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            Where Is Here?

          

        

      

    

    
      The golden sun shone from a deep blue sky. Everything looked normal, or as normal as Weirdbey Island could look at least. An entire week had passed since we’d fought Molly Maloney and dealt with the runaway spirits, and I felt good.

      My brother, Jamie, was still behaving, and he hadn’t harassed me once since my ghostly friend Nettie Hallawhumpa had threatened him. My parents were happy, nothing creepy had happened in our home, and everything was peaceful at last.

      Things seemed to be looking up, which should have been my first clue that something truly terrible was coming.

      I was almost at the dirt road leading to my home in the woods, when my phone began buzzing like a wasp trapped in my pocket. I squeezed my brakes. Maybe it was Jacob calling to tell me I’d left something at his house. I was always doing that…

      It was an unknown number.

      I almost didn’t answer, but the phone kept rumbling so I finally gave in. “Hello?”

      “Dylan!”

      “Zach?” Where was he calling from? This wasn’t his phone number. What kind of crazy news was I about to get? Zach was one of the best friends I’d ever had, but I was growing to dread his strange, unpredictable calls. “What’s up?”

      “You gotta get over here, fast.”

      He was out of breath, like he’d just run for miles on this blazing hot summer’s day.

      “Where are you?”

      “Langley, on the beach. You’ve gotta get over here now, Dylan. It’s insane!”

      “What is?”

      “Not on the phone. I’ll tell you everything once you’re here.”

      I sighed and turned my bike around. I really wanted to go home and get something to eat, but I couldn’t leave Zach in the lurch. Besides, it sounded like he’d actually found something pretty weird, and my curiosity was worse than a cat’s.

      What was he up to now? I could only guess as I raced through the town and down the sloped path that led to the beach. The last time he’d told me to meet him there, he’d been sure he’d seen a mermaid. Not that it had turned out to be real or anything. What could it be now? Had the Loch Ness monster beached itself on Weirdbey?

      I scanned the shore as I cycled over the sand and stones. There was no sign of Zach, or anyone else except a couple walking their dog in the distance.

      “Zach!” I muttered, as I skidded to a stop by the lapping tide. A chilly breeze blew across the dark blue waves of the inlet, making my crazy hair snake around my head as a dark saucer-shaped cloud drew in over the water. Something about it gave me a bad feeling… and then I saw the symbol etched in the sand; a spiral, and in its center a triangle, or long pointed witch’s hat.

      Probably some kid had carved it with a stick, I reasoned. Or perhaps… perhaps it was something more sinister; like the kind of symbol people used in horror movies to summon up monsters.

      I checked my phone. There were no new messages. I called Zach.

      “Greetings, Dylan.”

      He always answered the phone like that; as if it was a brand new invention he was still getting used to.

      “Hi.”

      “And…what can I do for you?”

      “I’m here,” I said.

      “How nice for you.” He paused. “Where’s here? And why are you there?”

      “What?”

      “Where are you?” he asked in a loud slow drawl.

      “At the beach.”

      “Right. Well, that’s wonderful and I’m happy for you, Dylan, I really am. But I have no idea why you felt the need to call and update me. Or are you inviting me to join you?”

      “You asked me to join you!”

      I paused as a low, heavy feeling seeped through my stomach. The call had been from an unknown number…

      And then I heard something rumbling across the beach and, whatever it was, it was headed right for me!
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      My heart raced so fast it felt like it might break loose.

      Suddenly, that strange cloud seemed to grow and the water below it darkened and churned. I felt sick as I turned to look behind me.

      The thing shooting toward me was Marshall Anders. He sped along the beach on his black mountain bike and his pale, moonlike face loomed as his soulless eyes locked onto mine. He grinned like a shark and tiny stones flew up around his wheels as he yanked his brakes and his bike swept in a semicircle, sending wet sand and pebbles into my face.

      “What…” Terror swallowed the rest of my words.

      “Confused, Dylaboo?”

      I nodded. There was no point denying it.

      “You’ve gotta come here right now, Dylan. It’s insane!” He said, doing a freakishly accurate impersonation of Zach.

      “Whoa.”

      “Whoa!” He said, just like I had. “How do you like my impression?”

