That comment sent me down a rabbit hole of guilt and traumatic memories.  Cutting had been my go-to place not that long ago, the only place I’d ever felt peace.  Back when I couldn’t cry and was frozen into myself. 
 
    Starshine said, “Shade, why don’t you contact the school psychologist?  Sounds like you’ve done that before, so maybe he’ll listen to you.” 
 
    I said, “Sure.”  Weird.  Now I was the person most likely to succeed with getting a psychologist to help someone?  Not exactly what I would have pictured next to my yearbook photo. 
 
    Moonjava said, “We probably ought to call a meeting after school again, to work on the forum and start getting another newspaper article together.” 
 
    I thought about Kai.  I couldn’t skip out on her.  I told Moonjava the earliest I could do that was the following day. 
 
    Moonjava said he’d contact our tech team, which is how we’d started referring to the gamers and a couple of other Newspaper Club members who knew their way around computers. 
 
    Violet said, “Why don’t we get together next Friday after school?  That gives us a week.” 
 
    That sounded like a great idea. 
 
    When I got home from school, my mom wasn’t there.  She’d left a note on the kitchen counter, though.  It said: Shade – Gone to the art store in Roswell to get more oil paints.  I made blueberry muffins.  Enjoy!  Love, Mom.  She had started acting like a mom.  It felt strange. 
 
    I found Kai sitting cross-legged on my bed.  She was holding the silver chain of my amulet, swinging it back and forth like a priest does with incense.  The gem pulsed with blue light. 
 
    Was Brandon talking to her?  An incredible wave of jealousy rose up and washed over me, threatening to drown me with its power. 
 
    Irrational, I walked over and grabbed the necklace out of her hand. 
 
    “Ow!  Ow!  Ow!”  I had stupidly grabbed it by the amulet, which was too hot to touch.  I jumped up and down, waving my hand in the air.  I soon realized the pain wasn’t going to stop, so I went dashing off to the bathroom to run my hand under cold water.  As I dried my hands and put first aid cream on the burned area, I found myself repeating the loser’s mantra: What an idiot!  What an idiot!  What an idiot! 
 
    I went back to my room, embarrassed.  I said, “Sorry I grabbed that.  It’s connected to Brandon, though.  In the afterlife.  I don’t like anyone messing with it.” 
 
    Kai seemed unfazed.  She replied, “I wasn’t messing with it.  The closet door was open and I saw a blue light blinking.  I figured it was something electronic, and thought I’d turn it off before the battery went dead.  When I fished it out of your pocket, I realized it was the amulet you’d told me about.  I was just holding onto it.” 
 
    And now it was on the floor.  Where I’d dropped it. 
 
    I placed my finger on the chain.  That part had never gotten hot before, but I wasn’t taking any chances.  My hand was throbbing. 
 
    Cool to the touch!  I grabbed the chain with my fingers and laid the necklace faceup on my quilt.  Immediately, I saw words in black lettering scrolling across the top.  They said: We’re there for you if you really need us.  I’m sure you have the strength to do what needs to be done, though. – Brandon’s Grandmother. 
 
    Although I was glad to hear from Brandon’s grandmother, I felt disappointed it wasn’t him. 
 
    I was about to speak into the amulet, but realized it might look odd to Kai, even though I’d already explained to her how it worked.  I said, “Remember when you asked me why I believed in ghosts and I told you because I’d had contact with them and Brandon actually gave me an amulet to communicate with him?  Well, now you get to see it in action.” 
 
    Again, Kai seemed unfazed.  She said, “Makes sense to me.  Kind of like a walkie-talkie for communicating with souls in the afterlife.  Some of my Navajo relatives don’t like to talk about that kind of thing.  They want the dead to stay in the afterlife, so they won’t ever come back and harm us.  Me, I’ve seen so much pain caused by living people, I’m not too worried about dead people coming back.  I figure the good ones will come back, too, and maybe help me with some of the living ones causing me so much pain.  Shade, can you ask Brandon’s grandmother about my mom and aunt?” 
 
    I said, “Sure.”  I spoke into the amulet: “Thank you so much.  We’re having all kinds of problems here.  Have you happened to see a group of people who lived near Roswell, New Mexico and died yesterday?  A friend of mine is looking for her mom and aunt.” 
 
    Words scrolled across the amulet: 
 
    Please tell your friend I’m sorry for her loss.  The afterlife doesn’t work like that.  We don’t see everybody who dies.  It would be like asking someone in Roswell if they knew someone in Japan just because they’re on the same planet.  Spirits here might know each other, but there’s no particular reason why they would if they didn’t know each other in life.  I’m not aware of anyone who died anywhere near Roswell. 
 
    Kai started to cry.  She said, “I shouldn’t have hoped that was possible.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say.  I wished Kai’s relatives had left an amulet behind.  Which gave me an idea.  “Kai, maybe someday your mom or your aunt will visit you.  You never know.  Brandon was there in my attic all along.  Then, all of a sudden, the amulet lit up and he appeared.” 
 
    Kai wiped her tears away.  She said, “Yeah.  That would be nice.”  She stared at the necklace for a bit, then said, “Shade?” 
 
    I hoped if she had an idea, it wasn’t too outrageous.  Hesitantly, I said, “Yes…” 
 
    She said, “You’re a ghost whisperer.  Both my mom and my aunt died sudden, violent deaths.  They weren’t ready to cross over into the afterlife.  Would you go out with me to the place where my mother’s funeral was held and maybe spend some time back at my house with me, just to see if you sense their presence?” 
 
    That was a brilliant idea and something I could do.  I told her that would be fine. 
 
    Kai said, “When I’m ready.  I’m not ready yet.  It’s too soon.  I’d really rather never go back to the scene of the funeral.” 
 
    I tried to think of what I could do to help Kai fill her time with something meaningful.  Anything to keep her from dwelling on all the horror she’d experienced.  While I was away at school, she had nothing but time on her hands. 
 
    I thought about how the newspaper club at my old school had saved me and how getting involved with something like that might help Kai, but she didn’t go to school.  Then I had it.  “Kai, I could use someone to help me with The Flying Saucer, the forum we started at school.  It’s been working out really well.  Kids have been chatting there, even sharing some deeply personal and troubling issues. Anyone who wants to protect their privacy can sign up with a fake username.  Soon, I’m going to need someone to keep track of a thread posted by me about another girl who was kidnapped by the same people who kidnapped Annie.”  I had a hard time talking about this whole situation, but Kai had seen her own share of horror and I thought it would help her recover if she kept busy trying to save someone else’s life.  That had certainly helped me.  I continued, “A number of girls from my old high school were kidnapped.  You know the horrors Annie went through.  There were others.  Ursula Wooten died when the kidnappers tried to give her a C-section themselves.  She ended up bleeding out and dying.” 
 
    A look of shock on her face, Kai covered her mouth with her hand. 
 
    Continuing, I said, “The last bit of information the police had for another girl, Misty Perkins, was in some ledgers we found.  She was sold into slavery and the ledgers reported that she’d been taken to Romania.  I’ve been desperate to find her.  Now that Annie’s recovering, she’s working to help find her as well.  She posted something in the forum back at my old school and I’ll be posting a thread in the forum here.  The thing is, it’s hard to keep track of all the comments and posts when I’m away at school and I don’t want to miss anything.  Could you help me when I’m away by keeping up with the forum?” 
 
    Kai said, “Sure.  I’d be happy to help.” 
 
    We went out into the kitchen for blueberry muffins and milk.  Then I showed Kai how both forums worked, the one at Central High and the one at my new school.  Kai signed up for both—with the username redarrow at my old school and whitestar at my new one.  I figured those were symbols for her aunt and her mom. 
 
    That evening was pretty quiet.  I started creating artwork for the October forum.  I remembered how difficult it was to get Halloween art approved at my old school because of religious concerns.  I realized it should be a lot easier here.  It was practically Halloween all freaking year long with all the eerie UFO decorations and people dressing up in costumes every chance they got. 
 
    I debated whether or not to add UFOs-and-aliens-from-outer-space to yet another forum design.  I decided to stick it in there, but to make it minimal.  Halloween was a lot more than that.  There were a lot more things to be frightened of. 
 
    As I contemplated what to add, images popped into my head.  Bats.  Werewolves.  Black cats. 
 
    I fought back tears as I remembered Kai’s aunt in her cat form.  Black cat with the red arrow on her head.  I didn’t want to burst into tears and make Kai feel bad.  I was trying to cheer her up. 
 
    I asked, “Hey, Kai, are werewolves real?” 
 
    Kai looked up, surprised, from her laptop.  “How would I know?” 
 
    I cocked my head and gave her my most Seriously? look.  She was born into a shapeshifter family, after all. 
 
    She said, “What?  What’s that look for?” 
 
    I was about to say, Your mom and your aunt were shapeshifters, Kai, but the words stuck in my throat.  Her mom and her aunt … Part of me hadn’t accepted that they were gone.  Part of me still thought of them as alive, as though I could talk about them with Kai and not cause her pain. 
 
    I had to say something now.  I ventured, “You know so many shapeshifters, Kai.  Did you ever see any werewolves?  Or hear about them?” 
 
    She said, “I have heard of them.  I’ve never met any, though, so I can’t swear they’re real.  Our group tries to avoid them.  If we hear they’re in a particular area, we stay away from there.  From the stories I’ve heard, they’re totally unpredictable.  Werewolves don’t usually shift by will.  They tend to shift when rage sets off their human hormones, causing a whole cascade of animal hormones.  Once that starts, it doesn’t typically end well.” 
 
    Good Lord.  There was a good chance they were real. 
 
    Suddenly, my pretend-scary Halloween drawings seemed lame.  I had to create something for the October forum, though.  I created a Haunted House like the one I’d made for my old school, but added some changes.  I placed a witch with a pointed black hat in a front window, looking out.  Underneath the window where she couldn’t see it, I put a werewolf with sharp teeth.  Coming around the corners of the house, I put werewolves traveling in packs.  Knowing they were probably real scared the bejesus out of me.  As I sketched, I thought about how terrified I’d be if I ever met one. 
 
    I put flying saucer and green alien head decorations on the house windows, as though someone had put stickers there.  Jack-o’-lanterns carved with the large eyes and slender nose and mouth of all the alien heads I’d seen in Roswell rested on the front step. 
 
    On the top of the forum, I drew both UFOs and witches on broomsticks flying across a night sky lit by a full moon. 
 
    I showed it to Kai.  She liked it. 
 
    I told her I’d be home late the next day because I had to get together with a group from the newspaper club to work on the forum and paper. 
 
    We watched an episode of Teen Titans and called it a day. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 15 
 
    To work on the October newspaper and forum, anyone in the Newspaper Club who wanted to help out had been invited over to Luke’s house.  Luke had always been super-mysterious and made me feel a bit uncomfortable.  I have so much emotional baggage, I need people to be outwardly friendly when I first meet them in order for me to feel safe.  Luke was standoffish and hardly ever smiled.  I’m not exactly perky, but Luke rarely offered even the glimmer of a smile.  Compared to him, I was a social butterfly.  And trust me, I am not a social butterfly. 
 
    Lin’s mom let her borrow their family’s van again.  It was perfect for getting a lot of us where we needed to go in one vehicle. 
 
    Lin plugged in her cell phone.  She played a TED Talk by a SETI researcher, Seth Shostak, called: ET is (probably) out there—get ready.  Lin said, “This is food for thought.  Our article about the UFO Festival last month went really well.  We need to decide today what we should write about for October.” 
 
    She had a good point. 
 
    October meant Halloween.  I thought we should probably tie whatever subject we tackled into Halloween.  We weren’t ready to write an open article about missing girls.  Otherwise, I could write an article that began with Annie’s disappearance on Halloween and go from there, describing all the girls who were kidnapped, what had happened to them and how we’re still looking for Misty.  That all needed to be handled a lot more quietly, though.  A newspaper article would be too much.  We wanted to keep discussion going in the forum without scaring off anyone who might have information. 
 
    I thought about the new reality I’d witnessed.  Shapeshifters and skinwalkers.  There were a bunch of them around.  They were perfect Halloween fodder; but they were also deadly serious and once you knew that, the whole subject no longer seemed appropriate for an entertaining article.  Plus all the real information I had was secret between Kai and me. 
 
    I decided that maybe we could write a research-type article on Halloween creatures: witches, werewolves, faeries, ghosts and so on.  We could write about the history of these characters in mythology.  And … And … My brain started clicking … Maybe we could invite people to follow up reading the article by starting a discussion over on the forum.  That way, someone might decide to come forward and leave information about the real shapeshifters and skinwalkers in the area.  It seemed far-fetched, but someone deeply affected by them might decide to post something that could eventually lead to the capture of Kai’s mom’s boyfriend or some of the other skinwalkers.  It seemed to me that if they were killing people, we ought to be able to stop them. 
 
    Luke’s house was interesting.  It was more like a set of rambling shacks connected to each other out in the desert.  A pink water tank sat next to them.  A windmill spun lazily around in the afternoon breeze.  Everything was coated with dirt: the peeling paint of the shack walls, rusted hunks of old cars without wheels, a couple newer trucks, even some chickens running around stirring up dust with their feet. 
 
    Lin parked the van on a side of the front yard farthest away from the chickens.  When we hopped out, a dog started barking so ferociously somewhere inside the buildings, I just wanted to hop back in and go home. 
 
    We heard a woman’s voice: “Rocky, shut up!” 
 
    Next, there was the sound of whimpering.  Then, quiet. 
 
    We looked at each other. 
 
    Moonjava shrugged.  He said, “C’mon, let’s go.  It’s just a dog.” 
 
    Just a dog?  That did not help.  I pictured a monstrous-sized dog with sharp teeth. 
 
    We let Moonjava go first. 
 
    He knocked on the splintery door of the middle shack.  A woman opened it.  Her skin was old and weathered, even though she didn’t actually seem old.  It’s hard to explain.  Her skin was kind of like leather.  She had tried to pull her wiry blond hair back into a ponytail, but loose strands popped out everywhere.  She said, “Hi, there!  You must be Luke’s friends…”  It was more like a question. 
 
    Moonjava said, “We’re here to work on a school newspaper project.” 
 
    The woman swung the door open and said, “He’s down the hall to the left.” 
 
    The house felt cool inside.  Fans circulated the air around.  Native American rugs hung on the walls, along with a few animal heads which totally gave me the creeps.  I swear the eyes of the coyote hanging above a table just inside the front doorway noticed something about me it didn’t like and glared at me all the way down the hall to Luke’s room.  Every time I turned around: staring. 
 
    Luke’s room was so large, I figured he must have an entire shack to himself.  The floor was made of wooden planks.  Rugs with Native American designs were thrown here and there.  His walls were filled with Science posters: Periodic Table of the Elements, diagrams of NASA rockets, the solar system.  He was hunched over a computer set up on a desk made from the same type of boards in the floor.  His bed was a mattress thrown on the floor, but huge.  King-sized, I guess.  It only took up a small part of the room. 
 
    Most of us sat on the floor, leaning against the mattress.  When we needed to check out something on Luke’s computer, we got up and sat in a chair next to him.  There were only two chairs in the room: Luke’s and the extra one. 
 
    Jane was chewing gum and reading something on her cell phone.  When she absentmindedly snapped a bubble, it looked like the snarly dragon tattooed across her cheek had done it.  Belched bubbles with its flames. 
 
    Gail Dickerson pointed at the computer, showing something to Luke.  She came across as both spunky and intense.  Red curly hair, intense green eyes, lots of freckles, she wore a hot pink dress with black tights.  Hot pink on a redhead totally worked, but I’d never seen a redhead risk that before. 
 
    While the rest of us waited for the meeting to start, a perfect storm started brewing. 
 
    My cell phone pinged.  It was Kai.  She had texted: hey, need to tell u something might b impt 4 ur meeting. 
 
    I texted back: what’s up? 
 
    She answered: forum at ur old school, mysterious messages seem to be about misty.  i’m an empath, pretty sure i’m right. 
 
    My heart started beating way too fast.  I messed up my reply, typing gibberish from hitting the wrong keys.  I tried to calm down and keep my hands from shaking.  I finally typed: are u sure?  sure enough 4 me to mention it here at meeting? 
 
    She typed back: yes look 4 patterns. 
 
    I answered: K. 
 
    I decided to broach the subject openly.  I felt a level of trust with this group.  I’d already mentioned Misty and the kidnapped girls when we’d met at Felix’s house and everyone seemed shocked but OK with discussing it.  Plus we’d already published an article with information about Bobby Huffman’s death that was most likely a murder.  Why couldn’t we continue to cover real news kinds of stories?  I said, “I just got news about something happening on the forum at my old school and I think we should do something similar in The Flying Saucer.” 
 
    The room got quiet.  Everyone seemed interested. 
 
    I explained all about the missing girls at my old school. 
 
    Wolf Song said, “Shade knows what she’s talking about.  But she’s leaving out the most important fact…”  He grinned.  “…that she’s a hero back in her old hometown.  You can look it up on the Internet.  Newspapers wrote articles about how she helped solve the case.” 
 
    Somehow, I felt ready for this.  I could finally deal with it.  I said, “That’s hardly the most important fact.  One of the girls died.  Another girl—her name’s Misty—is still missing.  The police think she’s probably in Romania, being held against her will … as a sex slave.” 
 
    Everyone stared at me.  I realized that is not something you hear every day.  They were trying to absorb it.  I didn’t think they doubted me.  I said, “I want to show you something.” 
 
    I asked Luke if I could borrow his computer.  Sitting down at his desk, I brought up the thread that Annie had started on The Tiger’s Den about her own kidnapping and Misty’s current status as a missing person. 
 
    When everyone was done reading it, I said, “The forum’s being used to solve a crime and, hopefully, rescue Misty in the same way that Annie was rescued.  I think we should try this in The Flying Saucer.  We could start a thread about Misty as someone I knew at my old school and coordinate any information we receive with information coming into The Tiger’s Den about her.  And we could start another thread about Bobby Huffman and see if we can help solve his murder.” 
 
    I had other plans that I couldn’t share because they’d sound too crazy.  I also hoped we’d get enough information to locate the skinwalkers and take them down.  How we’d take them down, I had no idea.  Reporting them to the police might not do any good, but maybe the shapeshifters who served as enforcers could do it. 
 
    I realized we could start working on the problem of finding Misty right away.  I mentioned that Kai had found some posts that might contain clues about Misty in Romania. 
 
    Luke said, “Let’s do it.  Let’s see the posts.” 
 
    Luke and everyone who’d brought laptops with them went over to The Tiger’s Den.  Everyone else checked it out on their cell phones or leaned over someone else’s shoulder to look at their screens. 
 
    The tech kids seemed hardwired to recognize patterns.  My mind’s not at all like that.  Maybe that’s why I see ghosts.  My mind wanders around so much, it often feels like it takes its own trips without my complete knowledge to the edge of the universe and beyond.  It kind of meanders around and goes in loops, picking up information and eventually solving puzzles.  But it never goes from Point A to Point B along some kind of logical graph that leads me directly to the solution.  The tech kids, on the other hand, drew that kind of graph in no time flat. 
 
    Mark Bahazhoni was Navajo.  Tall and broad-shouldered with an aquiline nose, dark brown eyes and straight black hair that fell to his shoulders, he had a confidence about himself as he explained what he saw in the posts.  He said, “OK, check the thread labeled Romanian Literature.  The initial poster goes by the username mysticpoet.  Sounds almost like Misty, but maybe that’s just a coincidence.  He or she asks if anyone has read any Romanian Literature.  Only three people reply, saying they’ve read a Romanian author.  Then a fourth person, username williamblake, says they’ve read the Misty Poets of China and asks if anyone else has read them.  Why not start a new thread about the Misty Poets or Chinese Literature, rather than mentioning it in a thread about Romanian Literature?  William Blake was considered a mystic.  So, over and over again, you see variations on the words Misty and mystic.  My guess is: these are code words, trolling for someone who recognizes them as such.  We should keep an eye on this thread for sure, see where it goes.”  He continued to study the forum as he absentmindedly straightened his glasses and ran his hand through his hair, trying to brush it out of his eyes. 
 
    Gail Dickerson had short black hair, ruddy skin and intense blue eyes.  Looking up from her laptop, she said, “That makes sense.  And here’s something else.  Look at the thread labeled Geography Lessons.  Started by someone going by the username vampirekiss, the first post talks about plans to backpack from Italy to Ukraine.  They ask if anyone’s done that, if they could offer any suggestions.  There are a lot of potential clues in that post.  First of all, the username, vampirekiss … Vlad the Impaler, the real-life Dracula, was from Transylvania in modern-day Romania.  Second of all, Romania’s in between Italy and Ukraine.  Is it possible Misty was brought from the U.S. to Italy to Romania?” 
 
    Everyone hunched over computers and cell phones, tapping on keys and scrolling through the forum post. 
 
    Felix said, “Yeah, I think we’ve got a pattern here.  Someone named bitdefender started a post about Julian Assange and Wikileaks.  Bitdefender is an Internet security software company based in Romania.  The post is talking about Internet hacking.  If this post is code, it’s practically inviting someone to hack into it and figure out where it’s coming from.  My guess is somewhere in Romania.” 
 
    Luke didn’t smile or even turn around to look at us.  He simply announced, “I’m on it.  You guys do whatever else you need to do.  I’m on this.” 
 
    At that point, Luke withdrew completely into himself.  He didn’t seem to hear anyone or anything else.  A few times, someone yelled, “You got anything, Luke?”  He didn’t flinch or answer or bat an eye.  He stayed focused on whatever he was working on.  I wished I could do that.  I heard everything around me all the time and it was horribly distracting.  I always thought that was a flaw, but I suddenly realized it did keep a channel open in my brain to hear ghosts crying, no matter what else I was doing. 
 
    Luke’s dog started barking like he was about to rip someone’s throat out.  I nearly jumped out of my seat on the edge of the mattress.  Luke’s mom yelled, “Rocky, shut up!”  The front door opened.  She exchanged some words and said, “Thank you.”  Then a truck engine started up.  Probably a package delivery.  I heard everything. 
 
    Luke, however, continued to stare at his computer screen and tap keys as though virtual reality was all that existed.  I envied his focus. 
 
    I brought up the artwork I’d created for the October forum on my laptop and passed it around.  Everyone liked it.  I walked over to Luke and asked him what he thought.  Without looking up, he said, “Uh-huh.” 
 
    I asked, “Is it OK with you if we use this?” 
 
    Again, Luke said, “Uh-huh.” 
 
    Close enough for getting his approval on the artwork, I supposed. 
 
    Next, I approached Felix.  I asked him to update the artwork on the forum while I worked on a post about Misty. 
 
    That was one of the most difficult pieces I’d ever written.  I titled it Missing Girl in Romania, so that it would make it easier for the people posting in The Tiger’s Den to find it in The Flying Saucer if they ever Googled Romania or Missing Girl and—this totally creeped me out—it could also get noticed by anyone, including the kidnappers, following my online posts to see if I ever mentioned anything about Misty or the other missing girls.  As Wolf Song had so annoyingly pointed out, I was known as a hero for saving Annie.  It made sense for me not to give up on finding Misty, and there were probably some bad guys nervous about that. After changing the words a bazillion times, I finally settled on this: 
 
    My name is Galactic Shade Griffin.  All of you who know me personally know me as Shade.  I use my full name as my byline for newspaper articles that I write, including the one I published in our brand new online newspaper titled The Day the Alien Circus Came to Town.  I hope you all enjoyed that article.  Well, now I have something else to write about and I need your help. 
 
    Last year at my old school, my best friend went missing on Halloween night.  It was terrible.  We finally found her.  She’d been kidnapped by a sex slave ring.  As you can imagine, she was an emotional wreck for quite some time.  She’s gotten a lot of help and is doing better now.  Ursula Wooten, another kidnapped girl, died.  A third girl, Misty Perkins, is still missing.  The police believe she was taken to Romania.  If you know anything about her, please contact me or any of the other forum administrators.  Thank you. 
 
    When I had finished writing it, I passed it around.  The room got deadly serious and very quiet.  I could hear every shuffle and movement anyone made and the sound of Luke tapping on his keyboard seemed to echo off the walls.  I became aware of the collar on Luke’s dog rattling as he moved around the attached shack.  I heard Luke’s mom sliding something off a surface (maybe a book?) and sitting down in a chair. 
 
    Finally, Gail who was the last person to read it, said, “This is good.  And it mentions Romania enough times to attract the attention of anyone connected with her kidnapping who might be searching the Internet to see if anyone’s looking for her.” 
 
    Felix said, “We need to be careful about this, though.  You don’t want to set yourself up to become a target, Shade.  We’re apparently dealing with a powerful international kidnapping ring.  We’re going to need the help of the police here.” 
 
    I said, “Yeah, I can talk with the police back in my old hometown, no problem.  That’s who figured out Misty was probably in Romania.”  In my mind, I decided I’d talk to Gabriella who worked with the police rather than contact the police directly, but no one needed to know that.  “Is it OK with you if I post this in the meantime?” 
 
    When he shook his head yes, even though he looked concerned, I posted it. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Felix changed the artwork to our Halloween theme. Now we had the proper mood: a haunted house, witches, werewolves and jack-o’-lanterns.  For me, the feeling ran a little too deep.  I became flooded with memories of losing Annie. 
 
    Shortly after the artwork and my post went up, Luke pounded his fist on the desk.  He jumped up, sat back down, and said, “Got it!” 
 
    We all went over to his desk and leaned in to look at his computer screen.  Luke brought up a map of Romania.  He kept zooming in until he had limited the area.  Waving his finger over it, he said, “All the posts about Romanian Literature and Mystic Poets and those coming from the usernames mysticpoet, williamblake and bitdefender originate in this area.  Boom!  Romania!”  He moved his cursor and zoomed out until we saw enough of Europe to view both Romania and Italy at the same time, then zoomed into a mountainous area with the label Lake Como. Pointing at Lake Como, he said, “The posts from username vampirekiss originate somewhere around here.”  He never looked up.  As though replying to someone who had asked a question, he said, “My best guess is that the people with these usernames—mysticpoet, williamblake, bitdefender, and vampirekiss—are all working together.  Lake Como is an area of palaces and aristocrats.  A lot of rich people vacation there, including American movie stars and politicians.  There’s also an airport there.  Someone with the username vampirekiss may be coordinating the movement of kidnapped girls through Italy into Romania from the safe haven of their luxury accommodations in or near Lake Como.  Girls kidnapped in the U.S. could be arriving by airplane or boat.  If it’s by boat…”  Zooming out to show us a larger picture of Europe, he pointed to the coastal area of France.  “…they could be arriving here before being smuggled across the border into Italy and on to Romania.”  He swiveled around in his chair and looked at us.  “Now, mind you, this only relates to the girls brought to Romania, if indeed someone’s leaving clues about Misty being in Romania.  Chances are this is a large international kidnapping ring in which people are being kidnapped to work as slaves in many different countries.  If Misty’s in Romania, it doesn’t mean she’ll stay in Romania.  We need to work quickly.  Shade, how soon can you contact the police?” 
 
    Before the words were completely out of his mouth, my cell phone rang.  It was Annie!  I covered my cell phone with my hand and said to Luke, “I need to take this.  It’s extremely important.  Related to what we were just talking about.  I’m going to step outside for a minute…” 
 
    I put my phone to my ear and said, “I’m in a meeting, Annie; but I can step outside.  Just give me a second…” 
 
    As I opened the door to Luke’s room, I confronted the dog.  It was not what I’d expected.  It was large, but it was also the most adorable fuzzball I’d ever seen in my entire life.  It started growling the minute it saw me.  Luke’s mom jumped up out of a chair, grabbed it by the collar and told it to shush.  I apologized and stepped outside. 
 
    The wind whistled through the rusted cars and blew debris across the front yard.  I said, “Annie, it’s so great to hear from you!” 
 
    In a somber voice, Annie said, “I met with Gabriella.” 
 
    A perfect storm.  Another bolt of lightning. 
 
    I just said, “OK…” 
 
    Annie said, “She’s really interesting.  So is her house and the way she works.” 
 
    I said, “Yeah, I know…” 
 
    Annie said, “I took the photos of the guy in the mall to her.  She said she had an item belonging to Misty—a knife with blood on it—that you and Kailee and George from our Newspaper Club brought to her?” 
 
    I said, “Yeah, that’s right.  We found it in Misty’s bedroom when we were searching for you and Ursula and Misty.  We gave it to her, along with Misty’s diary and one of her notebooks, so that she could use her psychic powers to get clues from it.” 
 
    Annie said, “Ahhh, that explains it.  Well, Gabriella said she’s certain the man in the photos is somehow involved in Misty’s disappearance.  She suspects that he kidnapped her.  She said that after she looked at Misty’s diary, she sensed darkness.  She said she told you guys she pictured a cold, dank dungeon in a basement somewhere near a lake or, more likely, a babbling stream.  She also saw a giant pine tree bent over from strong winds that had the number four on it, a pirate on a boat and a young woman wearing a pretty dress who was very scared.” 
 
    I almost dropped my phone.  In a voice barely more than a whisper, I said, “Oh.  My.  God.  Annie, thank you so much for reminding me.  We just found more clues here that match Gabriella’s visions.  I’ll call you back…” 
 
    At that moment, I moved as though in a nightmare.  Terror wrapped around my bones like skin.  It possessed my muscles, slowing them down, weakening my resolve.  I fought against it.  Somehow, I walked back into the house, past the growling dog, and into Luke’s room.  I said, “Show me pictures on the Internet of Lake Como.  Are there pine trees there?” 
 
    Luke tapped a bunch of keys.  He brought up photographs people had taken.  Lake Como was surrounded by trees!  We had a lake.  We had the trees. 
 
    I said, “Are there boats there?” 
 
    Luke tapped some more keys.  He said, “Yup.  Lots of boats … and ferries.” 
 
    I sat down on the mattress to steady my shaking nerves.  I told everyone what Annie had shared with me.  I told them that Gabriella was correct so much of the time, the police turned to her with difficult cases. 
 
    Luke said, “I suggest we interact with all the usernames we think are connected to Misty.  We don’t know yet if they’re friend or foe.  It could be that Misty’s found her way to a computer and is trying to reach out for help, writing in coded language to avoid punishment if her captors find out.  It could be a friend of Misty’s in Italy or Romania trying to do the same thing.  Or it could be the kidnappers getting into the forums to troll for anyone who’s onto them.” 
 
    Gail said, “We can do that.  We should just be friendly, chat, give whomever it is an opening to confide in us.” 
 
    Mark said, “We shouldn’t all post in those discussions at the same time, though.  It’ll look suspicious.  Join in when the time seems right, when your comments seem natural.” 
 
    We all agreed to that. 
 
    What a day.  What a perfect storm. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 16 
 
    Over the next month, discussions were lively in The Tiger’s Den and, eventually, The Flying Saucer.  I and the other student administrators for The Flying Saucer looked through anything posted on either forum with keywords related to Romania or Misty with a kind of decoder lens.  Looking for double meanings, it sure seemed like a whole lot of posts were being created with exactly that idea in mind. 
 
    The person going by the williamblake username started a second post in The Tiger’s Den on the Misty Poets of China titled The Origin of the Misty Poets.  Their first post in that thread explained how they got their name: 
 
    The Misty Poets wrote in a misty, hazy or obscure way in an attempt to defy restrictions that the government had placed on art during China’s Cultural Revolution.  Five of the Misty Poets were accused of inciting the Tiananmen Square protests with their poetry and were exiled.  It’s painful to be in exile.  One always hopes for a rescue. 
 
    My heart leapt into my throat when I read that one.  If our decoder lens was the real deal, that post practically screamed out: Help me!  I’ve been taken out of my country against my will! 
 
    The hair on my arms stood up.  My scalp prickled.  All my intuitive sensors started tingling.  I paced back and forth in the tiny space of my room.  OK, OK, OK, what should I do? 
 
    Kai said, “Could you maybe take off your shoes, so that I can concentrate?  I’m trying to read Moby Dick.” 
 
    Oh, Good Lord.  That would be hard to read in a soundproofed room with a caffeine drip for focus. 
 
    I was clearly used to being an only child with my own room.  I said, “Oh, sure.  No problem.” 
 
    Going over to the closet to kick off my shoes, I decided to grab the amulet necklace.  As I fished it out of my jacket pocket, I noticed it was cool to the touch.  Clasping it around my neck, I explained to Kai, “I think I’m going to wear this for inspiration.” 
 
    She said, “Yeah.  You should.”  Kai sounded far away in thought.  Looking up, she said, “Why do you think people name their boats?  I mean, we don’t name our houses.  Not even trailers like the ones we live in, even though, if you think about it, they could be mobile like boats.  I mean, if they weren’t cemented to the ground and didn’t have porches and all.” 
 
    For some reason, that struck me as funny.  I started laughing. “What brought that up?” 
 
    Kai sighed.  “The part in Moby Dick where Ishmael’s looking for a boat.  He looks at three boats: the Devil-dam, the Tit-bit and the Pequod.  Just got me thinking about why we name boats, but not houses.” 
 
    I laughed again and said, “Moby Dick will do that to you.” 
 
    Kai looked confused.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    I smiled.  “Make you think about anything and everything but the book itself.” 
 
    Kai grinned.  She said, “Yeah, well, it keeps me engaged to think about stuff in my own life that relates to it.” 
 
    Swinging the amulet from my fingers, I asked, “So, what would you name your trailer?” 
 
    Kai said, “I don’t know.  Maybe Shifter Shack.  But that was a long time ago…”  It wasn’t actually that long ago, only about a week.  But I’m sure to Kai the time without her mother had started feeling like an eternity.  As though guarding herself against memories that were still too painful, Kai went back to reading the details of purchasing a boat in the 1800s. 
 
    And I went back to mulling over posts in the forum. 
 
    Something about the discussion with boats triggered a memory that nagged at the edge of my consciousness.  Then, I remembered! 
 
    I looked through the Discussion topics on The Flying Saucer forum.  Things had really taken off!  There were a boatload of topics (no pun intended).  Scanning through them quickly, I couldn’t find it.  Had it been deleted?  Running down the list one more time, placing my finger on each line and making myself read the entire name of each topic, I finally found it.  A Discussion titled: World Cruises and Other Boats.  It seemed like such an odd title for a high school forum when I’d first read it.  And it made the editor part of me scream.  A cruise is an experience while a boat is an object, so a boat isn’t another type of cruise.  You could say World Cruises and Other Types of Boat Travel, but not just Other Boats.  But, anyway, that’s neither here nor there.  I needed to see what that thread contained. 
 
    The initial post from someone with the username studentwithdreams said: 
 
    Someday, I’d love to have enough money to travel the world on a cruise.  I’m sick to death of life in our small town.  I read a lot and I watch a lot of movies.  I want to go to places I’ve read about in books and seen on the big screen.  What about you? 
 
    This had been posted about two months ago.  Two months, and I’d never made the connection!  That same day, a person with the username vampirelove—so similar to vampirekiss in The Tiger’s Den!—made the first comment.  They said: 
 
    I feel exactly the same way.  I love-love-love The Twilight Series.  When I read about Volterra, the place in Italy where the Volturi live according to that series, I looked it up on Google.  Check it out sometime if you want to see a beautiful place to visit.  The pictures I’ve seen on the Internet are incredible!  I’d love to see the clock tower. 
 
    There were something like over 1,000 comments after that one.  It took a couple of weeks for anyone to post the second comment; but then someone finally clicked on the first one, discovered a discussion about Twilight and—Bam!—discussion took off.  The title should have been changed from World Cruises and Other Boats to Love and Hate for the Twilight Series because, man, there was an awful lot of both in that discussion. 
 
    As time-consuming as it was, I decided I’d better read through all 1,000+ comments.  Best decision I’d ever made.  Down around comment #150, someone with the username mysticpoet—same username as the person posting in The Tiger’s Den, pinpointed by Luke as coming from Romania—left this comment: 
 
    I’d love to go to Italy.  There’s a place in Italy where famous people including George Clooney, Angela Jolie and Brad Pitt go for vacation: Lake Como.  Google images for it.  It’s gorgeous there!  It could be just part of a trip, actually.  You could take a cruise to France, then travel by train to Lake Como, then go anywhere else you’d like.  You could even go by train all the way to Romania where the Romanian coven in Breaking Dawn is from.  How cool would that be? 
 
    I scoured the replies to that comment for any more clues.  Nothing.  Everything else was Twilight this and Breaking Dawn that.  But, man, oh man, that original post and the first comment afterward was chock-full of clues and this one totally gave me the chills: it was like a map.  Go by boat across the ocean to France, take a train to Lake Como, then go by train all the way to Romania.  Is that the route Misty’s kidnappers took her on?  Was she in Romania now?  All signs seemed to point to that. 
 
    I didn’t want to bother Kai, but I thought I should share this information with her, since she was helping me monitor the forums.  I decided it would be OK.  She seemed to need things to keep her mind off her painful loss, and these clues popping up in the forums were a whole lot more fascinating than Moby Dick. 
 
    I looked over at Kai.  Resting her head in the palm of one hand, she was holding a paperback open with the other. 
 
    I said, “Hey, Kai, I have something important to show you.  Do you have time?” 
 
    She said, “Uh-huh.  I’ve got lots of time.  Nothing but time.” 
 
    Sitting next to her with my laptop, I showed her all the clues we’d found on both forums. 
 
    Kai’s eyes grew wider and wider.  When I finished, she said, “Wow.  I don’t think you could ever unsee those connections now.  It’s like a web…” 
 
    I said, “Oh, my God, yes—a web!  I should draw that, make a diagram with connecting lines to all the different posts and IP address locations.” 
 
    Kai said, “That’s a good idea.  Then you’ll be able to see everything more clearly.  If it’s like solving a puzzle, you’ll be able to see the pieces and where they might fit.” 
 
    I got to work.  Pulled up a world map on my laptop.  Copied it into my photo editing program.  Placed gold stars on places in Italy that seemed important, silver stars on important places in Romania, red stars on connecting locations in the U.S. and Europe.  I placed black stars at the beginnings and ends of relevant train routes and green stars at the beginnings and ends of boat routes.  Then I typed usernames we’d identified as significant inside circles, so they could be easily seen, and stuck them in the locations where their IP addresses had been located.  Then I drew lines between things that seemed to have a connection, for example there was a very good chance that mysticpoet was the same person on both forums, and that vampirelove and vampirekiss were the same person using a slightly different username for each forum. 
 
    Usernames mysticpoet, williamblake and bitdefender all had an IP address in Romania; vampirekiss had an IP address in the Lake Como area of Italy.  I needed to ask Luke to find out where the IP address was for vampirelove.  I decided that purple lines would represent anything iffy, meaning something that looked like a strong connection, but hadn’t been proven yet.  I drew a purple line between vampirekiss and vampirelove.  I started wondering if maybe mysticpoet was also the same person as those two, since mysticpoet had an IP address in Romania when posting on The Tiger’s Den, and someone going by that exact same username mentioned how cool it would be to visit Romania on The Flying Saucer.  I also had a feeling that studentwithdreams was a fourth username for that same person.  In other words vampirekiss = vampirelove = mysticpoet = studentwithdreams.  It made so much sense.  The discussion on cruise ships was started by studentwithdreams; then the very next comment is from vampirelove who specifically mentions Italy.  The conversation veers off onto the Twilight series because vampirelove mentioned that and people got all caught up with it.  Then mysticpoet brings the conversation back to Italy and specifically mentions Lake Como.  It was like the whole reason for starting a Discussion about cruises was to throw clues out there for newspaper reporters to figure out.  After all, we’d found Annie that way.  Maybe Misty or someone else who’s trying to help her knew that.  Everything looked so different through the focus of a decoder lens.  I just needed to ask Luke if a person going by the same username could have an IP address in two different countries.  If not, I needed to erase some of my purple lines. 
 
    When I was done, I showed everything to Kai.  Her first reaction was: “That looks like one of those multi-colored balls of wool where the color changes every few inches.” 
 
    I had no idea what she was talking about.  I looked at her blankly.  I was so tired. 
 
    She said, “For knitting.  Haven’t you ever seen anyone knit multi-colored sweaters with those kinds of balls of wool?” 
 
    I realized I didn’t know even one person who knits.  I said, “No…” 
 
    She said, “Look it up on the Internet.” 
 
    I typed in: “multi-colored balls of wool.”  The results all looked like different color balls of wool stuffed inside each other.  Kind of like the turducken of the wool industry. 
 
    Kai said, “Try ‘multi-colored threads of wool.’”  That worked.  We found one picture.  It was pretty.  I’d totally love a sweater made out of that. 
 
    But that didn’t seem like it had anything to do with solving crimes.  Oh, look, I’m wearing my crime-solving sweater.  Unless, of course, it had superpowers like Leotard Girl’s red tights. 
 
    I said, “So, you’re not impressed?” 
 
    Kai said, “Actually, it kinda reminds me of the way detectives work on crime shows, except they use a bulletin board.  They tack up pictures of suspects and victims and draw lines that show important connections between them, and they stick different color pins into places on a map related to the crime.  As people are cleared as suspects, their pictures are removed until, voilà, one suspect remains.” 
 
    I said, “Oh.  Thanks.  Can I show you the details, see what you think?” 
 
    Kai said, “Sure.  I need a break from homework, anyway.” 
 
    As I explained everything in the diagram, Kai became more and more serious.  Her eyebrows knitted together and her mouth tensed.  When I finished, she said, “I have an empath’s instincts.  And I’ve got chills.  I’m sure you’re onto something.” 
 
    I decided I should text everyone on our newspaper team.  I asked them if we could meet, the sooner the better, because I had something important I wanted to share.  Of course, practically everyone replied with: what’s that? … but there was no way I was going to explain it on my cell phone.  After seeing how quickly Luke had uncovered IP addresses, I felt all paranoid about someone tapping into my cell phone.  I just replied: its something i need 2 share in person. 
 
    We decided to meet the next day.  It was Sunday, so there wasn’t any school.  Everyone just assumed I wanted to meet at my house.  I replied: would be best if we had access 2 luke’s tech. can we meet at ur house, luke?  That was all very true.  I needed him to check IP addresses and work his tech voodoo on his computer. 
 
    He agreed.  And Lin and Moonjava offered to drive everyone over. 
 
    I looked up from my phone and said, “Kai, do you want to come with me to a meeting about everything happening on the forum?  Since you’re helping monitor the forums, you should meet everyone else and hear the information we discuss.” 
 
    She looked surprised, and maybe overwhelmed.  I realized she was still in mourning. 
 
    I said, “We really need your help, Kai.  Your empath skills could be extremely important in separating false leads from real ones.  Please…” 
 
    Kai agreed.  She wanted to help. 
 
    The next day, we all went over to Luke’s.  I thought back to our old team that had found Annie: just Kailee, George and me, with help from Gabriella and eventually the police.  This time, we had a much bigger team: Starshine, Violet Skye, Moonjava, Wolf Song, Luke, Jane, Mark, Gail, Felix, Lin and me at Hidden Lakes; and we had Kailee, George and Chloe from Central High.  Plus Kai was joining us and Gabriella was helping out.  Truth be told, we needed a much bigger team.  We were trying to rescue someone most likely taken to Romania.  Gabriella was contacting the police; but they could only do so much, as they don’t have jurisdiction in other countries. 
 
    When we got to Luke’s, his mom was outside watering a vegetable garden.  She had one patch of tomatoes and beans and leafy greens surrounded by wire and, outside of that, dry desert dirt and scrubby brush as far as the eye could see.  Along the house, rose bushes scrambled up the front wall of the main shack.  There were a couple of old trees bent by the wind.  Everything else was dirt.  I admired her determination in coaxing plants out of their seeds under those conditions.  You’d half expect them to just roll over and go back to sleep, telling her, “Ten more minutes.  Just ten more minutes.  Or better yet, wake me up when the rain starts.” 
 
    As we drove up, she put her hands over her eyes to shield them from the sun.  As soon as she realized who we were, she went back to tending her garden.  She turned once to say, “Go ahead on in.  Luke’s inside.  Make yourselves comfortable.” 
 
    My heart leapt into my throat at the idea of facing that barking dog without her intervention.  I fell to the back of our group.  Not that I was throwing my friends to the wolves, so to speak.  I just figured that whoever volunteered to go inside first probably had some idea what to do with dogs.  I’d probably just panic, the dog would smell fear and we’d all be in trouble. 
 
    Thankfully, my instincts were correct. 
 
    As we opened the door, the dog went nuts, flying into the front hallway and barking up a storm.  Apparently, to those who understood dog, he was all bark and no bite.  Wolf Song, Moonjava, Felix, Gail and Lin all went immediately into some kind of dog-baby-talk mode, saying things like, “Oh, who’s just the cutest dog in the whole world?” and “Who’s a good guard dog?”  Rusty responded enthusiastically, leaping up on everyone in a playful way, drooling and panting. 
 
    No thanks.  I headed down the hallway to Luke’s room.  Kai followed. 
 
    While everyone else played with Rusty, I opened up my laptop and showed Luke my diagram.  I explained to him the connections I was seeing. 
 
    He said, “Uh-huh … Uh-huh … Uh-huh,” then asked if I could send it to him.  He scribbled his email address on a piece of paper and said, “Just send it here.” 
 
    I sent it.  He got lost in his computer. 
 
    When everyone else came into the room, I introduced Kai to everyone who hadn’t met her and explained that she was homeschooled and helping monitor the forums while I was at school.  Everyone seemed happy to have her on board.  Next, I explained that I’d found some disturbing connections when I took a closer look at both The Tiger’s Den and The Flying Saucer. 
 
    Luke hit a button on a printer and handed out copies to everyone.  He said, “I’m pretty sure Shade is onto something.” 
 
    I asked him if he thought mysticpoet was the same person on both forums and, if so, could they be posting from both Italy and Romania. 
 
    He said, “Yes, absolutely.  Several ways.  Number one, people with computer savvy who are trying to hide something often go through IP addresses in a different country in order to hide their location.  Someone like Misty who’s been kidnapped and being held against her will wouldn’t have the means to do that, even if she knew how to do it.  Now, she could be getting help from someone else … but who?  Also, it’s very possible that she’s being taken to different countries to serve as a slave and somehow has access to the Internet.  It’s a mystery right now, but I bet there’s an explanation that would solve the whole thing.  Unfortunately, we probably won’t know that explanation until we find her.  But IP addresses are still a place to start.” 
 
    Luke turned away from his computer.  He looked at me with an intensity that focused all my attention on him and made me feel a bit intimidated.  He said, “Shade, I think we need to use you as bait.” 
 
    OK, seriously, I did not like the sound of that.  My mind screamed out: No way, no how!  Another part of my brain said: You want to find Misty, don’t you?  My mouth said, “What do you mean?” 
 
    Luke replied, “I think you should join the discussion, maybe on both forums.  I’d start with The Flying Saucer, since you’re an administrator there.” 
 
    I interrupted him.  It just slipped out.  “Actually, I’m kind of an administrator on both forums.  They never revoked my privileges at my old school…” 
 
    Luke sort of smiled.  He doesn’t really do smiles, but the corners of his lips went up enough for me to get the general impression of a smile.  He said, “Even better!  I think you should start by replying to mysticpoet on The Flying Saucer.  Leave a coded message.  I don’t know, maybe say you have a friend who went on vacation some place in Romania and you can’t wait for them to return home.  Say that you and everyone at school misses them.  Say that their parents took them on an extended vacation at the beginning of the school year and that’s the worst possible time for a teenager to be away from school.”  He thought for a moment, then added, “You have a username that just includes your real name plus Administrator, right?” 
 
    Luke seemed so calm, so sure of himself.  I felt like a nervous wreck.  I said, “Yeah, I have the username, Administrator Shade.  It’s the same on both forums, actually.  We basically modeled our school’s forum on my old one.” 
 