      “It’s pretty good.” I glanced around. The couple walking their dog were even further down the beach. We were completely alone, just me and the monster.

      “Thank you!” His cackle was like a backfiring car.

      “So, um, how can I help you?” I tried to keep my voice light, as if we were simply two friends who’d accidentally crossed paths on the beach, as opposed to the truth; which was that one of the meanest bullies I’d ever known had just lured me into an ambush.

      His grin faded, and he stared at me with those creepy eyes. “How can you help me? Well, you can start by telling me what you’ve done to your brother?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Jamie’s acting like a total wimp. He doesn’t want to pull any pranks, and pranks is what we do. Pranks is our business.”

      Pranks… It sounded so harmless. Their pranks had nearly destroyed me.

      “I had to fire him,” he continued.

      “Fire him?”

      “From our friendship. I need a wingman, not the pathetic dork he’s become.” His heavy brow lowered sharply as he frowned. “What have you done to him? Are you using some kind of mind control agent?”

      “Nope.” I shook my head. I could never tell him what had really happened, that the ghost of an old lady had urged him to keep himself in line. And then, before I could stop myself, I added, “Maybe he just decided he’d had enough of acting like an idiot.”

      The lump in my stomach turned into a boulder. Had I really just said that?

      “An idiot… Are you suggesting I’m an…”

      “No. Of course not. I said maybe he decided to stop acting like an idiot.”

      “But I’m the one who comes up with our pranks. And he’s stopped playing pranks, but I haven’t, so you are saying that I’m an idiot. Am I right, or am I right?”

      “No. You’re not an idiot, Marshall. Not at all.”

      “Glad to hear it.” He jumped off his seat and landed on the beach with an almighty thud. “Get off your bike.”

      “Get off my bike?” My hands shook as I gripped the handlebars.

      “That’s what I said.”

      I considered riding away as fast as I could, but Marshall played on the school football team and he’d run me down and tackle me within seconds. So I slid off the seat, and for once, I propped my bike up on its kickstand in case I needed to make a fast getaway. And I had a feeling I would…

      Marshall clamped his meaty hand on my shoulder, and we began walking along the shore. “So, Dylan, am I going to get the truth? Are you going to explain what’s going on with my friend?”

      The shadow from the giant cloud passed over the beach and seemed to suck up the daylight, as if I were trekking into utter hopelessness. I couldn’t tell Marshall that I was blackmailing Jamie with a ghost because, if I did, he might figure out something I didn’t want either of them to know. Something that was seriously bad news… “I think he’s just been studying really hard,” I said.

      “Studying?” His hand slipped from my shoulder and as he looked down at me, I realized his grin was more like an alligator’s than a shark’s. “Studying what?”

      I needed to get away while I still could. As I glanced at my feet, I glimpsed a clump of glistening green seaweed, and an idea came to me, possibly the worst idea I’d ever had. But before I could talk myself out of it, I ducked down, grabbed the cold, sopping wet seaweed, spun it around me, and hurled it.

      It whirled through the air and struck Marshall right in the face with a damp smack, before twirling around his big fat head. “Ugh!” His words came out muffled. “Gross!”

      I ran to my bike, leaped onto the seat and kicked the stand into place. I looked back as Marshall tore the seaweed from his face. Thunder filled his eyes as I planted my feet on the pedals. “You’ll pay for this, Dylan! Oh, you’re going to pay big time!”

      He charged like a bull.

      I cycled as fast as I could as the plodding thump of his footsteps pounded the sand behind me.
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      I hit the slope leading up from the beach and turned to see Marshall racing back for his bike. His face was full of rage as he leaped on it and cut across the sand toward me.

      My bicycle rumbled and shook as it climbed the hill. I pounded the pedals and swayed the handlebars from side to side. My chest grew tight and my legs ached, but I gritted my teeth and fixed my eyes on the top of the slope.

      “I’m. Going. To. Kill. You!” Marshall’s voice echoed behind me. He was catching up like some sort of machine; half thug, half robot. I’d never outrun him, especially not once we reached the street. I needed to find somewhere to hide and fast!