    Luke said, “Good.  Use that.  If mysticpoet is Misty trying to get someone from home to notice her, she’ll reply to you if she can.  You’ll probably get a Private Message from her.  Make sure you check those.” 
 
    I said, “I already wrote an open message on the forum about Misty having been kidnapped and taken to Romania, though.  I mean there’s already a message out there.” 
 
    Luke said, “Yeah, but that message was designed to catch the attention of the kidnapping ring.  Misty may be too frightened to act on that one.  If she’s sending a coded message and you reply in the same way, chances are she’ll feel safer and more like you’re actually on her side.” 
 
    I said, “That makes sense.  OK, I get it.” 
 
    When I turned around, everyone was staring at me.  They’d all been listening. 
 
    Luke addressed everyone else.  “Follow all of Shade’s interactions on the forum, OK?  Join in on her conversations with mysticpoet whenever it seems appropriate.  Don’t pile on, though.  We don’t want to scare off mysticpoet if they’re in a dangerous situation and trying to remain undercover.” 
 
    I said, “I can post a comment right now, if you’d like.” 
 
    Luke said, “Sure.”  Dressed all in black as he usually was, he reminded me of a monk.  My mind went off on a tangent as it usually does when I’m nervous and amped up on adrenalin.  I pictured him wearing a monk’s hood and dangling Rosary beads between his fingers.  That image reminded me of Kai swinging the blue amulet.  I vowed to keep the amulet with me at all times as we went through this dangerous rescue mission.  I shouldn’t have left it at home. 
 
    I said, “OK.  Give me time.”  Going off to the far side of the room, I leaned against Luke’s mattress and got into Word to create the message I’d post.  I tapped on keys, fumbled stuff a whole bunch of times, corrected mistakes, erased the whole thing, tried again.  Finally, I came up with this: 
 
    mysticpoet – I’d love to visit places in the Twilight series.  I actually have a friend who’s somewhere in Romania right now.  Her parents took her on vacation there.  I don’t think she’s too happy about it because it’s the beginning of the school year—not a great time to be out of school, right? 
 
    It was such a simple message, I couldn’t believe it took me half an hour to write it; but I actually wrote four messages, including a really long one that included a section on Twilight, that I erased before settling on the final post. 
 
    I emailed the message to everyone in the room.  They all liked it.  So, up it went onto The Flying Saucer. The words, Take me to your leader, popped into my head.  I was definitely nervous. 
 
    We waited about half an hour to see if I’d get a reply or a private message.  Nothing. 
 
    Luke finally said, “Well, it was worth a try.  It could take a while to get a response, especially if Misty’s being guarded.  We should all keep checking the forum.  Shade, why don’t you text us the minute you hear anything!  And we should all contact Shade and then the rest of the group if we see a reply before she does.  Kai, can you check both forums while we’re at school and let us know the minute you see anything?” 
 
    Kai seemed pleased to be included.  She said, “Sure.  Absolutely.” 
 
    On the ride back home, we all chatted a mile a minute about possible Discussion topics we could post with coded messages, as well as how many would be too many.  We didn’t want to scare Misty off if she was reaching out but afraid for her life. 
 
    When Kai and I got back to my place, I decided I should contact Gabriella.  First, I fished the amulet out of my jacket pocket and put it on. 
 
    Kai said, “That looks nice on you.  You should wear it more often.” 
 
    I pointed out how expensive-looking the gem was and said I planned to wear it under my shirt whenever I went outside to prevent getting mugged. 
 
    Kai said, “Well, yeah, there is that.  Smart choice.” 
 
    Holding on to the gem with one hand, I told Kai I was going to get in touch with Gabriella.  I explained exactly who Gabriella was and what role she’d played in solving the case of the missing girls and finding Annie. 
 
    Kai’s face lit up.  She said, “Oh, wow, an empath.  That’s probably how she works—empath intuition.  It’s like intuition on steroids.” 
 
    I’d never thought of it that way. 
 
    I called Gabriella.  Thank goodness, she answered right away.  She said, “Shade, I was just going to call you.  I had a feeling you needed to talk to me.” 
 
    I looked over at Kai.  She was lying down on the mattress, staring up at the ceiling. 
 
    I said, “Gabriella, I’d like to do a video chat, so I can show you some things on the Internet more easily while we talk.  Is that OK with you?” 
 
    Gabriella agreed.  When her image popped up onto the screen, I was flooded with warm memories of her house and how welcome she’d made us all feel. 
 
    Sitting in the huge living room chair that dwarfed her, she had a laptop resting on the arm.  Her crystal ball sat on its silver stand on the table next to her.  I could see the magnificent wooden mantle into which had been carved the faces of wizards with their awesomely crazy hats and the coffee table with its elaborate scenes of mythical creatures.  Before I could even say hi, her calico cat, Fury, jumped up onto her keyboard. 
 
    Gabriella laughed.  She said, “Excuse me a second.” 
 
    As she moved her laptop over to the coffee table, we gained a sweeping image of the living room.  Flickering candles threw light and shadow over the walls and floor and the ceiling made of polished logs.  I remembered feeling as though I’d entered a dimension slightly removed from our own when I’d been there. 
 
    Gabriella picked Fury up and moved her over to the couch.  Then she grabbed her laptop and returned to her chair as Fury began grooming her gorgeous calico fur.  She said, “Hello, Shade!  I’m so happy to see you!  How are you, my dear?” 
 
    I said, “Well, OK.  I’m living in a trailer park in Roswell now, but I’ve made some good friends—mostly at school, but also in the trailer park.  And I’ve managed to modernize the school newspaper and forum at my new school which has been awesome.  How are you doing?” 
 
    Gabriella said, “I’m doing OK.  Solving crimes and trying to behave myself.”  Wearing a bright orange dress, she had a neon-pink scarf imprinted with black skull bones tied around her gray hair.  She didn’t seem the type to behave herself. 
 
    I explained everything we’d uncovered in both forums.  I said, “Gabriella, can you take a close look at the forums and let me know what you think, especially when combined with the photos of that guy at the mall that you took to the police?” 
 
    She said, “Sure.  Can I have some time to study them and get back to you?” 
 
    I said, “Of course.” 
 
    Then Gabriella asked, “Who’s with you there?” 
 
    I felt bad that I hadn’t thought to introduce Kai.  I tried to make up for it by introducing her as my best friend from the trailer park.  Then I felt bad again.  I meant my best friend who lives in the trailer park; but I think it came out sounding more like I have another best friend, although Kai’s the best among my friends in the trailer park.  Since she’s the only friend I have in the trailer park, that wouldn’t be much of a compliment. 
 
    Kai didn’t seem to notice.  She took the laptop from me and said hello to Gabriella. 
 
    Never one for small talk, Gabriella inquired, “Has anyone ever read your aura, Kai?” 
 
    Kai replied, “No.  How does that work?” 
 
    Gabriella said, “All living things give off a magnetic energy field.  They’re different colors depending on the nature of the person—or other living thing—and psychics like me can see that.” 
 
    Kai said, “OK.” 
 
    Gabriella explained, “Your aura is silver and pink, but clouded by brown and there are strands of black in it.” 
 
    Kai tugged at the braids in her hair.  She said, “Is that bad?” 
 
    Man, Kai was so much like me.  Confronted with feedback that doesn’t sound super-positive and cheery, we always assume the worst. 
 
    Gabriella said, “Not entirely.  Silver is rare and incredible for an aura.  It means you’re gifted, intuitive, psychic.  Pink also means that you’re psychic and a healer.  Brown, however, implies that you’re confused or discouraged and black means something darker—maybe depression?” 
 
    Kai stared at Gabriella.  She said, “Yeah.  That’s pretty much me.  I’m an empath and a healer—I know that for sure.”  Kai looked over at me, as though looking for reassurance.  Then she added, “I think maybe I have the potential to become a shaman and I think there’s some huge challenge I’ll need to face.  I think I’m going to need to take down some horribly evil skinwalkers around here, or at least help with that.  One of them killed my mother at my aunt’s funeral, and my aunt was murdered by a different one.” 
 
    Kai looked away from the laptop screen.  She looked at the wall opposite the bed and blinked a whole bunch of times.  Tears flowed down her cheeks and she started to sob.  She said to Gabriella, “I’m sorry…” 
 
    Gabriella said, “Don’t be.  It’s totally appropriate to feel tremendous pain when we lose someone we love, especially if they’re taken from us suddenly, even worse if there’s violence involved.  And I know about skinwalkers and other evil shapeshifters.  I’ve had to deal with them in the past.  It is not a good thing.” 
 
    Kai wiped the tears from her face.  Whipping her head around to focus her attention on Gabriella, she said, “You’re familiar with skinwalkers?” 
 
    Gabriella said, “Yes.  They’re pure evil.  There are good shapeshifters in the world, however.  Things have a way of balancing out.  It’s important to keep that in mind.” 
 
    Kai said, “Oh, I know.  My mom and my aunt were both shapeshifters.” 
 
    Gabriella said, “They were?  Well, how wonderful.  Do you know if you’ve inherited any of that gift?” 
 
    Kai shook her head.  “No, I haven’t.  The whole time I was growing up, I wished I had.  I tried to make it happen, but it never worked.” 
 
    Gabriella said, “You should visit me sometime.  I could do a more thorough reading and see if you have a shapeshifter gene locked up somewhere in your DNA.” 
 
    Kai’s eyes lit up with wonder and hope. 
 
    Gabriella said, “Well, I should go study the forum posts and messages.  Let me get back to you girls when I’m done.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 17 
 
    We didn’t hear back from Gabriella until two weeks before Halloween.  We had the Halloween decorations up and running on The Flying Saucer forum.  We had held meetings at Felix’s and Luke’s houses and once at Lin’s to hammer out the details for our article on paranormal creatures.  Kai came to every meeting, which gave me a deep-down sense of happiness.  She felt more like a sister to me than just my best friend. 
 
    Lin’s house was crazy.  With six kids in the family and friends allowed to come over, there was a lot of noise.  The little kids were the worst at keeping quiet, no matter how many times Lin tried to shush them or their mom tried distracting them with toys.  Especially since some of those toys were noisy.  Oh my God, the toy piano and this toy you pushed with a stick that made beads pop up under a plastic dome.  I totally could not think. 
 
    Lin suggested we work in her bedroom.  That worked great for about half an hour; but she shared a room with one of her sisters, twelve-year-old Emily who decided she wanted to lie on her bed and listen to music.  Finally, Lin paid her $3 to leave us alone and we managed to get some stuff done. 
 
    Two weeks before Halloween, on a Saturday night, Gabriella called with amazing news.  She said that she totally agreed with my assessment of the clues on both forums.  She said that her reading of the photos taken by Piper Carney also gave her the feeling that the man in the photos was connected somehow to both Italy and Romania. 
 
    And she told us something else, something that rocked my world and gave me hope.  It did the same for Kai.  Gabriella said she knew people in Romania who might be able to get Misty and anyone else being held captive in that country out of there.  She said there was a clan of shapeshifters, mostly werewolves in their shifted form, who had helped her before.  The werewolves could stand guard and take down the kidnappers if it came to that, while other members of their clan could shapeshift into smaller creatures like mice, sneak into wherever Misty was being held captive and free her. 
 
    That was amazing news. 
 
    Gabriella said she’d work on it and get back to us. 
 
    In my free time, I planned my costume.  Leotard Girl seemed too young for me this year.  I felt like mentally and emotionally I’d aged a thousand years.  So, I don’t know, I just started thinking about what felt more like me.  I finally decided on a faerie costume.  I gave it a great deal of thought.  Now that I knew a whole lot of mythical creatures were real, I kind of wanted to dress like one.  I thought about dressing like a shapeshifter—maybe wearing an animal costume that opened in the front to show me wearing normal human clothes underneath—but I didn’t want to upset Kai by reminding her of her shapeshifter mom and aunt.  I remembered the Lady with the Butterfly Cloak on which thousands of wings appeared to flutter every time she moved.  I also remembered the tiny twinkling angels whose wings appeared to flap on Gabriella’s front door last Christmas.  I thought maybe I could create my own cloak with butterflies or faeries and pretend it was a faerie cloak; but then again, Kai probably didn’t want to be reminded of anything worn at the funeral. 
 
    I decided I’d wear the traditional faerie costume: some kind of outfit involving tights and massive gauzy-glittery wings. 
 
    Kai and I went shopping for costumes together.  We went to a shop in town rather than one inside Roswell, as most of the selection there would undoubtedly be aliens from outer space … sold and purchased by people wearing tinfoil hats. 
 
    The place was a megastore: huge and totally ready for Halloween.  Spiderwebs and ghosts covered the front windows.  When we opened the door, rather than chimes announcing us, there was an evil cackle from a witch.  I thought about Mrs. Morgan.  She was part blood witch, but she was actually very nice.  Her other part, hedge witch, was hardly scary at all.  It allowed her to grow plants.  Although she found that the secret ingredient of blood made them grow better.  It suddenly dawned on me: how much blood was involved and other than pricking her finger on rose thorns, where exactly did it come from? 
 
    A salesclerk approached us almost immediately.  Dressed in the traditional witch costume—black pointy hat, black dress, striped tights, black shoes—she smiled and asked if she could help us.  I wanted to ask what kind of witch she was.  Slipping any blood into your spells lately to make people shell out their hard-earned cash for cheesy polyester spiderwebs and pointed witch hats?  I bit my tongue.  Kai said, “No, thanks.  We just want to look around.” 
 
    The salesclerk said, “We’re having a special on witches’ hats right now.”  She touched the brim of her hat and kind of curtseyed.  “I got mine.” 
 
    Seriously, you’re not appearing before the Queen.  You’re just selling Halloween paraphernalia.  I was not a gracious customer.  I just said, “Nice.  Thanks.” 
 
    She looked disappointed by my lack of enthusiasm. 
 
    Something had happened to me.  I used to love Halloween.  Going to Haunted Houses on Halloween—with Annie and before that, with Mary Jane in my previous town—used to be one of my favorite things to do.  Now that I’d entered the realm of Halloween fakery, I realized how much it paled in comparison to the real paranormal world. 
 
    Kai still seemed to enjoy the theatrics of it.  She tried on masks, pushed buttons to hear the scary sounds, sifted through bins of spiders and snakes and greasy bugs and held up costumes in serious consideration.  Finally, she settled on a Sally costume from The Nightmare Before Christmas. 
 
    I asked, “Why that one, Kai?  That seems like such a random choice.” 
 
    She said, “No, not really.  I feel like her lately: a ragdoll with all the life knocked out of me.  And, right now, at the beginning of three months of holidays, it really does feel like the nightmare before Christmas.  I’m going to miss my mom and aunt so much.” 
 
    I thought maybe she was going to cry, but she looked too tired or too drained or something to work up the energy.  I gave her a hug and said, “I’m so sorry, Kai.  Well, you’ll look good as Sally.  Her patchwork dress is cool.” 
 
    I started looking through costumes.  Maybe I didn’t want to do paranormal after all.  Maybe that would remind Kai of her family and make her sad.  I decided to go with a Pink Ranger costume from Power Rangers Mystic Force, one of my favorite TV shows growing up.  A little bit of nostalgia never hurt anyone.  Magical sword!  Mystic Force!  Hee-Yahh! 
 
    Kai approved.  It actually made her laugh.  She said, “Oh my God, I seriously loved that show!  I totally wanted to be the Pink Ranger when I grew up.” 
 
    I looked at the price tag.  I said, “Well, for only $45.45, you can still make that dream come true!” 
 
    Kai laughed.  “Well, if I can have her Mystic Lion Staff to cast a Whirlwind spell, it’s a deal.” 
 
    I smiled.  “There might be an extra charge for that.” 
 
    Kai laughed again.  It turned out our shopping trip was good for her. 
 
    In a festive mood, we bought a bunch of gummy worms and chocolate skull candies at the register.  I shoved a skull in my mouth on our way out of the store.  It reminded me of another reason why I loved Halloween.  Candy! 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 18 
 
    On Halloween night, Kai and I got all dressed up in our outfits: Nightmare Before Christmas Sally and the Mystic Force Pink Ranger.  We were quite a pair. 
 
    I slipped the amulet under my bright pink top.  I pretty much wore that everywhere now.  Magical amulet!  Ghostly force!  Hee-Yahh! 
 
    This Halloween started out so much better than last year’s.  Instead of fighting with me to stay home and give out candy, my mom offered to give out the candy and make dinner.  It was awesome! 
 
    I knew this was the last year I could ever go trick-or-treating.  Next year, I’d be a high school graduate, probably in college.  I wanted to make the most of Halloween and totally enjoy myself. 
 
    Kai and I sat down to dinner.  My mom had made meatloaf, mashed potatoes and gravy and green beans on the side.  It was delicious.  She took an interest in the outfits we planned to wear.  She commented this would be a great night to watch The Nightmare Before Christmas while she gave out candy. 
 
    When I had broken the dam in my mashed potatoes and let the gravy out—sometimes I think a part of me will be a little kid forever, never growing up—I heard crying. 
 
    I asked Kai and my mom, “Do you hear crying?” 
 
    They both said no. 
 
    Kai looked at me for a few seconds, as though trying to figure out what I was experiencing, how concerned she should be. 
 
    I got up and checked outside.  Nothing.  There were some kids playing, running around and shrieking.  I chalked it up to that. 
 
    As Kai and I were getting into our costumes, I heard the crying again.  It had ramped up into a kind of wailing. 
 
    I asked Kai if she heard the crying this time.  She said, “No.  But I feel something.  I think we’re going to have to go rescue a ghost tonight.  It feels that way.  I don’t have enough intuition yet about where we’ll actually need to go.” 
 
    I put on my white pants and pink top, fastened my gold belt and pink cape and pulled on my shiny pink boots.  The sound of crying returned, but intermittently.  Sometimes it was wailing, sometimes just soft and barely audible, and at times it was completely gone, everything quiet. 
 
    Once again, Kai said she only had a vague sense of foreboding.  She suggested we start trick-or-treating and see what happens. 
 
    As we stepped outside, a bunch of boys dressed up in Ninja, Superman, Link and Pokémon costumes practically knocked us over running up to the front door.  Pokémon was a Pikachu with a lightning-bolt tail.  The little boy kept yelling, “Peeka!  Peeeka!  Peeeeka!”  Ninja told him to shut up or he was taking him home.  Moving his shield to the other hand in order to ring the doorbell, Link said, “I don’t know why your mom made us bring him, anyway.”  Pikachu commented by saying, “Peeeeka!” 
 
    My mom came to the door really friendly.  She said how great they all looked. She let the youngest pick his own candy out of the metal bowl she’d filled with Snickers, Gummy Worms, Hershey bars and all kinds of Reese’s chocolates.  According to a sudden burst of outrage from Superman, Pikachu picked out four pieces, whereas the older boys got only one.  Way to go, Pikachu!  The older boys were mean. 
 
    Kai and I waved goodbye to my mom, then headed out into the magical night in search of candy.  The moon was dark, invisible.  The side that reflected sunlight had turned away from Earth.  Faces of jack-o’-lanterns flickered eerily on front steps throughout the darkened trailer park.  As the wind picked up, tumbleweeds and trash went skittering across the street in front of us, whispering stories we couldn’t understand. 
 
    The trailer that earlier had had a flag in its front yard with the announcement Happy Fall! and pictures of brightly colored leaves and pumpkins now looked appropriately grim.  Silky spiderwebs so large the spider would have to be the size of a dog had been draped over trees and cacti.  A new flag had the picture of a witch with warts on her nose and the words: Trespassers, Beware!  All kinds of spooky pictures hung in the windows.  Orange and purple lights were strung like Christmas strands across the front of the house. 
 
    Kai said, “Oh, wow, let’s go there!  I bet they have good candy!” 
 
    I heartily agreed.  I felt like a little kid as we ran across the front yard to beat out a group of kids two houses down. 
 
    We rang the doorbell.  The woman who came to the door was in costume, wearing the traditional witch’s black dress with a pointed black hat.  She had gone to the trouble of painting her face green and wearing spider earrings.  That much motivation boded well for the type of candy she’d be giving out. 
 
    Sure enough, she gave each of us a full-sized Hershey bar.  On Halloween night, that’s like finding someone giving out bars of gold.  Most people give out itty-bitty candy bars that come 30 or more to a bag and cost a fraction of the price.  My mom was being really generous this year and, still, she pointed out to me that she couldn’t afford to hand out full-sized bars. 
 
    As we were walking away, Kai pointed out that Halloween night had started off on an awfully good note. 
 
    At the house next door, more pinwheels had been added to their collection—orange ones and black ones, flimsier and temporary.  Lining the path to the front door were orange bags holding flickering candles and decorated with black silhouettes.  The gnomes hiding behind trees and cactus plants took on a menacing look.  Kai and I giggled with glee as we rang the doorbell.  To our wonderful surprise, another woman dressed in costume—this time, white rags wrapped around her mummy-style—answered the door.  Although she wasn’t giving out full-size candy bars, she threw a bunch of the smaller ones in our bags.  That was just as good, especially since I noticed a Resse’s peanut butter cup sailing into Kai’s bag. 
 
    Most of the other houses had minimal decorations, a lone carved pumpkin or that and some cardboard cutouts. 
 
    As we wandered through our neighborhood, knocking on doors and stopping to chat with kids we knew, I kept hearing the sound of crying.  It was distant and somewhat muted, but it was definitely there.  I hoped to God it would stay that way, that I could just enjoy all the fake ghosts and cardboard witches before having to go in search of a real ghost. 
 
    As we stood in front of a house with nothing but dirt in its yard—and I mean nothing: no grass, no stones, no cacti, no decorations, nothing at all—debating about whether or not we should bother knocking, Kai grabbed my arm.  She said, “Have you been hearing crying all night, Shade?” 
 
    Reluctantly, I nodded my head yes. 
 
    Kai said, “I’ve been sensing a spirit in trouble.  That feeling suddenly got much more intense.” 
 
    I hadn’t wanted to say anything to her in case it stopped, but the crying had become way louder right before we reached the house of dirt. 
 
    I asked, “Do you have any idea where it’s coming from?” 
 
    Kai said, “Yeah.  Out at Bottomless Lakes Park…”  I couldn’t see her face clearly in the dark moonless night, but her shoulders had clearly slumped. 
 
    I said, “Oh, wow, Kai, are you ready to go out there?” 
 
    Kai said, “I’m going to have to face all of this sooner or later.  My mom and aunt died horrible deaths, but I can’t stop helping others because I’m terrified of visiting the places where they were murdered.” 
 
    I knew the feeling.  It took me way too long to reach out to Annie because of how upset and guilty I’d felt over her kidnapping. 
 
    I put my arm around Kai.  “We’ll get through this together.”  I smiled at her.  “Let’s go drop our candy off at my house.” 
 
    Once again, I felt too old for my biological age, as we trudged through the crowd of laughing kids with nothing more on their minds than how to get the most out of Halloween night.  For Kai and me, Halloween night had been infiltrated by real ghosts and monsters, rather than the fun cardboard and plastic kinds.  The flickering jack-o’-lantern faces didn’t even seem eerie anymore. 
 
    When we reached my house, my mom was still handing out candy.  A group of teenagers were goofing around with each other while they waited for the younger kids in front of them to finish up.  I always hated those types.  They hadn’t put any effort at all into Halloween.  They just wanted the candy.  One girl’s only attempt at a costume was a black sweatshirt with an orange pumpkin on the front.  One of the guys had on a T-shirt for World of Warcraft.  Seriously?  You couldn’t even make a costume?  Just a T-shirt?  Another girl had just stuck a headband with orange pumpkins bopping around on metal springs on top of her head. 
 
    Kai and I went around them to get inside. 
 
    We decided to take a short break.  Sitting down at the kitchen table, we ripped open a few of our favorite chocolate candies and downed them with glasses of milk. 
 
    When my mom came back inside, I told her we were going out for a little while.  I told another of my white lies and said we’d been invited over to a friend’s.  I couldn’t fathom how I’d ever tell her the truth about me being a ghost whisperer. 
 
    She was about to reply when the doorbell rang. 
 
    Kai and I quickly jumped up and headed off for Bottomless Lakes. 
 
    In our hurry, we’d forgotten to change out of our costumes.  So apparently, it was going to be the Pink Power Ranger and Nightmare-Before-Christmas Sally to the rescue. 
 
    As we made our way through the crowd of trick-or-treaters to answer the call to help a lost spirit, it really sank in that this was the final year of my childhood, the last year in which I would ever go trick-or-treating.  Next year, would be college.  It sucked that this was the way I’d be spending Halloween. 
 
    A few of the houses had turned off their lights.  That meant either they were out of candy or they were simply done for the night.  Well, at least we’d gone out trick-or-treating early. 
 
    After making our way through witches, ghosts, superheroes, Ninjas, mummies, Pokémon, outer space aliens (of course) and a bunch of other characters, we reached Kai’s truck.  We hopped in and headed off to Bottomless Lakes Park. 
 
    Away from the glimmering jack-o’-lanterns and Halloween bags holding burning candles, the night was exceptionally dark.  Until we reached the main road with streetlamps, the headlights on Kai’s truck were the only thing illuminating our way. 
 
    The crying kept getting louder.  I thought I’d go insane.  I asked Kai to put the radio on as loud as she could and still hear car horns. 
 
    She asked if I wanted to hear a recorded talk or music. 
 
    I said, “I don’t care, Kai.  Anything.  I just need to quiet the crying inside my skull or I’m going to lose it.” 
 
    She said, “No problem.  I get it.”  She put on some heavy metal music.  Not my usual cup of tea, but it did the trick. 
 
    Rocking to music about death and dying, we finally arrived at Bottomless Lakes Park.  The crying became real.  It was definitely there.  It pulled me in, made me feel empathy and an urgency to help. 
 
    Kai reached into the back of her truck and grabbed two flashlights and a thick beach towel.  She handed me one of the flashlights and clicked the other one on.  She commented, “Jeez, it’s dark out here.” 
 
    I listened for sounds.  Nothing other than crying.  I led the way, following the wailing like one would follow string to find their way out of a cave. 
 
    It led us to the lake where Kai’s aunt had been murdered by the boyfriend of Kai’s mom, where the cougar had killed Kai’s Aunt Doli in her cat form. 
 
    I said, “It’s the little boy, isn’t it?” 
 
    Kai said, “I’m pretty sure it is.  I’ve been sensing that our whole drive here.” 
 
    Sitting down on the bank, I glanced up at the pitch-black sky.  Stars twinkled like embers against charcoal.  As I swung my flashlight beam across the rippled water, I felt the desert breezes stirring.  It was going to be chilly when I emerged from that water. 
 
    Taking off my pink cape and boots, I readied myself for the shock of frigid water.  I said, “OK, Kai.  I’m going in.” 
 
    Diving forward, I used my arms to propel me down to where I’d last seen the Navajo boy.  As I got closer, I once again discovered his glowing face.  It was a light guiding me to him. 
 
    His brown hair still floated around his head like a halo.  Opening his mouth, he seemed more determined than ever to communicate with me.  His mouth had been cleared of weeds, no discoloration of his face from choking this time.  His message was longer.  He said, “I’m lost.  Please help me!  I was murdered by some kids at my school.  I was here getting ready to go swimming with my friends when they came along and said this place was theirs.  One of the bigger kids pushed me into the water and I hit my head on a rock.  I heard them all screaming and running around.  But it was too late.  One of my friends jumped in, but they couldn’t see me.  I never moved on anywhere, though.  I’m just here…” 
 
    I reached out a hand to touch his face.  I tried not to react visibly.  He felt slimy.  Some of his skin sloughed off from my touch. 
 
    I experienced my normal reaction to horrifying, disgusting things.  Nausea swam in my stomach like a nest of snakes.  I tried to keep my face void of all expression other than concern, to keep from making the ghost boy feel rejected by my sense of horror at his condition. 
 
    As I touched his cheek with my fingertips, I said, “There, there, it will be OK.  I’m here to help.”  I expected my message to come out only as wordless bubbles, but it wasn’t that way at all.  My message was loud and clear, magnified by the cold rock walls around us. 
 
    He returned to sobbing. 
 
    I said, “I know how to help you…” 
 
    He stopped crying and waited, his eyes wide and shiny in the light surrounding him. 
 
    I said, “I think you just need a promise from me that I’ll report your murder.  You should be free to move on into the afterlife after that.  Who was it that pushed you into the water?” 
 
    The boy looked around, studying the walls or the debris floating in the water or something.  He avoided looking at me.  Seriously, was he afraid of being a tattletale even in death?  I broached the subject with him.  “You don’t want to tell me?” 
 
    He said, “Yeah.  I’m afraid he’ll go after my little brothers if I do.” 
 
    I said, “How would they ever know it was you who reported them?  They killed you.  They’d never suspect you were able to report them.  Ghost stories are never believed.” 
 
    He started sobbing again.  Mashing his fists into his eyes, he loosened more skin.  Finally, he blurted out, “Jason Huffman!” 
 
    Huffman?  Was this another kid in Bobby Huffman’s family?  It certainly made sense.  The guy claiming to be Bobby’s uncle was certainly intimidating and weird. 
 
    I said, “Can you tell me anything else about him?  Maybe his school and grade, so the police can find him?” 
 
    He tugged at his hair.  A clump came out and floated around in front of his eyes.  Batting it away, he said, “He’s homeschooled, but he lives two houses down from a playground.  He’s sixteen years old.  He has brown hair and brown eyes.  Please report him.  I want to be free of this prison I’m in.” 
 
    I said, “Sure.  I can do that.  What’s your name?  The police will need that.” 
 
    He said, “Sam Nakei.  I live with my dad … I mean, I lived with my dad … in an apartment upstairs from Sam’s Comics.  My dad’s name is Sam, too, and he owns the store.”  I thought he was going to cry again when he made the correction to lived.  He obviously only half-believed he was dead. 
 
    Then he vanished.  Just like last time, the light that had been coming from him disappeared, leaving me in suffocating darkness.  I swam up to the surface, feeling freaked out by everything that bumped into me: sticks and leaves and slithering things. 
 
    When I burst through the surface, I drank in the dry desert air. 
 
    Kai reached out her hand and pulled me up onto land.  She wrapped the beach towel around my shivering body. 
 
    Clutching the towel around my shoulders, I shared everything the little boy had told me.  As I finished, I noticed the dark shape of a woman at the top of the cliff wall suddenly turn and disappear from view.  The twirling motion of her long skirt had caught my eye.  I mentioned this to Kai.  She said, “It might be a living woman.  It might be a ghost.  It’s entirely possible it’s a deceased relative of the boy watching over him, making sure his case gets reported to the police.” 
 
    We debated how to report the murder to the police.  I did not want to do it.  I’d grown allergic to fame.  I did much better without it.  Kai liked the attention, but she worried the police might start wondering how she knew so much about homicide victims. 
 
    In the end, we decided to sleep on it.  The boy had been dead for a while.  It would no doubt bring resolution to his family to know what had happened to him, but then again it would crush all hope that he might still be alive.  As far as the boy himself went, we weren’t sure what time felt like in the afterlife.  We just hoped that each day we delayed didn’t feel like an eternity to him.  We needed time to think. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 19 
 
    When we walked in the front door, my mom jumped up from the couch where she’d been watching TV.  She looked horrified.  She said, “Oh my God, Shade!  What happened to you?” 
 
    I tried brushing off her concerns.  “Nothing much.  I got pushed into a pool at a kid’s house.” 
 
    She said, “A pool?  What kind of pool?  You’re covered in mud!”  She stood up and walked over to me.  Covering her nose and mouth with her hand, she added, “And you stink!  It smells like you fell into a cesspool!” 
 
    Kai thought quickly.  She was getting as good at fabricating white lies as I was.  “I told her she stinks, but she didn’t believe me.  That pool was disgusting!  It looked like no one’s used it for years.  It was all green and slimy…” 
 
    Furrows formed in my mom’s forehead.  She said, “You need to take a shower right away.  You don’t want to get an infection or some kind of nasty skin rash.  Maybe I should make an appointment with a doctor…” 
 
    I said, “Let’s just see if I have a problem.  I’m sure I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Locking myself in the bathroom, I peeled off my costume.  Turning on the shower to drown out the sound, I let myself break down and cry.  Seeing my Pink Ranger costume totally destroyed told me my childhood was definitely over.  It was the perfect symbol.  On the kids’ show, the Power Rangers fought the Hidiacs, Styxoids and Koragg—all at the same time—without a single tear in their costumes.  Even their hair looked great.  It was childhood fantasy, how we wished things worked. 
 
    I looked in the mirror.  My hair was plastered with mud.  Weirdly, the amulet was still sparkling clean.  Not a drop of mud on it, not even dirty water stains or discoloration.  I unclasped it and laid it carefully on a shelf in the towel cabinet. 
 
    Pulling off my underpants and dropping them on the floor, I felt horrified to realize they were coated with mud.  Sitting on the toilet seat, I put my head in my hands and wept. 
 
    Then I climbed into the shower to wash everything away: the mud, the stench, my horror over the way a sweet little boy like Sam Nakei, a kid who grew up in a fantastical comic book world, had been murdered. 
 
    Welcome to the real world, Shade. 
 
    After I’d washed myself a bazillion times with deodorant soap and scrubbed my hair at least as many times with dandruff shampoo, I stepped out of the shower.  The bathroom had been transformed into a tropical jungle—warm misty fog covering up the source of something that smelled boggy and in the process of decomposing: my Pink Ranger suit and underwear. 
 
    I dried myself off and ran a brush through my hair.  Wrapping a clean towel around me—I sincerely wished we could afford a thick fluffy towel, I needed one so badly for comfort just then; but I settled instead for our least threadbare one—I ran barefoot into my room, clutching the amulet tightly in my hand.  I found Kai sitting on my bed and asked if I could have a minute alone. 
 
    I threw on some comfort clothes: an old purple sweat suit with a unicorn on the front of the shirt.  I really did own a lot of hopeful relics from my childhood.  The only thing that would make it more delusional is if the unicorn was farting rainbows out of its butt.  I was in such a bad mood, I had half a mind to paint one in with colored markers. 
 
    Placing the amulet around my neck and letting it slip down under my shirt, I opened the door to my room. 
 
    Kai came in a few minutes later.  She said, “Hey, I’ve been checking The Flying Saucer.  There’s a comment on your Twilight post from mysticpoet.” 
 
    Oh my God!  Oh my God!  Oh my God! 
 
    Kai offered me her cell phone, but my eyes were too bleary from the brackish lake water to read words that tiny.  I wanted to make sure I saw and understood everything correctly. 
 
    I popped open my laptop.  I hurried over to the forum as fast as my trembling hands would let me.  With shaking fingers, I kept hitting the wrong keys.  Finally, I was in.  I skimmed the topics until I found World Cruises and Other Boats, originally posted by studentwithdreams who we were thinking was the same person as mysticpoet.  I ran my fingers down through more than 100 comments … Oh, come on, come on, where is it? … until I finally found the one left earlier by mysticpoet: 
 
    I’d love to go to Italy.  There’s a place in Italy where famous people including George Clooney, Angelina Jolie and Brad Pitt go for vacation: Lake Como.  Google images for it.  It’s gorgeous there!  It could be just part of a trip, actually.  You could take a cruise to France, then travel by train to Lake Como, then go anywhere else you’d like.  You could even go by train all the way to Romania where the Romanian coven in Breaking Dawn is from.  How cool would that be? 
 
    I found my reply: 
 
    mysticpoet – I’d love to visit places in the Twilight series.  I actually have a friend who’s somewhere in Romania right now.  Her parents took her on vacation there.  I don’t think she’s too happy about it because it’s the beginning of the school year – not a great time to be out of school, right? 
 
    And three hours ago, mysticpoet had finally replied!  The comment said: 
 
    Shade, I’m going to PM you.  I have an awesome picture of Lake Como that I found on the Internet.  It made me all *misty* just picturing Angelina Jolie and Brad Pitt there together.  How dreamily romantic! 
 
    Jesus!  My fingers kept trembling as I put in my password to look at my private messages.  When I got in there, there was only a very cryptic message.  It said: 
 
    Here’s the picture of Lake Como I told you about, the one that makes me feel *Misty* every time I think about Angelina Jolie and Brad Pitt staying there.  And check out the beautiful door on the house across the lake, the blue one with the black metal handles.  I hope you get to visit here someday! 
 
    Wow … The word *Misty* totally leapt out at me.  I felt like some of Luke’s analytical ability had finally rubbed off on me.  I was thinking like a sleuth.  The person going by mysticpoet had capitalized the word Misty, so that it looked like a name now, but they still placed it between stars like people do when mentioning emotions online.  It worked.  It practically jumped off the page and grabbed me by the eyes.  Misty!  Misty!  Misty!  Who cares about Angelina and Brad now?  Misty was probably at Lake Como … and, oh my God! … probably in the house with the blue door! 
 
    I tried explaining everything to Kai; but my voice shook so badly, I ended up pointing to Misty’s private message and explaining the connections I saw in statements that sounded more like grunts than anything coherent. 
 
    Kai got it.  She said, “Call Luke!  Call Luke!”  Pacing around the room, she changed her mind in seconds. “No, better yet, ask him to call a meeting.  Everyone should hear about this.  We might need to act quickly.” 
 
    I texted Luke.  He replied: come on over. 
 
    It was really late by then.  My mom had gone to bed, so we tried sneaking out.  She obviously wasn’t asleep because she came out of her bedroom the minute we opened the front door.  She yelled, “Shade!” in a tone of voice like I was leaving forever and she’d never see me again.  At that moment, I wasn’t sure what felt worse: having her not care about whatever I did or wherever I went, or her worrying about me and hovering over me when I had important things to do that I wasn’t ready to share with her. 
 
    I tried to be as insistent about going out as I possibly could.  Pulling another white lie out of my weapons cache, I spoke quickly and desperately.  “Mom, I just realized I have a really important homework project that’s due tomorrow!  Our group’s getting together now.  I gotta go…” 
 
    She stood there at her bedroom door, watching us leave.  This mother thing, her mom role, was as new to her as my daughter role was to me.  She didn’t seem to know what to do. 
 
    I wished I could explain where I was going, but I really couldn’t. 
 
    Kai and I ran to her truck.  The night was still incredibly dark, the jack-o’-lanterns and electric lights having been snuffed out long ago. 
 
    At Luke’s place, it was so dark, it felt like being inside a cave.  With the absence of starlight, the pitch-black sky could have been the roof covered in sleeping bats. 
 
    Kai grabbed a flashlight.  We used it to guide our way, so we wouldn’t trip over anything.  Most of the lights in Luke’s house were off.  The curtains in his room were lit and a lightbulb sputtered in a holder next to the front door, the only illumination puncturing the dark. 
 
    I nearly jumped out of my skin as the howl of a coyote broke the silence.  Whether he was answering the call of his wild cousin or the sound of our footsteps, Luke’s dog started barking and growling. 
 
    My life.  Seriously, sometimes I just felt like shoot me, shoot me now.  My level of anxiety ratcheted up to barely tolerable.  And then in that moment, I felt deeply ashamed of myself.  Misty was probably somewhere in Romania having horrible things done to her, alone and afraid, desperately trying to communicate her predicament to us with vague clues on a forum.  I could handle the dark and the sounds of coyotes and growling dogs.  I could do this. 
 
    Luke came to the door.  He said his mom was asleep, so we should be quiet.  When we went inside, I heard a dog whimpering and scratching at an inside door.  As we headed toward Luke’s room, Rocky gave up trying to get out.  The house went deadly silent. 
 
    Once everyone arrived and Luke closed the door to his bedroom, we got down to business. 
 
    I showed everyone the new forum post.  I said, “I wanted to show you this in person.  I’m kind of getting paranoid, I think, after seeing how easily Luke could figure out an IP address and all.  I got scared that if the kidnappers hacked into my computer or cell phone and saw me emailing or messaging you about what I think is a post from Misty, they might move her or kill her.” 
 
    Luke put a hand up, as if to dismiss what I was saying.  He said, “I doubt the kidnappers are tech savvy.  More likely, they’re thugs without a whole lot of computer skill.  Which, by the way, is helpful.  Misty or someone acting on her behalf may have been able to post in the forums simply because no one’s spying on their online activity.  How they’re doing this … if it’s really them … I have no idea.  Maybe Misty still has her cell phone.  How she’s charging it, I don’t know.  Also, you’d think her parents would have any of her cell phone activity tracked as part of her rescue.  Maybe she’s sneaking onto someone else’s computer … maybe a bunch of different people’s computers.” 
 
    Standing up and addressing the room, I said, “Something important to realize about Misty’s parents is they basically don’t give a crap.  They’re so tied up in their own issues, it’s doubtful they’re doing much at all to find her.”  I had trouble controlling the anger in my voice.  “You want to know what her dad said when a bunch of us went over to her house to see if we could find anything in her bedroom that might suggest what happened to her?  He called her a tramp.  When we asked if he was her dad when he first came to the door, he said, and I quote, ‘ that’s what her whore of a mother told me,’ you know implying he wasn’t sure he was actually her father. He then said they only reported Misty missing because the ol’ lady, meaning Misty’s mom, insisted they do that.  He thought it’s more likely she ran off with a boyfriend!  He’s a horrible person.  I doubt very much that her parents are actually checking her activity online.” 
 
    With a serious expression on her face, Gail said, “It’s a real shame; but if her parents aren’t motivated enough to leave no stone unturned in looking for her, the police probably aren’t monitoring her online activity either.  Especially in the case of someone who may have been taken overseas.  That’s out of the jurisdiction of local police … or even state police, for that matter.” 
 
    Felix said, “That’s a really good point.  Who would be responsible?” 
 
    Gail opened her laptop.  She said, “Don’t mind my cynicism, but I’m betting there’s some inefficient system in place for your average person who gets kidnapped where the buck’s passed on from one agency to another until it’s practically impossible to find them.” 
 
    Putting her head down to research the situation on her computer, she read bits of what she was finding out loud.  “OK, here we go … From the State Department website … If your child’s abducted and taken overseas, you can speak to a country officer in the Office of Children’s Issues at the U.S. Department of State.  Jesus, you can call from 8:15 AM to 5:00 PM.  What if you get information about where your kid might have been taken to at 5:30 PM?  Oh, you can also email them.  I wonder how speedy they are at getting back to you.  OK … The State Department can provide you with information about various resources … They can provide a list of attorneys in the country where your child is located.”  Gail looked up with bewilderment in her eyes now shiny with tears.  “Jesus…”  She grasped her fiery red hair with both hands, as though getting ready to either make ponytails or pull it all out.  “OK … Let’s look up INTERPOL, the International Police Organization.  Well, it says INTERPOL can assist the police in countries where someone was kidnapped.  They don’t actually make any arrests themselves.” 
 
    Felix interrupted.  “It sounds to me like kidnappers have a lot of time to stay ahead of the authorities, doesn’t it?” 
 
    I thought that was the perfect opening to remind everyone about Gabriella.  I felt strongly that she was our best option for rescuing Misty.  I explained how helpful she could be without saying anything about werewolves or shapeshifters.  I emphasized how closely she works with the police, implying that she’d be working with the authorities rather than calling on a bunch of werewolves and people in animal form.  I also emphasized that she’s an adult.  I said, “From what Gail just told us, it looks like both the police and the State Department have limited options for rescuing people taken to other countries after being kidnapped.  Gabriella might be able to work with INTERPOL and police overseas.  She’s gained a lot of respect from the local police in my old hometown.  She has visions about crimes and a lot of the time she’s absolutely correct.  She’s had a vision about Misty’s location that totally matches the Lake Como area.  We should give her a chance, see what she can do.”  Everyone considered this in silence.  I added, “It would be good to have an adult with experience in solving crimes helping us to find Misty.  I mean, how are we really going to help with the rescue, with our school commitments and all?  Sure, Luke here is brilliant in decoding forum posts and locating IP addresses—so are all of you with tech skills; but we can’t exactly skip weeks of classes to go overseas to solve a crime.  I worked with Gabriella to find my best friend Annie who was kidnapped by the same bastards who took Misty and I’d like to do that again to find Misty and bring her home.” 
 
    Lin said, “Let’s take a vote.  Show of hands: who wants to have the psychic Gabriella help us rather than going to the police or the State Department or INTERPOL or any other official agency for help?” 
 
    It was unanimous.  Everyone raised their hand.  Oh, thank God.  I felt such a sense of relief.  Bring on the werewolves.  No sooner had I expressed that thought to myself than I started worrying that the werewolves might hurt Misty or scare her half to death.  I’d just have to trust that Gabriella knew what she was doing. 
 
    I asked everyone to stay while I answered the cryptic private message.  We all agreed I shouldn’t say anything that would hurt Misty if her captives read my response, but that I should send something hopeful.  I just wrote, “I’ll add Lake Como to my travel plans.  I’m totally interested in going there.  George Clooney, here I come.”  It was vague; but if Misty had written the original message and figured I was on to her, she might conclude that I was sending help.  I certainly hoped so.  After everyone approved the message, I clicked the Submit button. 
 
    The drive home across the darkened landscape seemed longer than usual.  Kai and I were mostly quiet. 
 
    After parking the jeep in the trailer lot, we walked in silence through our neighborhood.  Every sound was magnified in the still of the night: flag ropes banging against poles, pinwheels turning, cats and most likely a few coyotes rummaging through metal trash cans. 
 
    When we got back inside, my mom was still up.  She said, “I waited up for you.  It was awfully late to be going out.  Here, wait a second…”  She went into the hallway.  I heard the dryer door slam.  Returning with my Pink Ranger outfit, she said, “I managed to get this clean.  I washed it, turned it inside out and washed it again.  The trick with this kind of thing is to wash it before the stains set.”  Walking into the living room, she picked up my pink boots.  Although they weren’t quite as shiny as they’d been, they looked clean.  She said, “These were a much bigger challenge.  I hosed them down outside, then used a bunch of Clorox wipes to disinfect them.  They don’t exactly look new, but they’re wearable again.” 
 
    I felt so overwhelmed by emotion and relief and thankfulness that some degree of damage in my life could be repaired so quickly, I went over, wrapped my arms around my mom and gave her a big hug. 
 
    Then, immediately feeling awkward, I said, “Well, it’s late and it turns out I have to finish up some schoolwork.” 
 
    My mom accepted that and seemed perfectly OK with it.  She said, “Well, I’m beat.  I’m going to bed.  See you two tomorrow.” 
 
    Back in my room, I popped open my laptop.  Then I texted Gabriella.  Despite how late it was, she answered right away with two words: What’s up? 
 
    I replied: looks like another message from misty.  any news on your end? 
 
    Gabriella: Yes.  The werewolf clan is meeting.  Should have an answer by tomorrow.  Send me a copy of the latest message from Misty, OK? 
 
    My thoughts wandered because I kind of freaked out that we had to wait another day for the werewolves to get back to us about rescuing Misty.  Also, werewolves!  I had barely accepted the idea that they actually existed.  Now, I had to accept the reality that they worked together in a clan.  I felt like I was losing my mind.  Maybe I was just locked up in a mental ward somewhere spouting daydreams that werewolves existed and a psychiatric nurse was running off to get my meds to bring me back to reality.  Everything felt so freaking weird. 
 
    I texted back: will send u misty’s message in my next text.  thanks 4 ur help. 
 
    She texted back: You’re very welcome. 
 
    Kai and I decided to call it a night.  It had been an extremely long day and night and we were both exhausted.  Happy Halloween, kids!  Turns out that ghosts and werewolves and other things that go bump in the night are real.  Good night; sleep tight. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 20 
 
    The next day at school, I received a message the old-fashioned way: on paper.  Ms. Bell sent a note to me in homeroom, asking me to meet her in the library after school. 
 
    I thought maybe she wanted to talk about ideas for the holiday newspapers and forum artwork since clubs were canceled the week of Halloween, but it turned out it was a whole lot more than that.  It was my future she wanted to talk about. 
 
    The library was empty.  Half the lights had been turned off.  This particular library wasn’t up to much.  There just wasn’t enough funding.  Lots of shelves had hardly any books on them. 
 