      Langley was packed. Locals and tourists milled around the shops, chatting and grinning like there wasn’t a trouble in the world. Help! I wanted to cry. Stop this maniac before he kills me! But I didn’t. I sped on, flying past the world’s tiniest cinema, or so it seemed, and then the bookstore. There was nowhere to hide!

      And then I spotted the alleyway. I soared across the road and as I peered back, Marshall cleared the slope in an almighty jump. He glanced around, saw me, and whooped like a crazed coyote.

      I sped down the alley and turned onto the next. I needed somewhere to… There! I crunched my brakes as I saw a row of deep green bushes and stashed my bike in them before scuttling through a door into what seemed like the back of an art gallery.

      My sandy sneakers skidded across the polished floorboards. The place was calm, peaceful, and smelled of lavender oil. Bright, colorful paintings hung on the soft white walls, and there were several expensive-looking stone sculptures, some of which were big enough to hide behind…

      “Can I help you?”

      The woman at the cash register glanced up from her phone. She reminded me of a school teacher, especially the way her eyes narrowed as she assessed me.

      “I like art.” It was possibly the stupidest thing I’d ever said, and I’d said a lot of stupid things in my time.

      I gestured at the walls, before throwing a glance at the window overlooking the alley. Marshall shot by, and for a split second he seemed to peer right at me. My sneakers were more like squeakers as I sidled across the floor to the nook in the corner with the wildlife sculptures.

      “Who’s your favorite artist?” The lady studied me as if she’d decided I knew nothing about art, and then glanced to the back of the shop, but I couldn’t see what she was looking at.

      “Probably Van Gogh.” He was the only artist I could think of.

      “Great choice. Which piece in particular?”

      “The ear.”

      “The ear?”

      It was the first thing that popped into my mind. Jamie had once told me Van Gogh had cut off his own ear and bled to death, but not before painting most of Paris’s streets red with blood. Like most of his stories it was only partly true and happily the bleeding part was the lie.

      “Do you know what I think?” the woman asked as she walked toward me.

      “Nope.”

      “I think you’re hiding from that monstrous-looking boy who’s just found that bicycle you hurled into my bushes.”

      “Is… is he coming?” I half stammered.

      “Indeed, he is. Now be a bear, not a cub.”

      “What?”

      She reached out and positioned me behind a sculpture of a tall, fearsome looking bear.

      Seconds later, I heard the back door open and Marshall’s great thumping footsteps.

      “Can I help you?” the lady asked.

      “Dunno,” Marshall said. “I’m looking for an idiot.”

      “I have a selection of mirrors by the front door. If you’d like, you can examine them on your way out.”

      “What… what does that mean?” His blundering feet came closer, and the pungent scent of seaweed wafted through the air.

      “I’m just joking, young man. You don’t need to look so offended. Now, I don’t have idiots for sale in my gallery, so is there anything else I can help you with before you leave?”

      Marshall fell silent. I could almost feel his dead eyes searing through the sculptures as he searched for me. “Did someone else come through here?” he asked.

      “I’ve had many people in my shop today. Perhaps you could be more specific?”

      “He’s about this tall. His hair looks like a crazy bird’s nest, and he’s got a seriously slappable face.”

      “No, I don’t recall seeing anyone with a seriously slappable face. Well,” she said, “present company excepted. Now, are you planning to purchase anything?”

      “No.”

      “Then you can use the same door you stumbled through. Please close it on your way out.”

      “I’ll get you, Dylaboo,” Marshall muttered.

      A moment later the bell chimed, and I heard the door click shut. Silence fell, and slowly, the scent of lavender overtook the salty reek of seaweed.

      “He’s gone,” the lady said as she stepped around the carved wooden bear and appraised me.

      “Are you sure?”

      “As sure as sure can be. I saw him examining your bike in case you were hiding behind it, and then the bush, but to no avail. After that, he cycled away. He knows you’re here, but it seems he’s given up for now.”

      “Thanks.”

      “It’s my pleasure. I despise bullies.”

      I turned to leave but slowed as I spotted the painting by the back door. “What’s that?” I asked. The canvas showed a bunch of black, twisted trees, and drifting over them was a glowing object that looked like an upturned saucer.