    I went down a bunch of aisles looking for Ms. Bell.  A fluorescent light fixture buzzed and sputtered above my head.  Adrenalin kicked in.  I started feeling nervous.  What if I’d been set up?  What if the note wasn’t really from Ms. Bell?  What if Jason Huffman overheard that I was planning to report him to the police?  What if he’d lured me into the library to silence me forever? 
 
    “There you are.”  The voice was so cheerful and friendly.  Oh, right.  Ms. Bell.  Back to reality.  It really was Ms. Bell who’d wanted to see me.  She was in the library, waiting at one of the reading tables for me to show up. 
 
    Her hair was pink with purple streaks now.  She’d had it completely dyed.  No more blond, not even a single strand showing.  She had on a turquoise jumper with a matching T-shirt and tights that were made to look like tattoos.  In the Dictionary next to Colorful, there could totally be a picture of her on that day.  Next to Blind, there could be a picture of me after looking at her outfit too long. 
 
    She pulled a book out of one of the shelves in the Art section.  When she plunked it down on the table, I saw the title: William Blake: The Complete Illuminated Books.  She said, “You should take a look at this.  Blake was both a talented writer and a talented artist.  You want to sign it out?” 
 
    I said, “Sure.”  I mean, why not?  I always liked looking at art. 
 
    She sat down and invited me to join her.  As the light above us in the underfunded room continued to sputter and provide sketchy light, she asked, “You’re in the college prep track, is that correct?” 
 
    I said, “Yes.” 
 
    She then asked, “Where do you plan on applying to college?” 
 
    I knew I wanted to go to college, but I hadn’t given where too much thought.  I had a lot of other things on my mind, for instance how Kai and I should report the murdered body of the little ghost boy to the police without seeming crazy or, worse still, guilty of the crime itself.  I started nervously running my hands through my hair.  I said, “I don’t know yet.  I mean, I’d love to go to one of the best schools for Journalism, but I don’t know that I’d get in.  I do have full tuition covered for the first year, which will probably be renewed for four years, because of … some work I did at my old school.” 
 
    Ms. Bell looked at me kind of funny.  She said, “I know all about that.  You were quite a hero in your old town.  Well, you’re also very talented.  You’ve done an amazing job on our newspaper and forum here.  You have the ability to make important contributions to the world.  I’d like to help you apply to college, if that’s all right with you.” 
 
    I said, “Sure.”  I could be so eloquent at times.  It struck me as funny that she wanted to help me get into college for a program in communication when I was practically tongue-tied.  Maybe that’s the difference between newspaper journalists and TV news reporters.  As long as your pen or computer keyboard can do the talking for you, you don’t need to be eloquent in person.  The pen is mightier than the sword … and apparently a whole lot smoother as well. 
 
    Reaching behind her, Ms. Bell removed a cloth bag from the back of her chair.  It was green with black alien eyes—undoubtedly another freebie or cheap purchase from Roswell.  Reaching inside, she pulled out a stack of booklets.  The top one had a purple cover with the words: Northwestern University.  She spread the others out in the shape of a fan.  New York University.  Boston University.  University of Missouri.  Syracuse University.  Those were far away from home.  The whole idea made me nervous.  I think I just stared at her with bug eyes.  Yeah, TV journalism would never be my thing.  Not if I stared bug-eyed at every Breaking News story.  But, then, I wanted to be a writer, not a TV star. 
 
    Ms. Bell seemed undaunted.  She said, “Take these home with you.  Look through them.  These are some of the top universities for journalism.  You should apply.  I’ll help you.” 
 
    I said, “OK.”  I really appreciated what she was doing; but I seriously couldn’t picture myself leaving for college in less than a year, never mind going to one of the top colleges for journalism, or any college that was far away for that matter. 
 
    She put the booklets back in the bag and handed the entire bag to me.  She said, “Just take this.  The bag is a gift from me.”  Then she handed me the William Blake book and said she’d sign it out for the classroom, just return it to her when I was done. 
 
    I thanked her, then left the library feeling that life was surreal.  And I had the perfect bag over my shoulder to prove it.  Alien eyes, what every teenager needs to be truly fashionable. 
 
    I hopped on the late bus and headed home.  Curiosity getting the better of me, I reached into the bag and pulled out the booklet for Northwestern University.  Oh my goodness, I couldn’t imagine ever going there.  The students in the first pictures I saw looked so normal and preppy … and happy.  They didn’t look like me.  Everything about them looked perfect.  But, then, I looked at more photos and discovered there were all kinds of students!  Guys with scraggly beards, girls with messy hair, white students, black students, Chinese students, a woman with a Muslim hijab.  Maybe I could fit in there after all.  Maybe I could find my tribe.  Especially in the Journalism department.  Reading the list of courses made butterflies take flight in my stomach.  I had forgotten that I could ever get that excited.  There were courses on Investigative Journalism and International Journalism, even modern ones like Journalism in a Networked World and even a course on the Journalism of Empathy.  I read the description of the last one.  It concentrated on how to write about people living along the margins of society. 
 
    All the butterflies fell from the sky and dropped dead in my stomach.  I lived along the margins.  Nothing but trailer park trash.  I closed the booklet.  This was too much for me at the moment.  I’d faced many fearful things in my life.  I was sure I’d eventually face my fears of not being good enough and make myself apply to college; but I felt like a fish out of water, gasping for air.  I needed time. 
 
    When I got home, my mom had the TV on.  There was some kind of Breaking News on local TV.  I almost tuned it out until I saw footage of Bottomless Lakes Park—and the exact lake where I’d found the ghost boy and Kai’s Aunt Doli had been murdered!  I was just going to talk to Kai about reporting the boy’s body to the police as soon as possible.  What … the…?  The caption along the bottom of the screen said: LOCAL PSYCHIC FINDS BODY OF MISSING BOY.  White letters against a bright red banner.  That image burned itself into my retinas. 
 
    My mom said, “Oh, hi, Shade!” 
 
    I wanted to answer, but my eyes were transfixed on the next image that popped up on the TV screen.  It was the missing boy!  I had to imagine that face with weeds coming out of his mouth, submerged in dark water, his skin deteriorating; but my impression was that that was the same boy I’d found.  Then the news guy said, “Now maybe the family will have some peace of mind.  Sam Nakei Jr. was the son of Sam Nakei, owner of Sam’s Comics.” 
 
    I have a vague memory of saying, “Hi-mom-how-are-you-I-have-lots-of-homework-see-you-at-dinner,” real fast like it was one word and dashing off to my bedroom to see Kai. 
 
    I threw open the bedroom door.  Kai was watching a show on her laptop. 
 
    In a breathless, agitated voice, I said, “Did you see the local news, Kai?” 
 
    She looked up at me with wide eyes, fright written all over her face.  With all the murders lately and skinwalkers on the loose, breaking news could mean any number of horrifying things. 
 
    I said, “It’s the little boy we found.  Just get on local news…” 
 
    She hit a bunch of keys and brought up video of the report I’d just seen my mom watching.  This time, I watched the whole thing. 
 
    After a section on the boy himself, there was a piece about the psychic. 
 
    Kai put down her laptop, hopped up from the bed and started pacing around the room.  She kept shaking her hands as if trying to throw off nervous energy the way one might throw off water.  It didn’t work.  In a nervous, high-pitched voice, she said, “I have a feeling about this, Shade.  A really strong feeling.  Is that by any chance the woman you saw on top of the cliff the last time we visited Sam at Bottomless Lakes Park?” 
 
    I sat down and grabbed her laptop.  I replayed the part of the video about the psychic.  Her name was Viola Magpie.  She had Navajo features with blue eyes.  She was wearing a flowered shirt with a long gray skirt and black boots. 
 
    I imagined the edge of her skirt twirling as she turned around to disappear at the top of a cliff.  It had been so dark, though.  The woman was basically only a shadowy shape when I saw her.  I said, “I have no idea if this is the person I saw or not, Kai.  It was so dark.” 
 
    She said, “Yeah, but I have this feeling that they’re one and the same.” 
 
    An idea exploded in my head like a lightbulb being turned on in a darkened room.  I grabbed my cell phone.  Searching through my contacts, I said, “I’m calling Gabriella.” 
 
    Gabriella answered right away: “Gabriella, Psychic here.” 
 
    I blurted out, “Gabriella, have you seen the news about a little boy’s body being found near me … at Bottomless Lakes Park?” 
 
    She said, “No, I haven’t, dear.  Why do you ask?” 
 
    I explained the whole situation.  I guess the story had only made local news. 
 
    Gabriella asked, “Who’s the psychic?” 
 
    When I gave her the name of Viola Magpie, she got madder than I’d ever heard her.  She said, “Viola?  She’s a total fraud!  She has a very bad reputation in the psychic community.  Other psychics refuse to work with her.  We don’t want our reputations sullied.  Most police departments won’t use her because she’s hit-or-miss with the cases she works on.  Sometimes she solves the crime.  Other times, she comes up with nothing.  And more than once she’s accused the wrong person, which only came to light through DNA sampling.”  She paused, then added, “I’ve heard stories about some of the crimes she appeared to solve.  One time, after she got a little bit too much notoriety for supposedly solving a serial murder case through psychic powers, a woman came forward claiming she had known the suspect and had reported his name to Viola.  Who knows if that was true or not, but most of the professionals in the psychic community suspected it was.” 
 
    My heart started racing.  I kind of sucked in my breath, then said, “Oh, wow…” 
 
    Gabriella asked, “What is it, Shade?” 
 
    I told her about the shadowy shape of the woman at the top of the cliff wall, her long skirt twirling, how Viola was wearing a long skirt on TV. 
 
    I kept looking at Kai for support while I told Gabriella about the boy in the lake, how Kai and I had discovered him, and how anyone at the top of the cliff might have heard us talking about what we’d found, especially considering how quiet and still it was out at the park and how the cliff walls kind of magnified our voices. 
 
    Gabriella said, “I’m sure that’s what happened.  That lying, cheating witch.” 
 
    The word witch struck me as odd, now that I knew there were real ones in the world.  I let that go. 
 
    Gabriella said, “So, what do you want to do about the situation?  Are you planning to go to the police?” 
 
    Oh my God, I never did want to go to the police.  Maybe Kai wanted another shot at fame, but I did not.  And, honestly, she might be better off without it, especially if the skinwalkers had her in their sights.  Better to lie low, if you ask me. 
 
    I asked, “Should I?” 
 
    I felt so incredibly relieved when Gabriella said, “I wouldn’t advise it.  If you report a murder that’s already been on the news, the cops are going to think something strange is going on with you.” 
 
    I looked at Kai.  She just shrugged her shoulders.  Then she said in a low voice, “But what about Jason Huffman?” 
 
    My sense of relief took a nosedive.  I said, “Oh, yeah…” 
 
    Gabriella asked, “Oh, yeah, what?” 
 
    I pulled the amulet out from under my shirt and held it for comfort.  I said, “Oh, sorry, I was talking to Kai.  She reminded me that the little boy told me who murdered him.  It was a boy named Jason Huffman.  He told me he needs for Jason to be arrested before he can feel at peace enough with his murder to move on into the afterlife.” 
 
    Gabriella asked, “Did you and Kai discuss this out loud at the lake?” 
 
    I said, “Yes…” 
 
    She said, “If Viola is true to her past, she listened to every word you said.  Watch the news for the next few days.  I bet my crystal ball a story will break about the arrest of Jason Huffman.  Just you wait and see.” 
 
    I actually let out a sigh of relief.  Maybe I didn’t have to do anything else on the Sam Nakei case other than wait it out.  And I didn’t have to be exposed on the news again, and neither did Kai. 
 
    I asked Gabriella, “Do you have any information about the werewolves yet?” 
 
    Gabriella said, “Don’t you have a bunch of missed phone calls from me?” 
 
    My heart kind of leapt into my throat.  I said, “I didn’t see any.” 
 
    She said, “I left you a bunch of voice mails.” 
 
    Ahhh, that’s totally different than missed calls.  I said as politely as I could, “I’m so sorry, I always forget to check voice mails.  What did they say?” 
 
    Gabriella said, “Just to call me ASAP.  I wanted to let you know that the werewolves are on board.  They’re going to meet with shapeshifters who can take the form of smaller animals—rats are particularly helpful in these kinds of situations because not only can they squeeze into small spaces, they also tend to freak out and distract anyone standing guard—and get back to me with time and date for rescuing Misty.” 
 
    A sob escaped my throat involuntarily.  Deep down, I guess I never expected for this to be possible.  If we could rescue Misty, that would be absolutely incredible. 
 
    As soon as I got off the phone with Gabriella, I called Annie and told her about the plans for rescuing Misty.  I talked to her for about an hour, filling her in on the reality of shapeshifters and skinwalkers.  I thought she could handle it.  I ended by saying, “You have to visit me.  I’ll introduce you to some pretty wild characters.” 
 
    When I got off the phone, I explained to Kai that I meant wild as a compliment.  I put my foot in my mouth so often, there really should be a special kind of mouthwash for that. 
 
    Then I told Kai everything that Gabriella had told me about Viola. 
 
    Kai looked crushed.  Blushing, she said, “Well, it’s good the police found Sam’s body.  And it’s good they’ll probably catch the kid who murdered him…” 
 
    Kai seemed to be holding on to the rest of that sentence.  I said, “But…?” 
 
    Kai’s eyes filled with tears.  She said, “I wanted to report the crime.  I want to be somebody.” 
 
    I said, “You are somebody, Kai.  You just don’t know it.” 
 
    Kai wiped a stream of tears from her face, then lost herself in her computer to hide her disappointment and embarrassment. 
 
    Two nights later, I woke up covered in sweat and screaming.  Startled out of her sleep, Kai screamed in response, sat bolt upright and asked, “What’s wrong?  What happened?” 
 
    It took me a few minutes to calm down and catch my breath.  I said, “Oh my God, Kai, I had a nightmare about Sam lying on a table in the morgue, all dissected for autopsy.  His heart and liver were floating around in jars of fluid.  His eyeballs were still in his head, but they were cracked and crusty and facing toward the ceiling, not really staring because there was no life in them.  Then a female angel with glowing white wings, dressed in a glowing white gown flew into the room.  Bluish white light shimmered all around her.  She leaned over Sam’s body and I thought, Ah, she’s going to take him on to a good place in the afterlife.  But, then, suddenly, she grimaced with the ugliest expression.  She raised her hand and pointed at him with silver fingernails made of metal.  I thought, Oh, no, she’s going to slash him open!  Instead, she said, ‘Someone needs to identify your murderer to the police, so that he gets locked up and can’t murder again, before I can take you on into the afterlife.’  At that point, I saw something.  It was the angel moving through time, hovering in different places across the universe.  And Sam getting placed into a drawer in the morgue, then buried, worms eating his flesh, eventually nothing left but his skull and bones.  Then he was back on the table.  The angel whispered into my ear, ‘Every day in the afterlife is like a million years to the deceased person waiting to wrap up their unfinished business on Earth.  Why are you making Sam suffer?’  That’s when I woke up screaming.” 
 
    Putting her arm around me, Kai said, “It was only a dream.  You’re doing the best you can.  Maybe a day in the life of a deceased person seems only like a second; you don’t know.  Maybe there is no such thing as time the way we know it.” 
 
    She rubbed her face, struggling to stay awake.  I said, “You’re probably right.  Thanks.  That helps.  I’m gonna go make myself some warm milk.” 
 
    As soon as I opened the door to my bedroom, I saw my mom in the living room wearing her nightgown and slippers.  She asked, “Are you OK?” 
 
    Reflexively, I said, “Sure.  I’m fine.  Why?”  That was the habit I’d developed with her over the years.  Deny everything.  Shrug it off. 
 
    She said, “I heard screaming.  It woke me up.  When I realized it was you, I came out here; but I figured you’d just had a bad dream when everything was quiet again.”  She looked lost, like she hadn’t known what to do.  What if I’d been murdered and was quiet because I was dead?  Kai would have run for help.  OK, but what if we’d both been murdered?  Shouldn’t my mom have knocked on my door?  Well, maybe not.  I looked around.  The house seemed completely normal and calm, obviously no sign of a break-in or anything. 
 
    I suddenly felt sorry for my mom.  She was really trying.  I said, “Thanks for checking on me.  It was a nightmare, a really bad one.  I’m going to heat up some milk.  Hopefully, that will help me fall back to sleep.” 
 
    She said, “I’ll do it.  I can do that for you.” 
 
    I felt really bad about it, but I seriously needed to be alone just then.  I said, “Thanks, mom, but I can do it.  I need to do something to forget the nightmare.  You should go back to sleep.  You’ll be tired in the morning.” 
 
    She smiled.  She gave me a funny look and said, “You’re growing up…”  Then she went back to her bedroom and closed the door. 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    As soon as the milk heated up and then cooled down enough to drink, I curled up in a living room chair with a big mug of frothy milk and turned on a local channel.  Some goofy late-night car dealership commercial was playing.  Run to our big sale like a bobcat’s after you!  Some guy running away from footage of a bobcat tearing across a desert.  I say footage because it was pretty obvious from the different lighting and different setting that that guy wasn’t anywhere near the bobcat.  It made me laugh, though, so that was good.  It brightened my mood.  I put the steaming mug of milk down on an end table and wrapped a throw blanket around me.  I started to relax, to feel the tension leaving my body. 
 
    Then the commercial was over and it was Breaking News!  Police were being interviewed outside their station.  The caption along the bottom screamed in white letters against a bright red background: SUSPECT QUESTIONED FOR THE MURDER OF SAM NAKEI.  And in smaller letters: NAME WITHHELD AS SUSPECT IS A MINOR. 
 
    The police chief was answering questions. 
 
    I turned off the TV and ran back to my room.  Flipping on the light switch, I jumped on the bed and shook Kai by the shoulders. 
 
    Sound asleep, she startled.  Groggy and confused and annoyed, she said, “Whaaaat?” 
 
    I said, “They arrested him, Kai!  They got him!” 
 
    Rubbing her eyes, then running a hand through her tangled hair, she said, “Who?” 
 
    I said, “The police.  They arrested someone whose name they can’t release because he’s a minor for the murder of Sam.  It’s got to be Jason Huffman.  Sam said he’s sixteen years old.  The police chief said on TV you can’t be arrested as an adult in New Mexico until you’re eighteen years old.” 
 
    Kai said, “Oh.  So we definitely don’t get to report him?  OK, I guess.” 
 
    I felt horrified.  How could she be so selfish?  I gave her the benefit of the doubt, though.  She was half asleep.  And she’d been through a lot having her aunt murdered by her mom’s boyfriend, and then having her mom murdered at her aunt’s funeral.  I couldn’t even imagine.  My life was a bed of roses compared to that.  Kai probably needed something to hold herself together.  Lots of people use celebrity and fame to glue the broken parts of themselves together.  Look at all the messed-up movie stars.  That didn’t happen by accident. 
 
    I said, “Yeah, everything will be OK.  Hopefully, Sam will be at peace.  Hopefully, he’ll get to move on into the afterlife like my friend, Brandon.” 
 
    Kai said, “Yeah, that would be good.” 
 
    Exhausted, I put my head down on my pillow and pulled the covers over me.  This time, I dreamed that the angel returned to the morgue, grasped Sam’s little hand in her own, and flew with him up into the heavens, way past the stars.  As they disappeared from view, I felt happy for Sam.  In my dream, he had made it to a wonderful place in the afterlife. 
 
    When I woke up, I felt optimistic about the future. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 21 
 
    Nothing major happened between Halloween and Thanksgiving.  I felt on edge about whether or not Misty would get rescued.  I checked the forums obsessively for any clear messages or any coded messages with hidden clues, but there was nothing.  I tried to let go, to relax at least a little bit.  There wasn’t anything I could do.  I had to wait to hear from Gabriella. The rescue operation sounded risky and surreal and strange.  I barely understood how it would actually work.  There was nothing I could do to help. 
 
    I changed the artwork for The Flying Saucer.  Down came the Haunted House, the witches, werewolves and jack-o’-lanterns.  Up along the top went a drawing of a family eating Thanksgiving dinner, a nice stuffed turkey and lots of side dishes on their table.  Along the sides of the page, I created cobs of Indian corn covered in colorful kernels, half-wrapped in their husks, floating down the page.  At the bottom, I drew kids with thought bubbles above their heads, filled with daydreams about what they hoped to get for Christmas.  Thanksgiving’s an OK holiday, but everybody knows it’s just a gateway for Christmas.  People are always so excited to launch the Christmas season, they basically shove all that Thanksgiving food into their mouths simply in order to fortify themselves for Black Friday shopping.  The quicker they can dash out of the house and start shopping, the happier they are.  And the next day—after everyone’s sated themselves with the food and the shopping—they transform their neighborhoods with strings of colorful lights, plastic Santas, mangers, and trees decorated with enough bling to be seen from outer space.  That’s just how it is.  Anyone who thinks there’s a war on Christmas must be experts at tuning out all the shiny things.  And I mean all the shiny things.  For more than an entire month, those shiny things are blinking and flashing everywhere, accompanied by music. 
 
    It’s not like I personally expected any of my dreams to come true on Christmas.  One year, my mom gave me a package of socks, a bag of clementine oranges and one of those gigantic Hershey’s milk chocolate bars.  That was it.  I was eight years old.  I’d gotten used to disappointing Christmases, so I was actually quite pleased.  The socks had Christmas designs all over them.  My favorite was a pair of emerald green knee-highs with a bunch of Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeers on them, each one with a glittery red 3-D ball for a nose. They were something I could wear to school after the holiday to brag like all the other kids about what I’d gotten for Christmas.  I think I lied that year.  I said I’d gotten a bunch of much bigger things, but the socks were the only thing small enough to bring to school.  Except for the clementines.  I brought them to school the next day and handed them out at lunch. I told everyone they were super-fancy oranges.  Everyone gobbled them up, along with my exaggerations and lies.  Except for me.  I hated the clementines.  I kept the chocolate bar to myself. 
 
    So I knew about thought bubbles filled with dreams of wonderful Christmas gifts.  It’s just that half my thought bubbles would never come true. 
 
    The week before Thanksgiving my mom was absolutely beside herself.  It’s like she was trying to make up for all the shitty holidays we’d ever had.  She’d ordered a turkey—a really big one, too, 20 pounds!—an entire month ahead of time.  She kept showing me recipes and asking what I thought about them.  How would I know?  Pizza with all the toppings was the fanciest we usually got.  My palate wasn’t exactly fine-tuned to know the difference between cornbread stuffing and apple and walnut stuffing.  I kept telling her, “What’s the stuffing recipe we had last year?  I’d like that.”  And I meant it.  A lot of years, we’d only had TV dinners for Thanksgiving—turkey with stuffing, mashed potatoes and gravy; but, still, just a TV dinner and kind of bland.  Last year, we’d had real homemade stuffing that included lots of butter, and it was delicious.  And I also wanted homemade gravy, lots of homemade gravy to enhance the flavor of the turkey and stuffing. 
 
    When my mom showed me a recipe where you just stuff the turkey with apples, I practically burst into tears.  All the years of holiday deprivation must have come swooping back at me like one of those overwhelming colonies of bats that come pouring out of caves at twilight.  Rabid bats.  My voice breaking, I said, “Why can’t we just have normal stuffing, Mom?  The kind made with lots of butter.” 
 
    She said, “Oh, you want a buttery recipe.  That helps narrow it down. I want to try something new, but we could do that.”  She opened up a couple of cookbooks.  Finally, she showed me a recipe made with four sticks of butter.  Yes!  That was it! 
 
    My mom smiled.  “OK.  Lots of butter stuffing recipe it is.” 
 
    I liked that name.  Lots of Butter Stuffing.  Someone should rename the recipe.  Because, really, that’s all you needed to know about it. 
 
    Now, when my mom asked about dessert, I felt I could offer more of an informed opinion.  Desserts I know.  Maybe not homemade ones, but lots of diners have awesome desserts.  Even McDonald’s has pretty good apple pie.  Yeah, it’s compact and looks more like a taco than a pie; but it’s warm and sweet and gooey, and that’s enough for me in a dessert. 
 
    We spent some time looking through recipes.  My mom showed me her cookbooks.  I showed her the Internet.  I showed her how people rank desserts on the web.  I told her, “Everyone has different tastes, but you probably don’t want to make anything for which 1,000 people gave it only one star.  Reviews like, ‘This tastes like battery acid’ also mean you don’t want to try the recipe.” 
 
    My mom was impressed.  She said, “Wow.  That really takes the guesswork out of trying new foods.” 
 
    I showed her how you can do the same with everything: books, music, clothes.  She just stared at the computer screen like a portal had opened up into an entirely new dimension of the universe.  She reminded me of Brandon with Angry Birds.  Except this time I was getting a Thanksgiving dinner with lots of butter, rather than the sound of snorting piggies and squawking birds, out of introducing someone to modern tech. 
 
    In the end, we chose pumpkin pie (I wanted something super-traditional to make up for lost time and that had worked the previous year) and Maple Granola Pecan Pie.  My mom liked that our second choice had some healthy stuff in it for me and Kai.  I liked that it had more than a cup of maple syrup and some brown sugar in it.  I also requested whipped cream—lots of whipped cream—to put on top.  Usually, I preferred healthy food and my mom preferred sugary crap, but this was a holiday.  Things change on holidays.  Or at least they should. 
 
    On Thanksgiving, we almost didn’t have turkey after all.  We were all hanging out together in the kitchen when my mom decided it was time to get the turkey stuffed and into the oven.  She had completely forgotten how long it takes to cook a turkey.  Reading over the recipe, we were stunned to learn that it takes 4-1/4 to 5-1/4 hours to cook a 20-pound stuffed turkey!  It was already 2:00 in the afternoon.  We realized we weren’t going to eat any time soon. 
 
    Oh, well.  Kai and I were fine with eating late.  We just stuffed our faces with store-bought cookies.  Kind of like hors d’oeuvres. 
 
    My mom got jittery trying to stuff the turkey super-fast.  I could see her hands shaking.  With her hands covered in butter and trembling, she tried to lift the turkey up off the counter and put it in a roasting pan.  The entire turkey slipped out of her hands.  It went flying across the counter like it was trying to take flight, landed on the kitchen floor and went careening across it.  Kai and I screeched.  We covered our mouths with our hands.  We just stared at the bird making a run for it, its goose-pimply flesh all shiny and slippery with butter. 
 
    At that point, my mom got real calm.  She just marched over to the turkey, picked it up with determination and plopped it back down onto the counter.  She wiped it with a clean wet cloth and announced, “Five-second rule.” 
 
    Technically, it had been a lot more than five seconds.  I told myself: Maybe it’s like how many minutes you have to cook a turkey per pound that it weighs.  Maybe a fat 20-pound turkey gets more than five seconds on the floor before you can’t eat it.  I knew that was a lie, but I had to tell myself something to not get queasy at the thought of eating turkey that had slid across the kitchen floor. Ewww. 
 
    Kai and I started laughing hysterically.  I don’t exactly know why.  But the whole thing had been really funny.  The fat little butterball making a run for it.  My mom chasing after it and invoking the five-second rule.  I have to admit that was pretty darn humorous. 
 
    It wasn’t long before the entire house smelled like buttery stuffing and seasoned turkey, one of the most amazing things I’d ever smelled. 
 
    After she cleaned up the kitchen, my mom said she had a surprise. 
 
    It turned out to be puzzles and a couple of board games.  At first, I thought that might be lame.  But it turned out to be fun. 
 
    Truth be told, we were already primed for fun after the turkey incident; but working on putting a puzzle together and playing board games took my mind off all my problems.  It put me in a safe, protected bubble.  Everything else fell away except for that moment. 
 
    When my mom first showed me the puzzles, I took her aside.  One of the puzzles was a basket of kittens.  All I could think of was Kai’s Aunt Doli as the little black cat with the red arrow shape on her head.  I told my mom, “Kai’s cat died right before her mom was killed.  I don’t think a kitten puzzle is a great idea right now.” 
 
    My mom said, “Oh my God, no.  I had no idea.  I’ll go put it in my room.  We’ll work on the other one.” 
 
    The other one was penguins ice-skating on a pond, each one wearing a different color scarf.  It was cute and funny and reminded us of Christmas. 
 
    After we worked on the puzzle for a while—that one was hard, with all the white and gray pieces for ice and snow!—we decided to play Clue, Doctor Who version. 
 
    I picked River Song for my character and the Sonic Screwdriver for my playing piece.  My mom decided to be Jenny.  She looked at the Hallucinogenic Lipstick for a few seconds; then put it down and picked The Moment.  Kai decided to be Amy and Rory, which weirdly enough served as a single character, and picked the Vortex Manipulator for her playing piece. 
 
    We laughed and yelled a whole lot during the game.  My mom had no idea who Doctor Who or the Daleks were.  Kai and I explained every detail as we went along.  We decided we’d introduce my mom to the show right after dinner. 
 
    All through the game—through all our wild and crazy throwing of the dice that sometimes went skittering across the coffee table and onto the floor, through all the bad cards and good cards (I was dealt a lot of bad ones!) and all the twists and turns in figuring out whose mind was being controlled by the Daleks to kidnap the Doctor, what weapon they had used and where the Doctor had been kidnapped—my mom kept hopping up to check on the turkey, stir the gravy, boil and mash the potatoes, and eventually pop some frozen vegetables into the microwave.  A couple of hours into it, our trailer home started smelling like sheer Heaven … if Heaven were the kind of place where Thanksgiving dinner dreams come true. 
 
    After the buzzer on the oven went off and my mom had checked to see that the temperature popper had indeed popped, we abandoned our job of rescuing Doctor Who.  We made a beeline for the kitchen.  I set the table.  Kai went to the refrigerator, pulled out the cranberry sauce and the drinks: non-alcoholic sparkling apple cider, ice water and Diet Coke. 
 
    My mom said, “So far, so good.  Now we have to slice the turkey and bake the biscuits.” 
 
    Kai volunteered to make the biscuits.  My mom set about finding an electric knife in our cupboards, then paging through cookbooks to review directions on how to use it on the turkey. 
 
    I shrieked when Kai unexpectedly bashed the can of biscuits onto a counter edge and the thing basically exploded.  She laughed like crazy.  “Ha!  Ha!  Ha!  Exploding biscuits!  That’s the weapon used to kidnap Doctor Who!” 
 
    Her sense of humor was infectious.  We all giggled. 
 
    Peeling one doughy disk after another from the ruptured can, Kai placed them carefully on a cookie sheet, then slid that into the oven, setting the timer for thirteen minutes. 
 
    Half an hour later, everything was ready.  As we sat down at the kitchen table to eat, I didn’t think I could possibly feel any happier. 
 
    We passed around the tray of perfectly carved turkey, the basket of biscuits, the cranberry sauce, and bowls filled with stuffing, mashed potatoes and vegetables. 
 
    After I tasted my first forkful of turkey, stuffing and gravy, my cell phone rang.  My mom said, “Do you have to take that, Shade?” 
 
    I looked at the number.  It was Gabriella!  I said, “I’m sorry, mom.  I have to take this call.”  To Kai, I said, “It’s Gabriella…” 
 
    I was so afraid she had bad news.  I said, rather suspiciously, “Hello…” 
 
    Gabriella said, “Why, hello, Shade!  Happy Thanksgiving!” 
 
    Was she just calling to say that?  I said, “Yeah, to you, too.” 
 
    Gabriella asked, “Have I interrupted anything?” 
 
    I said, “Well, we were just sitting down to dinner now, actually.” 
 
    Was she lonely?  Did she have anyone to share Thanksgiving with? 
 
    Gabriella said, “I won’t keep you long.  I just wanted to let you know that the werewolves and their shapeshifter friends did their job.  They rescued Misty!  She’s safe now, in Europe.  She’ll be brought home by airplane tomorrow.” 
 
    Emotion flooded through me.  I started sobbing.  I moved the phone away from my mouth and let out a shriek.  For a brief second of insane relief and joyousness, I practically forgot my mom and Kai were there. 
 
    Back on the phone, I said, “Can I do anything?” 
 
    Gabriella said, “Not right now.  I’ll let you know when her plane touches down.” 
 
    I thanked Gabriella, wished her a happy Thanksgiving and clicked off the phone. 
 
    When I turned around, my mom and Kai were staring at me with concern.  My mom said, “Are you OK, Shade?”  Looking scared to death, Kai asked, “Bad news?” 
 
    Wiping my soaking wet cheeks with my sleeve, I struggled to get my voice under control.  I said, “No, everything’s fine.”  To Kai, I said, “They rescued Misty!  She’s coming home tomorrow!” 
 
    Kai jumped up from the table.  Shrieking, she threw her arms around me and whirled us around the living room.  I don’t think either of us had realized until just that moment how much we had expected a bad ending for Misty and how deeply we had been repressing our darkest fears. 
 
    Returning to the table, I announced, “We need to make a toast.”  To my mother, I said, “We’ll explain it all over dinner.” 
 
    Looking concerned, my mother poured each of us a glass of sparkling apple cider.  As we lifted up our glasses and clinked them together, I said, “To Misty!  And to all the girls who have ever been lost.  May you all be found and all have inner peace.” 
 
    As we enjoyed the turkey and stuffing and mashed potatoes drowned in gravy and the biscuits drenched in butter, I explained everything to my mom.  Except for the part about the werewolves and their shifter friends, of course. 
 
    This particular Thanksgiving had become much more than just a gateway to Christmas.  It was a special moment in time during which all of us sharing a meal around the table had emotional and meaningful reasons to give thanks.  This year, Thanksgiving really meant something. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 22 
 
    I don’t normally spend Black Friday the way most people do.  I don’t particularly like shopping. I don’t like malls.  I especially don’t like getting squeezed and pushed by crowds.  If that’s your sort of thing, fine.  Personally, I’d rather curl up in my room painting or drawing in complete and utter silence.  But the day after Misty was rescued, I felt like celebrating.  And what better way to celebrate than by festooning our house with colorful blinking lights and wreaths and jolly red-cheeked Santas? 
 
    I asked Kai if she’d like to go shopping with me for Christmas decorations.  She said, “Sure;” but she looked so incredibly depressed about it, I asked her what was wrong.  I didn’t get the impression she was that bummed out about malls or crowds or getting things at bargain-basement prices. 
 
    She said, “I think I’m ready, Shade.” 
 
    Judging by the sadness that had gripped her face and the fact that she was still wearing pajamas, I knew she didn’t mean ready for shopping. 
 
    I asked, “For what?” 
 
    Kai looked at me for a few seconds.  Then she said, “I’m ready to go back to my house and back to where my Aunt Doli’s funeral was held to find them.” 
 
    “To find them?”  I felt worried.  For a moment, I thought she believed they were still alive. 
 
    Kai said, “Yeah.  I need to know if they’re OK, if they made it to a safe place.” 
 
    I held my tongue.  I couldn’t think of what to say next.  Everything that came to mind felt wrong and hurtful.  They hadn’t made it to a safe place.  They’d been horribly murdered, both of them. 
 
    Kai said, “You’re the ghost whisperer.  They might be hanging around, trapped between planes of existence like that little boy, Sam.  Maybe they need to say goodbye to me, make sure I’m OK before they can move on.  I’ve been really selfish, denying them that, because I couldn’t face going back to where they were killed.”  She looked at me as though desperately needing my approval or support. 
 
    I relaxed.  She hadn’t broken with reality.  She knew they were dead.  I said, “If you’re ready, we should do this.  We could do it today.  We’ll think about Christmas decorations later.” 
 
    Going out to the kitchen to grab something to eat, I found a note from my mom: 
 
    Hey, girls – I went Black Friday shopping.  Might not be back until late.  If I’m out past dinner, just heat up some leftover turkey dinner.  Enjoy! 
 
    That was awesome on so many different levels.  First, my mom had actually gone out Christmas shopping.  For as long as I could remember, her idea of Black Friday was simply blacking out on alcohol and drugs, soon after complaining about slights and indignations from extended family.  Second, she’d addressed the note to both me and Kai.  In addition to realizing I’d be getting real Christmas gifts this year, I felt that Kai would, too.  Kai needed something like that. Otherwise, Christmas was going to be a sinkhole of memories for her, just dragging her down into a place of hopelessness.  Third, my mom would be gone for the day, so I didn’t have to explain why I was going over to Kai’s trailer or where I was going after that. 
 
    We sat huddled around my laptop watching episodes of Teen Titans while eating bowls of BooBerry cereal.  My mom had bought boxes of BooBerry at some discount grocery store right before Halloween.  She had no idea that ghosts were real, and they didn’t look anything like the blueberry frosted marshmallow characters swimming around in my milk. 
 
    We watched way too many episodes and ate way too many scoops of marshmallow ghosts while we put off something Kai was only barely able to do. 
 
    Finally, I said, “We ought to get going.” 
 
    Kai said, “Sure.  You’re right.” 
 
    We both took showers and changed.  By then, it was time for lunch. 
 
    Finally, after fortifying ourselves with ham and cheese sandwiches plus a few pieces of turkey we pilfered from the plastic-wrapped tray in the refrigerator, we headed off to Kai’s trailer. 
 
    Kai unlocked the front door and pushed it open. 
 
    The smell hit us first.  It was stale and sour and musty.  It didn’t smell the way places do when people live there.  If you could describe a scent as empty, that would be it.  It reminded me that everyone had gone. 
 
    When we passed into the hallway, that all changed. 
 
    I sensed someone was there.  Not a physical someone.  I didn’t feel frightened or anything.  I just sensed a presence. 
 
    Then a new scent took over: the soap and shampoo Kai’s mom used.  I never thought about it before.  It was always a subliminal thing: the scent of strawberries and vanilla. 
 
    Grabbing Kai’s hand, I said, “I sense her.  Your mom.  Are you ready?” 
 
    Kai froze for a second.  Then squeezing my hand, she said, “Yeah.  I don’t want to keep her waiting any longer.” 
 
    I let Kai go first.  Stepping into her mom’s room, she flicked on the light. 
 
    The image that hit us full-force was that of black and navy blue pieces of clothing strewn across the bed.  These were the remains of Kai’s mom searching for something to wear to her sister’s funeral.  The same color clothing that all too soon people would need to wear to hers, had it been safe enough to hold another funeral. 
 
    Sitting down on the bed, Kai picked up a black silk scarf decorated with white and blue triangles and wrapped it around her neck.  Pressing the edges against her nose, she inhaled the scent.  In the end, that’s all we have left of people who have passed on, I suppose: a scent and then nothing but cold, inanimate objects. 
 
    Kai looked through the clothing.  Holding a black skirt against her hips, she said, “I think this would fit me.  I should put some of this in a box before someone cleans out the trailer.  I could wear some of her stuff.  It would remind me of her.” 
 
    After putting a bunch of clothing in a pile, Kai went over to a wooden dresser.  On top, there was a soapstone box inlaid with what looked like pink and lavender shells in the shape of flowers.  Picking up the lid, then dropping it back down so swiftly it went skittering off onto the floor, she folded her arms, leaned against the dresser and wept. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to do.  Going over and rubbing her back, I offered her support and silence. 
 
    Eventually, she lifted up her head.  She opened the lid on a music box.  Instead of the usual ballerina pirouetting around inside, there was a tiny faerie with sparkly wings.  The music that started playing was otherworldly.  I had the sensation of floating among the planets, hearing the spheres sing. 
 
    At that exact moment, fog filled a corner of the room, swirling with color. 
 
    Kai didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    I noticed.  It reminded me of something.  As distinct shapes began forming inside the cloud, I knew what it reminded me of.  Brandon.  It reminded me of Brandon. 
 
    A line of roses, strung together like Christmas lights, appeared first.  Then, in quick succession: snakes, wolves, butterflies and a couple of ravens.  As the shape of a woman formed behind them, I realized they were the tattoos of Kai’s mom!  The tattoos appeared first, like constellations in the sky.  Eventually, Kai’s mom was completely formed, at least to the same degree that Brandon had been.  I could see through her, but not completely.  She had definite substance, but only to the same degree that thick clouds did.  Her long black hair was swept up into a braid and shaved along the temples, just as it had been in life, and she still had hoop earrings lined up along the outside of her ears and a small silver bar through her nose. 
 
    I tapped Kai on the shoulder and pointed. 
 
    Kai screamed, then went running toward her mom.  Apparently running toward her for a hug, she completely disappeared inside the fog.  When she became visible to me once again, her mom had an arm around her.  She leaned over.  Looking warmly and directly into Kai’s eyes, she said, “I was waiting until you were ready for me to appear to you.” 
 
    Kai started crying.  She said, “What do you mean, ready?  I missed you every single day.  I would have been ready from the second … from the second…”  Kai struggled with the words.  “…from the second you died.” 
 
    Kai’s mom smiled warmly.  She said, “Even now, you’re having a hard time saying that I died.  I knew you’d be relieved and happy to see me alive, but I didn’t think you were ready to see me dead.  When you came back here looking through my things, I knew you’d accepted that I’d passed on.” 
 
    Kai looked at her mom with a kind of amazement.  “But you’re here…” 
 
    Kai’s mom smiled again.  She said, “I’m here, but only in spirit form.  My body is dead, its final form that of a black bear.  Nothing will ever change that.” 
 
    Kai looked shocked.  She said, “Mom!” 
 
    Kai’s mom ran a hand over her braid.  She said, “You should know how this works, Kai.  You may want to visit my grave one day.  There is none.  Awendela made sure that my body was cremated and placed into an urn.  I wanted you to have it.  Here…” 
 
    Kai’s mom reached into the fog swirling around her and grasped a beautiful glazed pottery urn.  All around the circumference were the same animals with which she had tattooed her skin when she was alive.  She said, “I appeared to Awendela.”  Laughing, she continued.  “I thought she was going to jump out of her skin.  You know how we Navajo people are, always fearing the dead because we’re afraid they’re going to resent us and come back to hurt us.  After she realized I had nothing but good intentions toward her, we had a long talk.  I answered as many questions as I could about the afterlife.  I don’t know much yet.  Right now, I just know I’m supposed to hang around until I know that you’re going to be OK.” 
 
    Kai started crying again.  In between sobs, she said, “I’m never going to be OK.” 
 
    Her mother smiled warmly and ran a hand over Kai’s hair.  She said, “Yes, you will.  I know you.  You’re strong.  After we spend some time together and you go through a period of mourning, you’ll be OK.  And you know, the Navajo believe in reincarnation.  Eventually, I might come back as someone else or as an animal.”  She laughed with a hearty sound.  “Ha!  Wouldn’t it be something if shapeshifters don’t reincarnate after they die because they used up all their shifting power when they were alive?”  Seeing the devastated look on her daughter’s face, Kai’s mom said, “I’m only kidding!  Shifting and reincarnation are two completely different things.” 
 
    As though noticing me for the first time, Kai’s mom waved to me and said, “Hi, Shade!  I’m so glad my daughter has you for a friend.  You’ll look out for her, right?” 
 
    I said, “Definitely.  She’s been staying at my house.  We just celebrated Thanksgiving together.” 
 
    After that, we all sat and talked.  Kai filled her mom in about things happening in her life.  A mom and daughter catching up on things, nothing more.  Eventually, the fog swirling around Kai’s mom completely disappeared.  She looked more like Brandon: almost solid, but not quite.  For a brief span of time, it was like Kai’s mom had never died. 
 
    After a couple of hours, Kai’s mom said, “Hey, someone’s here to visit.” 
 
    A split second later, Kai’s Aunt Doli floated into the room.  She had the exact same degree of substance as Brandon, Kai’s mom at that moment and all the other ghosts I’d ever met.  Her black hair still had a red arrowhead shape on top.  Placing a hand on Kai’s head, she said, “How are you, my dear niece?  I’m so happy to see you!” 
 
    Kai started crying uncontrollably with what seemed a mixture of sadness and joy.  She was visibly shaking.  Trying to wrap her arms around her Aunt Doli, she passed right through her. 
 
    Kai said, “You’re not in cat form.  I thought I’d never see you again!” 
 
    Her aunt said, “My body will forever be a cat, but not my spirit.” 
 
    Kai’s mom interrupted her.  “She already knows how it works.  I told her.” 
 
    Suddenly, Kai had a question.  “You’re not just glamoured, are you?” 
 
    Kai’s Aunt Doli asked, “Glamoured?” 
 
    Kai said, “Yeah, like at your funeral.  Your body was glamoured, so that people could see you in your human form, even though you’d died in animal form.” 
 
    Kai’s aunt laughed.  She said, “No, no, not at all.  I don’t think the faeries have any control over things like that in the afterlife.  This is us—your mom and me—in spirit form.” 
 
    Kai’s mom said, “Maybe that’ll change later, if we reincarnate or something.  We don’t really know how it all works.  All I know is I’m not in any hurry.  I’m enjoying my time here with you, Kai.  And the time back in my house.  I feel happy here.” 
 
    Kai said, “That reminds me.  I have a question about the house.  How have I not gotten kicked out of it yet?  Who’s paying for it?  And what about your boyfriend?  I’m scared to death he’ll come back here.” 
 
    Kai’s mom looked at her aunt.  She said, “I had some money saved up.  I made out a check to the landlord that covers our rent until September and popped it into a mailbox.  I wasn’t sure I could do that in ghost form, but it turns out I can.  You can stay here at least until then, no problem.  And as far as my boyfriend goes…” 
 
    She and Kai’s aunt started laughing. 
 
    Finally, Kai’s aunt said, “I discovered we’re capable of haunting.  I also discovered we’re capable of making rather frightening sounds and facial expressions.  Let’s just say I paid a little visit to your mom’s boyfriend and scared the crap out of him.  I told him to stay away from this trailer park or I’d come back and get him.  It made a rather strong impression on him, let me tell you.  I doubt he’ll ever be back here again.” 
 
    Kai’s mom shook her head and laughed hysterically.  She was free now.  I felt happy for her, even though I knew Kai missed her deeply. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 23 
 
    The Christmas season was magical.  And I don’t just mean because I found out that magical creatures like ghosts and faeries and shifters are real.  It felt magical because after struggling through so much pain our entire lives, Kai and I finally had a season of joy.  I started wondering if that’s how most people lived.  It was so new to me, it felt like I’d been wearing a space helmet on my head my entire life, then suddenly discovered I could breathe the air. 
 
    Kai and I were both happy that she got to stay in her trailer and that her mom’s boyfriend wasn’t coming back.  I seriously wished I could have seen her Aunt Doli scare the crap out of that guy.  That must have been quite a scene. 
 
    Kai’s mom told us she was pretty sure she could stick around at least through Christmas.  She said that in the afterlife you kind of had intuition about where you were supposed to be and how long you’d get to stay there or what you had to do to move on to the next stage.  She beamed with delight as she said to Kai, “Oh my gosh, this must be how things always feel to you as an empath!  You just sense things about reality.  I’ve never been able to do that before.” 
 
    She said that we should go do whatever we were going to do before she made herself visible to us because she’d be around for a while.  She turned to her sister and said, “You, too, right?  Do you have the same sense that I do, that we’ll be around at least through Christmas?” 
 
    Kai’s aunt shook her head yes with enthusiasm.  She said, “Yes!  Yes, I do!  This makes me so happy.” 
 
    We said, “Goodbye, see you later,” and left for the mall.  There was a really cool all-year Christmas store there, as well as lots of Christmas decorations being sold in other stores. 
 
    It took us both by surprise, but we were actually going shopping on Black Friday and looking forward to it! 
 
    We decided we’d buy lots of things to decorate Kai’s trailer.  Her family had never done that before.  She said, “A couple years, my mom threw a few strands of lights over some bushes outside our house; but that was it.  I was lucky if I got more than a few lame gifts.” 
 
    We super-bonded over this.  I said, “Yeah, me, too!” and we high-fived each other like it had been a good thing or something.  I think we were just so happy it was over. 
 
    We decided we’d try to make Christmas special for both our moms.  Kai said, “This is my last chance.” 
 
    I said, “You don’t know that.  My necklace keeps lighting up.  I half-expect to see Brandon all the time and his grandmother’s contacted me again, right?  I bet your mom and Aunt Doli will keep coming back to see you, especially for important events in your life.  I bet they’ll show up at your wedding, if you ever get married.” 
 
    Kai vigorously shook her head no and laughed.  She said, “Naw.  Don’t even go there.  After seeing my mom’s messed-up relationships, I am not planning to get trapped inside a marriage with legal documents.  Better to have the freedom to exit quickly if things go wrong.” 
 
    I thought about it for a split second, then said, “Yeah.  It’s not on my top list of things to do either, that’s for sure.  I have so much else I need to straighten out in my life first.” 
 
    Kai drove to the mall.  Wow, was it crowded! 
 
    It was fun, though.  The Christmas store had everything we could possibly hope for.  We had no idea there would be that many lights to choose from.  Bubble lights.  Regular lights.  Large bulbs, small bulbs, teeny-tiny bulbs.  White lights or blue, green or red lights or multi-colored lights.  The multi-colored lights could be primary colors only or could include purple.  The lights could blink or not blink or have an option for both.  There were even lights set into clear rope and curtains of lights.  And strands of lights with an option to play music! 
 
    And the garland. More choices!  The fake strands made to look like pine tree branches looked absolutely real.  Some had plastic red berries or fake snow in them.  And there were shiny silver and gold ones. 
 
    Like kids in a candy store … or kids on Christmas morning … we walked through aisle after aisle with amazement and awe. 
 
    Kai said, “I want to buy a tree!  We only ever had a tiny one that my mom plopped on a table every year.” 
 
    I said, “How are you going to afford that?” 
 
    Kai said, “I had some money saved up.  It took me years of saving everything I ever had, but I grabbed it before I left to stay at your place.  I’d hid it behind some books in my room, so my mom’s stupid boyfriend wouldn’t find it.  Every once in a while, he’d trash our whole house, looking for cash and spare change to buy booze.  My mom had a secret stash, too—in a flowerpot at the bottom of fake soil under a fake plant.  I grabbed that, too.”  Kai froze.  She said, “Oh, no.  My mom’s going to think I stole her money…” 
 
    I laughed before I could stop myself.  I said, “No, she won’t, Kai.  She doesn’t need the money anymore.  She would have expected you to take it after she … after she…”  Oh, God, I’d stepped in it.  Me and my big mouth! 
 
    Kai looked upset.  She said, “Died!  Right?  After she died!  Why don’t you just say it?” 
 
    I put my arm around her.  I said, “I’m sorry, Kai.  She’s back, though.  I just wanted to tell you that I don’t think she’d mind you taking the money.  I think she’d be proud that you were smart enough to remember where it was and to take it, to survive on your own.”  Oh my God, I was reminding her that she was all alone.  I should just shut up!  Kai didn’t seem to notice, so I continued.  “And I’m sure she was glad her boyfriend wouldn’t find the money!” 
 
    Kai smiled.  She said, “Yeah.  You’re probably right.” 
 
    I still had money from working at The Daily Buzz in my old town.  I had saved almost all of it.  Like Kai, I tended to hoard money because it was so hard to come by. 
 
    After several hours walking through the store, we decided on what we’d buy.  We each filled two carts, so we pushed one and dragged one.  And then drove around to the loading dock to pick up the fake Christmas trees we’d purchased. 
 
    Exhausted, we headed off to the food court to fortify ourselves with cheeseburgers and Diet Coke.  As soon as the sugar and caffeine and protein kicked in, we went shopping for Christmas gifts. 
 
    Kai struggled with whether or not to buy gifts for her mom and aunt.  She felt she really wanted to get them something; but wasn’t sure that made sense, considering they probably didn’t have any use for material stuff anymore. 
 
    I could tell this made her feel desperately sad.  She wanted this Christmas to be special.  I said, “Why don’t you get them something pretty to look at, so they know you were thinking of them?” 
 
    Kai thought that was perfect.  She bought them each an Angel Christmas Candle Carousel that was really cool.  Heat from the candles rises when they’re lit and makes the metal angels spin around, looking like they’re flying. 
 
    I wanted to get one so badly for my mom, but I still had an automatic reflex that made me cringe when I thought about her falling asleep with a lit cigarette in her hand and nearly burning down our house. 
 
    Yeah, no.  That was not going to happen.  I’d get something else for her.  In the end, I picked out a necklace made of pink and white cultured freshwater pearls.  The day was full of surprises.  I had no idea that such a thing existed.  They were a lot less expensive than regular pearls, and really pretty. 
 
    I thought about getting the same thing for Kai, but I didn’t think she’d appreciate me giving her the same kind of thing I gave my mom. 
 
    Then an idea hit me.  I told Kai I wanted to go off by myself for a while to buy her gift.  She agreed, happily, and said she was about to say the same thing in order to get my gift. 
 
    I bought Kai a DVD collection of all the Teen Titans shows. 
 
    When we got back together again, Kai had a big grin on her face.  I wondered what she’d gotten me. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 24 
 
    Every day leading up to Christmas, Kai went home to spend time with her mom and Aunt Doli.  I went over sometimes, too, but I tried to give her space and some time alone with them. 
 
    A couple of times, we played board games together.  Watching Kai’s mom and aunt move game pieces around was a lot like watching Brandon play Angry Birds on a cell phone.  Just like how he floated a stylus in the air and made it tap the touch screen, they made their pieces float and hover and finally land where they wanted them.  Once, Kai’s aunt got frustrated over losing too many houses to Kai’s mom in a game of Monopoly and she made them fly off the table and slam into a wall, rather than returning them to the bank like she was supposed to.  I sensed a bit of sibling rivalry between her and Kai’s mom. 
 
    Every night, Kai and I wandered around our neighborhood, admiring the Christmas lights and decorations.  Most of the trailers had minimal decorations—just a few strands of lights and maybe a plastic Santa or two.  It was expensive to run extra lights.  But a couple of places: man, you’d swear those people lived in a trailer park just to save up enough money to light up their homes at Christmastime.  I was pretty sure you’d be able to see their bling from outer space. 
 
    I have to admit, I hoped those people never moved away.  Standing in front of their homes was like having a free ticket to Disney World.  OK, maybe not Disney World, but certainly an amusement park. 
 
    On Christmas Eve, my mom made a roast beef dinner with mashed potatoes and gravy and side dishes of vegetables and biscuits.  Kai and I had spent a couple of days making batches of Christmas cookies.  We had a blast making the sugar cookies, rolling the dough and using cookie cutters to make lots of different shapes.  My favorites were the snowmen with candy eyes and chocolate chip buttons.  We also made outer space aliens because … well, why not?  We painted them with green frosting and gave them their usual black eyes, but we added a red bow against their green necks.  Voilà, Christmas colors. 
 
    Our houses looked wonderful.  Kai cleaned her trailer and decorated.  She hung strands of twinkling white lights and non-blinking colored lights from the ceilings in the living room and bedrooms.  She decorated her Christmas tree with silver garland, shiny Christmas balls and colored lights that blinked at any of five different speeds. 
 
    My mom had bought a tree the same day as I did, so we ended up having two of them.  Right there in the living room: two Christmas trees!  I thought I’d died and gone to Heaven. 
 
    After dinner, while we were sipping hot chocolate with marshmallows, munching on Christmas cookies and admiring the decorations on the two trees, my cell phone rang.  It was Annie!  Her mom was staying true to her word, letting Annie visit me over Christmas vacation.  She wondered: could she come the day after Christmas?  My answer: Hell, yeah, she could!  Then I remembered I should probably ask my mom.  My mom said, “The more, the merrier,” so Christmas vacation had just improved itself all over again. 
 
    Before we went to bed, my mom piled some gifts under the tree and told us we could do the same.  It was a beautiful sight: all those packages wrapped in paper colorfully decorated with Santas and reindeer and candy canes. 
 
    My mom added an extra surprise.  She brought two fuzzy red Christmas stockings out of her bedroom, one stitched with my name across the top and the other stitched with Kai’s name.  They were practically bursting with things stuffed inside.  Hanging them from the counter that separated the kitchen from the living room, she said, “Just pretend these are from Santa.  I’m too old to stay up until you fall asleep.”  Had she ever done that?  I couldn’t remember.  Growing up, I’d never had any great gifts in my stocking. 
 
    I had a lot of trouble sleeping that night.  Somehow, Kai fell fast asleep.  I tried to be quiet.  I mostly stared at the ceiling.  My necklace started glowing, so I stared at the beautiful blue light until it extinguished itself.  Finally, sometime in the wee hours of the morning, I slipped into sleep without realizing I was headed there. 
 
    We woke to the sounds of cabinets opening and closing, the clanging of pots and pans and the wonderful smell of pancakes.  Pancakes!  I couldn’t remember when I’d last had homemade pancakes. 
 
    Kai and I went out to the kitchen in our pajamas.  My mom said, “Hey, sleepyheads, Merry Christmas!” 
 
    We sat at the counter.  A few minutes later, my mom served us stacks of pancakes with little bits of sliced apple inside.  I slathered those puppies with as much butter and syrup as I possibly could without causing a storm surge over the side of my plate.  Kai did the same. 
 
    After wolfing down breakfast, we went into the living room.  My mom told us to find the packages addressed to us.  She said it would be fun if we took turns opening one present at a time, so we could all share the experience.  That turned out to be a great idea. 
 
    Thank goodness, my mom and Kai liked what I’d gotten them. 
 
    The presents they’d gotten me were incredibly thoughtful and awesome. 
 
    Kai gave me a set of oil paints and brushes and two canvases.  I had mentioned to her a couple of times that I’d love to take up oil painting someday.  That had been a while ago and I hadn’t mentioned it since.  Even with all the crazy things going on in our lives, she remembered! 
 
    My mom actually gave me a blue cashmere cardigan sweater with white pearl buttons.  It would go perfectly with the blue necklace Brandon gave me, although I’d probably need a bodyguard to wear that to school.  They both looked expensive.  She also got me the coolest ankle-high suede boots lined with fake fur and a bunch of T-shirts that I could totally wear anywhere. 
 
    Kai and I had a blast going through our stockings.  My mom had stuffed them with candy bars, chocolate coins wrapped in golden tinfoil, candy canes and a few pairs of Christmas socks.  Those gifts were pure nostalgia, bringing back my happiest childhood memories of Christmas. 
 
    While we were trying on our new socks, my mom opened the curtains.  It was snowing!  I hadn’t expected that.  Back East, we got a ton of snow and there was always a good chance we’d have a White Christmas.  But, here, in the desert? 
 
    It was like Kai and I had traveled back in time and turned six again. 
 
    I pulled on my new suede boots.  Kai put on some sneakers.  We raced outside in our flannel pajamas.  We stuck out our tongues to try and eat the falling snow, but it was too light and too scarce.  This wasn’t an East Coast blizzard.  This was a soft dusting of snow. 
 
    As we lay down and started swinging our arms to make snow angels, my mom turned on the outdoor Christmas lights.  The reflections twinkled against the blanket of snow like faeries dancing, flapping their wings made of pure color.  Everything was magical.  Everything was serene. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 25 
 
    The next day, Annie arrived!  She seemed so normal and relaxed, actually better than she’d ever seemed when we hung out together.  She’d lost a lot of her anger. 
 
    First thing we did was eat cookies and drink hot chocolate and chat.  My mom went out to catch after-Christmas sales. So we had the place to ourselves.  Annie and Kai got along really well.  Although I guess that was to be expected, since Kai had cured Annie and all. 
 
    Eventually, the topic turned to college applications.  Annie asked if I had finished sending mine in.  I said, “No.” 
 
    Annie gave me a stern look.  She said, “Shade!  Going off to college was our biggest dream.  Why aren’t you following through on that?” 
 
    I said, “I don’t know.  I’ve had a lot on my mind.”  Boy, was that ever an understatement. 
 
    Annie said, “Are you planning to live with your mom in Roswell for the rest of your life?” 
 
    God.  I thought this was Christmas.  Not Halloween, the month of horrors. 
 
    I said, “No.” 
 
    Annie said, “January 1st is the deadline for applications at most colleges. 
 
    No!  She couldn’t be right!  Well, that would explain why Ms. Bell kept asking me every time she saw me for the past couple of weeks if I’d decided where I wanted to go.  She kept saying, “I’m here every day after school if you need any help.” 
 
    Annie put down her mug of hot chocolate.  Wearing a whipped cream mustache, which seemed really funny to me, she said, “OK.  I know what we’re doing over this vacation.  We’re helping you apply to college.” 
 
    Turning to Kai, Annie said, “What year of high school are you in?” 
 
    Kai said, “I’m homeschooled, but senior year.  I’m in my senior year.”  It sounded like she was trying to convince herself. 
 
    Annie said, “What are your plans for the future?” 
 
    Kai said, “I’m not sure.” 
 
    I knew she wanted to be a shaman, but it wasn’t my place to say it. 
 
    Annie said, “Well, same as I asked Shade: are you planning on staying in this trailer park forever?” 
 
    Ouch.  That seemed a little rough.  Sometimes Annie’s goth exterior cracked and you saw the upper crust of her background showing through. 
 
    Kai looked confused, and hurt. 
 
    I said, “Annie, Kai’s Navajo.”  I looked at Kai with as much assurance as I could possibly convey that I wasn’t going to reveal her secrets.  “She might want to stick around here and do some work with her tribe.” 
 
    Annie turned back to Kai and said, “You should reconsider.  You could come back after college and help your people a whole lot more than you could without a college degree.  You could go off and become anything, especially if you went on to earn a higher degree.  You could come back as a doctor, a lawyer, anything.” 
 
    Kai stared at Annie.  If she was anything like me, she couldn’t picture herself as a doctor or lawyer.  That level of success was someone else’s world, not ours. 
 
    Annie tried a different approach.  She smiled.  Then she said, “How about we spend my time here helping you guys fill out your applications and get them submitted?” 
 
    I started to protest.  I said, “Oh, no, Annie!  This is your vacation!” 
 
    Annie insisted.  “Exactly!  Nothing means more to me than going off to college and changing the course of my life.  You know that’s been true for a long time, Shade.  I have really good grades.  I was on my way to applying to college this year.  Then I lost out on my chance.  I’m a year behind because…”  Pain filled her eyes.  “Because … well, because stuff happened.”  She looked at me triumphantly.  “Nothing would make me happier than helping you fill out your college applications.  Pleeeease, Shade.  Pleeeease let me do this.” 
 
    I moaned.  I ended up saying, “OK,” before I was ready to actually commit to it. 
 
    One victim down, Annie then turned to Kai.  She said, “I’d really like to help you fill out applications, too.  You can always turn down the colleges later when they accept you, but you won’t have a choice if you don’t make the January 1st deadline.” 
 
    I noticed Annie said when they accept you, rather than if they accept you.  Tricky.  She was quite the salesperson. 
 
    Kai mimicked me.  Groaning with the exact same tone I’d used, she seemed happy to be part of our group project. 
 
    Annie clapped her hands together and laughed with glee.  She said, “Let’s get started!  There’s no time like the present!” 
 
    Oh my God, she was worse than Ms. Bell.  Which made me realize: If I really got through all these applications, Ms. Bell would be thrilled. 
 
    So, we spent the entire day filling out one application after another. 
 
    I dumped all the brochures out of the bag Ms. Bell had given me.  Annie was delighted; I was horrified. Seeing all those top schools for Journalism intimidated me no end. 
 
    Annie was undaunted.  She paged through every one.  Then, just like a teacher, she handed out instructions.  Giving me the booklet for Northwestern University, she said, “I’ve heard of this one.  It has an amazing reputation for its Journalism Department.  Every college has online applications.  Apply that way.  It’s easier, you don’t have to worry about mailing it in or whether or not they got it, and you’ll beat the deadline no problem.” 
 
    Feeling like a dutiful child, I went to Northwestern’s website and found their Undergraduate Admissions page.  I was thrilled to discover there was such a thing as the Common Application—a single form accepted by many colleges, sometimes with extra materials required; but, still, one form that could be submitted to multiple schools.  NYU, Boston U, and Syracuse U all used the Common Application!  Things were looking up in terms of workload.  University of Missouri took extra time, but that’s only because they had a boatload of Journalism majors and I spent quite a bit of time poring over them.  It felt like walking through a toy store as a little kid—so many exciting possibilities.  Documentary Journalism.  Investigative Journalism.  Magazine Writing.  Photojournalism.  I’d never realized that Photojournalism was a college major before, but it would allow me to combine journalism with art.  I’d never been able to afford cameras before, but the school would have them. 
 
    Sadly, I discovered I’d missed the application deadline for the University of Missouri because it was December 1st, but that was OK; I could still apply to all the others.  Thank God our school had offered the SAT during school hours and I’d taken it and done OK.  If I’d had to schedule it myself, I totally would have forgotten about it. 
 
    The only things I’d have left to do would be getting references from teachers and guidance counselors and having my grades and test scores forwarded. 
 
    As soon as I finished with each booklet, Kai looked through it.  She decided she’d apply everywhere I applied.  At Northwestern, she’d apply for the Ancient Philosophy major.  At NYU, a Religious Studies major.  At Boston U, Anthropology and Religion.  And at Syracuse U, Religion and Society.  That fit, I guess.  They weren’t exactly majors in Shamanism, but the areas of study were similar. 
 
    We took a break for dinner when my mom came home.  Leftover roast beef and mashed potatoes and all the side dishes, which we all thoroughly enjoyed.  My mom had a chance to get to know Annie. 
 
    For dessert, we just carried plates of cookies and mugs of hot chocolate into my room and got back to work, filling out college applications and thinking about the future. 
 
    My mom seemed a bit lost when we told her what we were working on.  She’d just bought more Christmas decorations, 50% off the original price at the Day After Christmas Sale.  She’d come home carrying bags of lights, houses and figurines for a tabletop village, and a sparkly cotton sheet that was made to look like snow.  She’d announced rather cheerily, “We’ll make next year even more special.” 
 
    I’d be home for Christmas vacation.  It wasn’t like I was going away forever. 
 
    By the time we finished filling out applications, it was after midnight.  My mom had done the dishes and cleaned up the kitchen.  She was sitting in the living room, listening to Christmas music.  The blinking lights on the Christmas tree were throwing eerie shapes across the darkened walls. 
 
    I don’t know if she was punch-drunk from exhaustion or what, but Kai said to Annie, “Hey, you want to see something?” 
 
    Annie said, “Sure.” 
 
    Kai looked at me while replying to Annie.  “I want you to see how I decorated my trailer.”  She turned to my own mom and said words I’ll never forget: “You should come, too.” 
 
    I vigorously shook my head no and made my eyes go super-wide.  What was she thinking?  I did not want my mom seeing the ghosts of Kai’s mom and Aunt Doli. But Kai had zipped off to grab a jacket and didn’t notice me. 
 
    My mom said, “That would be really nice, Kai.” 
 
    So, off we went, The Three Musketeers … and my mom. 
 
    Kai’s house was even eerier than mine.  All the lights were off.  When she opened the front door, we were greeted by total blackness punctuated only by the blinking light of a smoke detector. 
 
    Kai ran to plug in all her Christmas lights.  They produced the same effect mine did in an otherwise darkened room.  Weird shapes of colored light danced across the walls and ceiling: creatures emerging from another dimension. 
 
    My mom said, “That looks really nice, Kai. Very cheerful. The lights add lots of holiday spirit.” 
 
    I thought to myself: Ironic choice of words. That wasn’t the only spirit in the near vicinity. 
 
    Kai waggled a finger at us.  She said, “C’mon.” 
 
    Following her into her mother’s bedroom, we saw … nothing.  I breathed such a sigh of relief, you have no idea. 
 
    I was just about to say to my mom, “I’m really tired.  You want to go back home and call it a day?” when Kai’s mom and aunt suddenly floated through the wall and into the room. 
 
    Kai introduced them to Annie and my mom like nothing strange had happened. 
 
    Focusing almost totally on my mom, they told her how delighted they were to finally meet her. 
 
    My mom did not return the favor.  Her jaw dropped.  Literally.  Her mouth just hung wide open.  No manners.  Just that. 
 
    It was all way too surreal. 
 
    Then my mom bolted.  She ran out of the room and out the front door. 
 
    I let her go.  The rest of us stayed about an hour, chatting about Christmas and other things, including whether or not we should have introduced the ghosts to my mom. 
 
    Kai gave her Christmas gifts to her mom and Aunt Doli.  Lighting the candles, she showed them how the angel carousel worked.  They were delighted.  As the angels spun faster and faster around their little carousel, we heard the tink-tink-tink sound of metal touching metal. 
 
    Kai’s mom said, “We have a gift for you as well.”  They weren’t able to go shopping.  Which made a whole lot of sense, considering how that might terrify the customers.  But Kai’s mom said she had taken out life insurance before she died and made Kai the beneficiary.  She said, “I want you to know that you’ll be OK at least for a few years.” 
 
    When Kai told her mom she’d just applied to college, tears flowed down her mom’s face.  I don’t know what they were made of, but they totally looked like ghost tears.  Her mom said she’d never felt happier.  She said, “You’ll be OK, Kai.  I just know it.  You’re going to do better in life than I ever did.” 
 
    Kai’s aunt nodded. “Same here.  Don’t make the same mistakes we made in our lives.  Do things right.  And don’t let anyone convince you otherwise.”  She rolled her eyes and added, “No matter how cute he is.” 
 
    Finally, Kai’s mom blew out the candles.  As the metal angels slowed down, she said, “We better call it a night.  It’s really late.” 
 
    Kai asked her mom, “Is this the last time I’ll ever see you?” 
 
    Her mom said, “We’re not leaving yet.  I sense our time here is short, but I actually think we’ll be here at least until the new year.” 
 
    Kai smiled.  She told Annie and me to go ahead back to my house; she’d catch up in a little while. 
 
    As soon as I opened my front door, I smelled alcohol.  It smelled like a freaking bar—late at night, after the booze had been flowing and drinks had been spilled.  I felt humiliated in front of Annie. 
 
    My mom was sitting alone in the dark, Christmas lights blinking and one of the plastic Santas absurdly singing, Jingle Bells … Jingle Bells … Jingle Bells, over and over again like a broken record.  My mom had fallen asleep, one arm wrapped around a bottle of whiskey, a glass of the stuff in her other hand.  The bottle had tilted to the side, spilling whiskey onto the rug and all over a two-foot Santa. 
 
    I never knew before what a moment of insanity felt like.  Rage and humiliation poured into me.  I went berserk. 
 
    Stepping through the doorway, I let out some kind of banshee scream.  The intensity of it probably should have scared me and been a warning for me to stop, but I was too far gone.  I wrenched the bottle out from the crook of my mother’s arm.  Throwing it across the room, I screamed, “What is wrong with you?  What the hell is wrong with you?  Why are you doing this?”  The bottle smashed against the wall, glass shattering, brown liquid dripping down the wall like poisoned blood.  The place stank of alcoholism and addiction and my own horribly shattered childhood. 
 
    My mother woke with a start.  She stared into the gloom as though seeing ghosts straight from the pit of Hell.  Dropping her half-filled glass, she managed to ruin the couch with the stench of her addiction. 
 
    Drunk and struggling to understand what was going on, she said, “Shade?” 
 
    Grabbing the glass off the couch, I twirled around like a discus thrower and let it fly.  As it went sailing into the Christmas tree, smashing a bunch of ornaments I had bought with my own hard-earned money, I burst into tears.  Screaming, “I hate you!” at my mother, I pushed past Annie and took off for … God knows where. 
 
    Running across our front yard, I tried to gather my unraveling thoughts.  I was coming apart faster than I could put myself back together again.  What was Annie thinking?  How could I leave her alone with my mother?  What if she went back into a catatonic state?  I’m a horrible, horrible person.  I ruined Christmas.  I’m a monster.  It was my mother’s fault.  It was my fault.  I never, ever wanted Annie to see this! 
 
    Reeling from shame and humiliation and a rage I couldn’t quantify or control, I took off for the cave where Kai and I had found the serial killer and the ghost.  Knowing they were both long gone and the bats that infested the place were probably gone for the night, I headed out into the desert. 
 
    Passing by the desert willow with the cacti growing beneath it, the place where a UFO had been sighted and Bobby Huffman had thought he’d been beamed up into one, and Moonjava had shot his assault weapon at a guy whipping a mountain lion—yeah, that place, that weird, weird place—I just stomped on by, oblivious to danger, to cold, to anything.  I just wanted to get away.  Truth be told, I wanted to go live in a cave.  All by myself.  Forever. 
 
    As I approached the cave, I saw something I wasn’t prepared to deal with.  The hugest mountain lion I had ever seen!  There seemed to be something wrong with it.  It was staggering, having trouble walking. 
 
    Then, oh my God, I saw what looked like two feral pigs.  They were both large, but one of them was massive.  At least three feet high and five feet long, it could have easily weighed three or four hundred pounds.  Afraid to move or make a sound, I froze. 
 
    Suddenly, the more monstrous of the two pigs turned in my direction.  It sniffed the air repeatedly, snorting and sucking in air.  Becoming agitated, the two pigs let out a sound that I can only barely describe.  It was deep and guttural, something far more frightening and primitive than anything in horror movies.  The thought of werewolves passed through my mind.  But these were feral pigs. 
 
    I realized the mountain lion had probably been wounded by these gruesome creatures.  Which meant that I stood no chance whatsoever against them. 
 
    As the wild pig lost interest in me or whatever scents might be floating on the wind, it leapt onto the mountain lion and sank its massive teeth into its neck.  The sound of the victim dying and the pigs attacking and feasting will haunt me forever. 
 
    Taking advantage of the fact that the mountain lion was in no shape to hunt me down and the pigs would soon be sated, I ran for my life back home. 
 
    Adrenalin still flowing through my veins from my close encounter with death, I felt somewhat ready to face my shame and humiliation and the destruction I’d wreaked when I finally made it back to my trailer, out of breath and wheezing. 
 
    Opening the front door, my hands started shaking even harder than they’d already been.  My racing heart sped up so fast, I thought I’d have a heart attack. 
 
    No one was anywhere to be seen. 
 
    The living room had been cleaned up.  It smelled like a combination of whiskey and cleaning products and leftover dinner.  The shattered glass from the whiskey bottle, the drinking glass, and the broken Christmas tree ornaments was all gone, as though my fit of rage had never destroyed them. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I headed off to my bedroom.  Cracking the door a few inches, I peeked in to see if Annie was OK.  She seemed OK.  She was sitting on the bed, watching an anime show I didn’t recognize. 
 
    Looking up at me with fear in her eyes, she asked, “Are you OK?” 
 
    I said, “Yeah.  I was hoping I didn’t shock you … or hurt you … too much.” 
 
    Annie looked surprised.  She said, “No.  Not at all.  Your mom’s kind of a mess, though.” 
 
    I said, in a voice cold as ice, “Yeah, now tell me something new.” 
 
    Annie said, “No, I mean she was a mess because of you.  She cried for a long time, saying how she ruined Christmas.” 
 
    I replied, “Well, she did ruin Christmas.” 
 
    Annie said, “Not really.  She’s never seen ghosts before.  Not everyone’s going to be able to handle that real well.” 
 
    I felt my temper rising like the mercury on a thermometer during a bout of dangerously high fever.  I started losing it.  I said, “Look.  I’ve had to handle a whole lot more.  Ghosts.  Faeries.  And … you don’t know the half of it!  Things I’ve gone through with the skinwalkers and shapeshifters have been such a nightmare, there were times I felt like I was completely losing my mind!” 
 
    I couldn’t read the expression on Annie’s face, but it wasn’t good.  She looked shocked and confused.  I wasn’t sure of the cause: my mentioning that I’d been dealing with so many paranormal creatures, or the depth of my rage? 
 
    Annie said, “What’s happening with the skinwalkers and shapeshifters?” 
 
    I was never so glad to be upstaged by creatures more frightening than me during total meltdown. 
 
    I said, “A lot.”  Then for the next hour, I filled her in. 
 
    Annie’s response: “Wow, I wish I could stay longer.  I’d like to see that!” 
 
    I threw my arms around her and gave her the warmest hug.  Best friends are the most amazing people in the entire world. 
 
    After we cried and hugged, I realized I ought to call Moonjava about the animals out in the desert, ask him if I should report them to an authority or anything. 
 
    I could tell I’d woken Moonjava up.  He sounded groggy.  That all changed when I told him what I’d seen.  He said, “Those suckers carry rabies and swine tuberculosis.  We’re supposed to shoot ’em when we see ’em.  I’ll get my gun!  Meet you there.” 
 
    Wait.  What?  That is not what I had wanted.  I was exhausted. 
 
    I told Annie what was happening.  I said, “You should stay here;” but she insisted on going with me.  At that exact moment, Kai walked in and insisted on going with me as well. 
 
    I sent a group text to everyone who had been with us when Moonjava had shot at the guy with the mountain lion.  I needed support.  Safety in numbers, right?  Starshine, Violet Skye, Wolf Song and Science all agreed to meet at my house.  Science volunteered to pick everyone up in his jeep. 
 
    As soon as we heard the jeep screech onto the road that winds through our trailer park, I ran outside with Kai and Annie. 
 
    It wasn’t the safest thing, all of us piling into the jeep, but we didn’t feel we had much of a choice.  I figured on the way back some of us could ride with Moonjava. 
 
    As we pulled up to the willow tree, we saw the shadowy hulking shape of Moonjava’s truck.  Killing the motor of his jeep and turning off the lights, Science warned us to be careful because Moonjava might not see us in the dark and he had a gun. 
 
    Wolf Song joked.  “Yes, mom.” 
 
    The rest of us were too nervous to find it funny. 
 
    The feral pigs were still making their ungodly squeals.  The mountain lion had been silenced. 
 
    As a sliver of moon peeked out from behind clouds, light glinted off something.  It was Moonjava’s gun.  He hadn’t waited for us. 
 
    We all watched in horror as he moved closer and closer to the feral pigs, stalking them, searching no doubt for the perfect place to gun them down one after the other in rapid succession. 
 
    At that exact moment, something very strange happened. 
 
    We heard the assault rifle go off: the repetitive discharging of bullets, the noise like that of a jackhammer.  Simultaneously, we saw a man rise up out of the largest pig, as though crawling right out of its skin.  Oh my God, it was my Biology teacher!  Freaking Mr. Mhavryck Taylor!  A split second later, his head exploded as bullets tore through it. 
 
    Starshine shrieked.  I wanted to tell her to be quiet, but my focus completely narrowed to the scene in front of me. 
 
    A woman leapt out of the second pig’s skin and went tearing off across the desert. 
 
    Moonjava dropped his gun to his side.  He stood frozen to the spot. 
 
    Violet yelled, “Moonjava!  We’re all here!  We’re coming over.  Don’t shoot!” 
 
    Moonjava whipped around.  Running toward us, he said, “Did you see that?  Did you see it?  What did you see?” 
 
    When we told him what we’d seen, Moonjava threw his head back.  He bellowed at the moon.  Then he said, “I killed a man!  I blew his head to pieces.  My eyes must have played tricks on me.  I didn’t see him.  I only saw the pigs … and what was left of the lion.  That’s it.  Where did those people come from?” 
 
    Kai found her voice and self-confidence.  She said, “I’ll tell you what you saw.” 
 
    Out there in the cold desert night, the group learned what Annie, Kai and I already knew.  Shapeshifters walked among us.  And among those were the vile and evil skinwalkers.  Moonjava had killed one of the latter.  He had also killed the Biology teacher. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 26 
 
    In the wee hours of the morning, Moonjava texted everyone in our group that did most of the work on the newspaper and forum.  Kai’s and my cell phone buzzed at the same time, waking us up.  Annie mumbled in her sleep and rolled over.  I was glad Moonjava had included Kai; it meant she was accepted as part of our group, even though she was homeschooled.  The text had also been sent to: Starshine, Violet Skye, Wolf Song, Luke, Jane, Mark Bahazhoni, Gail Dickerson, Felix Baker and Lin Zhao—in other words, our entire group. 
 
    The text started out with these words: URGENT!!  URGENT!!  URGENT!!  Those words in all caps with all those exclamation points certainly got our attention.  I felt really scared.  All kinds of thoughts raced through my mind.  Having seen what the skinwalkers are capable of, the fear that kept looping through my brain was that they were after Moonjava.  My second thought was more rooted in the pragmatic, obvious world: the police were after Moonjava for having murdered the high school Biology teacher.  He had shot Mr. Taylor in his human form.  The police would no doubt investigate the murder once the body was found and reported. 
 
    Moonjava’s message continued on to say: i need to meet with all of u later 2day 12:00 noon my house.  can u b there?  URGENT!!  URGENT!!  URGENT!! 
 
    I texted back to Moonjava: can annie come along? 
 
    He texted back: can you trust her with your life? 
 
    Well, that was ominous.  With my life?  Sure, I guess so.  In a way, Annie had trusted me with hers.  She trusted me and Kai enough to help her out when she was at her lowest, most desperate point.  And she’d seen me completely possessed, flying into uncontrollable rage, and went on accepting me unconditionally.  I texted back: yes, absolutely. 
 
    Moonjava replied: ok bring her along then. 
 
    Setting my alarm for 10:00, I thought I’d never fall back to sleep, but I did.  I was bone-tired and my brain was fried. 
 
    The next morning, the alarm woke all of us.  I told Annie what was going on.  She said she totally wanted to go with us. 
 
    As soon as I stepped out of my bedroom, I saw my mom.  Hunched over a cup of coffee at the kitchen counter, she looked like death warmed over.  Her eyes were bloodshot.  It looked like she’d been crying. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how to handle this.  I still felt incredibly pissed off at her for drinking, but I also felt ashamed of the way I’d behaved. 
 
    We both started talking at the same time.  I told my mom, “You go first.” 
 
    She said, “I’m really sorry, Shade.  I’m still freaked out by the idea of ghosts.  I can’t believe they’re real.  I want to pretend none of that happened last night.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. 
 
    I wanted to scream at her: You’re afraid of ghosts?  Look what I have to deal with!  Shapeshifters, skinwalkers, faeries, murders!  Yeah, ugly, gruesome murders!  And saving ghosts who can’t move on into the afterlife until I personally solve their murders and help them out!  I’d give anything to have a mother I could lean on!  But, instead, I have a mom who’s a crybaby, who turns to booze and drugs every time life gets freaky.  Just grow up already!  Just grow up! 
 
    Instead, I said, “I’m sorry, too.  I shouldn’t have lost my temper.  Sometimes it’s hard, though, mom, seeing you wrecking your life with alcohol and drugs.  Are you OK now?  Can you stay sober and just deal with things?  Sometimes reality takes weird twists and turns and you just have to accept where it goes.” 
 
    A glimmer of hope flickered in my mom’s eyes.  Offering me a faint smile, she said, “You’re very mature for your age.  I’m proud of you, Shade.  Thanks.” 
 
    Yup.  That’s me.  The parent to my parent.  I just said, “No problem.” 
 
    Then I went off to the bathroom to take a shower.  Warm water and soap never felt so good.  Layers of misery, horror and sadness sloughed off me in the warm, scented mist and disappeared down the drain. 
 
    When it was time to leave for Moonjava’s, I forced myself to hug my mom.  I had no idea what was in store for me.  Just in case the skinwalkers were after all of us who’d been with Moonjava when he’d shot Mr. Taylor and this was the last time my mom would ever see me alive, I wanted things to end well between us. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 27 
 
    I could never have predicted what the meeting at Moonjava’s would be like.  Maybe Kai could have, but not me. 
 
    Moonjava lived in an unusual place: a cave that had been transformed into a home.  I wasn’t clear if it was a real cave or if a builder had just made it look that way; but, no matter what, it was unusual and surreal.  The walls looked exactly like the inside of a cave.  There were even stalactites and stalagmites, but there were also normal rooms. 
 
    I rang the bell next to a door that reminded me of one of the hobbit houses in The Lord of the Rings: round, painted bright blue, with a doorknob right in the center.  It was set into a rock wall. 
 
    Moonjava opened the door and invited us in. 
 
    As we stepped into the front hallway, we basically stepped into a cave furnished and decorated for modern humans.  The walls were stone; the floor plan was open.  The hallway opened up into a large room with a kitchen area and a living room.  Pots and pans dangled above a granite countertop next to a modern stove with black cast iron burners.  In the living room, couches formed an L around a Persian rug.  Framed oil paintings and photographs hung on the stone walls and flames flickered in a massive fireplace. 
 
    Off in the distance, I heard a waterfall and birds shrieking and flapping their wings.  I wanted to explore, but Moonjava hurried us along to his room.  He said, “C’mon, c’mon, we need to talk.” 
 
    Moonjava’s room was at least as large as the living room.  Shelves had been carved into the walls.  Three of the walls were completely filled with books.  A king-size bed jutted out from the fourth wall.  Next to it: a wooden desk with a large computer screen on top and two computers blinking away beneath it.  The rest of the room held overstuffed chairs and a couch. 
 
    Moonjava said, “Sit down.  Make yourselves comfortable.”  He seemed agitated. 
 
    Pacing around the room, he said, “I have something to show you.  But, first, I need all of you to swear this remains secret, that only our group ever hears of this, that what I’m about to show you doesn’t ever leave this room.” 
 
    We all mumbled some kind of agreement.  We just wanted him to get on with it. 
 
    Seconds later, Moonjava’s bones started cracking and bending with a sickening, horrifying sound.  I thought at first that he had some kind of debilitating illness, that he would soon be dead and he wanted us to know.  Moonjava moaned and growled through an appalling transformation. 
 
    Kai grabbed my hand and then Annie’s.  She said, “I know what this is.  Don’t be afraid of it.  He’ll be OK.  I’ve seen my mom and aunt do this a bazillion times.” 
 
    Bones breaking and rebuilding under his skin, Moonjava shifted into the form of a Siberian Husky, then into the shape of a cat, then back to his human form. 
 
    No one moved. 
 
    When he returned to normal, Moonjava said, “I’m a shapeshifter.” 
 
    Kai leaned over and whispered in my ear, “No kidding, Captain Obvious.”  I don’t know how she found humor in any of this.  Just another day in Kai’s world, I supposed. 
 
    My hands were shaking.  My heart was racing so fast, I thought it would explode.  I knew shapeshifters and skinwalkers were real.  I’d seen them with my own eyes.  But to think that someone I’d known—another student at my high school, a friend, a fellow member of the newspaper club, for God’s sake—was one of them made me physically ill.  It pulled the rug out from under me.  I doubted everything I’d ever known.  Anybody could be anything other than what I’d believed them to be.  Whatever comfort I’d ever found in the real world had been yanked away, set on fire, turned to ash. 
 
    Moonjava looked around the room.  I followed his gaze.  Everyone except Kai looked exactly how I felt: shocked to their core. 
 
    Finally, he said, “I had to show you what I am.  You know what happened to Mr. Taylor last night, right?  You saw it with your own eyes.  He was a skinwalker.  He and his group have done unspeakable things to my people.”  I thought of what they’d done to Kai’s mom, to Kai’s aunt.  He continued, “My people have cremated him, sent him off to the afterlife.  Word of the shooting brought all the vermin out to try and claim his body before we could dispose of it.  We rounded a whole lot of them up.  The Shapeshifter Council’s going to try them in their court for all the terrible things they’ve done.  There will be no mercy for those found guilty.” 
 
    Walking over to Kai and placing his hands on her shoulders, he said, “I’ve been aware of you before I ever met you.  I knew there were shapeshifters in your family.  All of us need to unite, to work together now, to get rid of the skinwalkers once and for all.  I’ve been told one of the skinwalkers rounded up was your mom’s boyfriend.  I’m sorry.” 
 
    Kai started sobbing.  Pulling herself together, she said, “Don’t be sorry.  He was a monster.”  I’m sure she felt relieved. 
 
    Moonjava looked away.  Addressing all of us, he said, “I have something else to show you.”  Like a pied piper, he led us out of his bedroom, through his massive house and out a back door.  We stepped into a cactus garden surrounded on three sides by desert willows and on the other, a massive rock wall.  Against that wall, cages of animals were stacked up.  Moonjava said, “Some of you have seen these before.  At the UFO Festival, in the tent.  It took us a long time, but we finally rounded up Bobby Huffman’s uncle, the creep who kept these caged animals and abused his nephew.  Bobby was a good guy … and a shapeshifter.  His uncle let him think he’d been abducted and operated on by aliens from outer space when actually his skinwalker friends had experimented on him when he was in animal form—mostly just to violate taboos against family, to push against the boundaries of evil.  I want you all to witness the freeing of shapeshifters he kept as pets for his own amusement.” 
 
    With that, he unlocked and opened one cage after the other.  I scanned all of them until I found what I was looking for: the raccoon with human hands and fingernails painted blue with green spots.  I watched as Moonjava set it free.  As it went running off through the willow trees, I realized I’d probably never know who it was.  I desperately wanted to know, but it fled in its animal form. 
 
    After all the shifters went running off, Moonjava said, “This does not go into the newspaper ever.  I just wanted you all to know.  We’re reclaiming this area from the skinwalkers, cleaning out the vermin.  And the black-and-white striped coon cat you saw, the one half my size? That was Mr. Ashkii, the Newspaper Club mentor that Ms. Bell replaced after he mysteriously went missing.  He’s back now.  We’ll see if he decides to show up at the high school or not.  It might be a little too difficult for him to explain his long absence.  After he didn’t show up at school or call in sick for a few days, a couple of teachers had gone out to his home to check up on him.  A body was found in the cage where he’d been keeping a lion, the cage door was open, and the lion was gone.  The face had been completely mauled and the body torn apart.  Everyone just assumed it was Mr. Ashkii.  Turns out it wasn’t.  You guys are fantastic journalists.  You tried to report this story with the information you had.  You knew you were onto something.  Now you know what.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 28 
 
    The world is full of secrets.  I certainly have many.  I thank my lucky stars I have a close group of friends with whom I’ve shared my most intimate and crazy ones. 
 
    After our meeting at Moonjava’s, Kai and Annie and I had long conversations about it.  Kai held Annie’s hands and helped heal her mind when she thought she couldn’t handle it. 
 
    Annie went home the day before Winter Break ended.  Kai’s mom and aunt said a tearful goodbye a couple of days later. 
 
    And then the world snapped back together again.  Have you ever noticed that happening in your life?  Events come along that violate everything you’ve ever known about reality.  Smashing it to smithereens, they cut you wide open and rip your soul to shreds with the broken glass of ruined reality.  Then, all of a sudden, it’s over.  The world goes on as though nothing so heinous ever happened.  And you shake yourself off and pretend to do the same. 
 
    After the night in which Moonjava revealed himself and told us the skinwalkers would be dealt with, the rest of the school year was basically normal and calm.  During those months, I didn’t see anyone shapeshift into another form.  (Well, if you don’t count Ms. Bell buzz-cutting her hair and dying the stubble green.)  I didn’t see any ghosts and my necklace stopped lighting up, which actually made me quite sad. 
 
    The biggest excitement in my and Kai’s life became worrying about whether or not we’d get accepted into any of the colleges to which we’d applied.  And then worrying about the possibility of actually getting accepted because we’d never lived away from home before and the kids might hate us and the work might be too hard and on and on like that. 
 
    Right before college acceptance letters were supposed to be mailed to students, Gabriella contacted me.  She asked for a video conference with me and Kai. 
 
    Her message had nothing to do with murder suspects or criminals or shapeshifters or anything else that was disturbing or weird.  She just wanted to recommend another college, a place called Ocean View College.  She showed us pictures.  The campus was gorgeous!  Every building looked like a castle.  The first building ever constructed there stood on a cliff overlooking the ocean—an image that perfectly matched the college’s name. 
 
    Gabriella showed us their list of courses.  She pointed out a possible major for me: Journalism in a Broken World.  And one for Kai: Shamanism for Empaths. 
 
    After the initial thrill of looking at the scenery and coursework, I realized Kai and I could never go there.  I had a scholarship and Kai had the life insurance her mom had left her, but I doubted either of us could afford to keep up with the extra costs.  The majors Gabriella had recommended that seemed so perfect for us required multiple semesters of study abroad.  We’d never be able to afford it. 
 
    I expressed my concerns to Gabriella.  She waved her hand, as though physically dismissing our worries.  She said, “I know someone there.  I’m sure we can get those costs covered for both of you.” 
 
    So Kai and I applied.  And we heard back that we’d been accepted one week later!  We also got into most of the other places we’d applied, but nothing could beat Ocean View College.  I had more dreams of that place than I can count, waiting to hear whether or not I’d been accepted. 
 
    Graduation was a happy day, the kind of day that had been all too rare in my life. 
 
    My mom showed up sober.  She kept crying and saying how proud she was of me—which was totally embarrassing, but nowhere near as embarrassing as tripping over every single person she had to pass to find a seat in the bleachers and then falling into the lap of a cheerleader’s dad.  Oh, yeah, that happened.  In middle school.  At an awards ceremony.  The teasing I got for months afterward, not to mention the cruel taunts from the cheerleader’s friends, completely wiped out any joy I had initially felt over winning that award.  My mom also wore a pretty pink linen suit and the pearl necklace I’d given her for Christmas.  She looked good.  She looked like a normal mom. 
 
    As I walked onstage to receive my diploma, Kai and my mom whooped and hollered.  I wished they hadn’t, but it was OK.  Lots of kids had family who did the same thing. 
 
    I got all nervous as my full name was read out loud: Galactic Shade Griffin! 
 
    Someone in the audience made the sound of a bird.  Idiot.  The guy sounded like a rooster, while a griffin is half eagle.  Good luck to you in your future, moron! 
 
    As soon as I started walking across the stage, the announcement was made that I’d won an award!  The Newspaper Club Award for Excellence in Journalism!  I wanted to cry, I was so happy. 
 
    Principal Marquez shook my hand.  As he handed me my diploma, he said, “Congratulations!”  We smiled and posed for the photographer taking Graduation Day pictures. 
 
    As I approached the person handing out the awards, she extended her hand to shake mine.  Her fingernails were painted blue with green spots!  When I looked into her eyes, I noticed she’d smudged charcoal eyeshadow all around them.  She looked like a raccoon.  As she shook my hand, she leaned forward and said, “Congratulations on getting into Ocean View College!  You’re going to love it there!”  Then we turned and smiled for the camera. 
 
      
 
    *Footnote: Melville, Herman, Moby Dick, (Penguin English Library, Kindle Edition). 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    Dear Reader, 
 
    I hope you enjoyed this second book in the Shade series. When choosing books, people often make decisions based on the recommendations of others. If you enjoyed Shade and the Skinwalkers and would consider leaving a review on Amazon or the site where you downloaded it, I would deeply appreciate it. 
 
    In the next book in the series, Shade and the Castle by the Sea, Shade and her best friend, Kai Zahnii, begin their first year at Ocean View College, a school for the magically gifted, Shade as a ghost whisperer and Kai as an empath and healer. Shade and the Castle by the Sea (Shade Series Book 3) can be found here: 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07KFWZWH7 
 
    If you’d like to receive updates on my books and notifications about special sale prices, please sign up for my newsletter here: http://www.marilynpeake.com/newsletter.html 
 
    My website: http://www.marilynpeake.com 
 
    Amazon Author Page: 
 
    http://www.amazon.com/Marilyn-Peake/e/B00LZV77Q8/ref=sr_tc_2_0?qid=1437976058&sr=1-2-ent 
 
    Follow Marilyn Peake on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/Marilyn-Peake-Author-1649249058685297/ 
 
    Follow Marilyn Peake on Twitter: https://twitter.com/marilynpeake 
 
    Follow Marilyn Peake on BookBub: https://www.bookbub.com/authors/marilyn-peake 
 
    Follow Marilyn Peake on Goodreads: https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/387792.Marilyn_Peake 
 
      
 
    All My Best,
Marilyn Peake 
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