      “It’s called the hovering visitor. It’s by a local artist. I can’t say it’s to my taste, but her work sells well. Why do you ask?”

      I shook my head. I didn’t have an answer, except I’d recently seen something weird in the sky; like a backwards shooting star, and the painting reminded me of it. “No reason,” I said. I opened the door, checked the alley, and thanked the lady once more, before retrieving my bike from the bushes and dusting it down.

      “It’s my pleasure. Consider my shop a refuge if you ever need to hide in future, but I hope you won’t have to,” she said, and closed the door.

      I hoped I wouldn’t need to hide from Marshall anymore too. I’d also hoped my hair would straighten out and that I’d grow a couple of feet taller, but hoping didn’t seem to make those things happen. As I cycled home, a strange, spooky feeling struck me, but it wasn’t just down to Marshall; it felt like something seriously weird was coming.
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      I was almost home when I spotted Mr. Flittermouse strolling along, whacking the weeds at the side of the track with a stick. He wasn’t wearing camouflage paint on his face today, but I still got the impression that he was out on patrol. I supposed he always was.

      “Good afternoon, Dylan,” he said as he strode toward me. He was surprisingly fast for an old man. “Ah!” He glanced from me to the sky, as if checking to see if it was about to rain. “Seen them, have you?”

      “Seen who?”

      “The lights?”

      I checked the sky. “Nope.”

      “At night.” He pointed to the treetops with his stick. “Flashing lights going hither and thither. Fast as you like. They’re not airplane lights, either, nor choppers or jets. I’d know if they were, mark my words.”

      “Right. Actually…” But instead of continuing, I shook my head. It had probably been nothing-

      “Actually, what?” Mr. Flittermouse peered at me closely.

      “Well, I saw a light a week or so ago. It was kind of like a shooting star, but then it went backwards. It was really quick.”

      “That’s exactly how it started before.” Mr. Flittermouse used the stick to trace a star-shape in the dirt.

      “How what started?”

      “The invasion.”

      “Invasion?”

      “Indeed.” He dropped his voice, like he was sharing confidential information. “Well, as invasions go, it wasn’t impressive. But they were here, right on this very island! They landed! From the stars…”

      “Really?” I thought back to the painting in the gallery.

      “That was over 60 years ago now, back in the late fifties. I was but a boy, not much younger than you are now. They crashed in a cow pasture, just north of Coupeville. You can still see the crater, right there alongside the highway. We lived up that way back then. Anyway, the moment my pa heard about it he piled us all into the car to go see what was what.” His gaze became distant, and a soft frown furrowed his brow.

      “What was it?” I asked. The feeling things were about to get seriously weird suddenly grew a lot stronger.

      “Beings from another planet, that’s what. Space aliens! And I don’t know what they were drinking, but they crashed right into the middle of old Farmer Perkin’s field.”

      “Did you see it?”

      “Nope, never even got close, the military was on it like flies on… well let’s say on a topsy-turvy trash can, shall we? Yep, those soldiers had closed off all access and had it surrounded long before we arrived.”

      “So how do you know it was aliens?”

      “Because that’s what my pa’s cousin told him, and he was there when it happened. Said he saw a glowing green light in the sky and a great big silver saucer plummeting down. Said it caused an almighty explosion the likes of which he’d never heard.”

      “What happened to the aliens? Did they die?”

      “I have no idea. The wreckage was gone the next day and there was nothing to show it had ever been there, except a huge smoking crater in the ground. But that was then, and this is today and I’m telling you Dylan Wylde; we’re about to have visitors again. And who knows if they’re friends or foes?” He chopped his hands in a karate-like move and followed it with an impressive high kick.

      “I hope they’re friends,” I said.

      “Hope for the best, expect the worst. I’m ready for ‘em, Dylan, and you should be too. Let me tell you this for nothing; I’m not letting anyone put me in a pod, not even a two-headed terror from Titan. Yep, no one’s being zapped, beamed, or harassed on my watch!”

      “Right. Well, I guess I should get home.”

      “Yes, you should. And remember,” Mr. Flittermouse touched his fingers to his eyes and pointed to the sky. “Keep em’ peeled. Never let your attention drop, not for one hot moment.”

      “I won’t. And thanks for the heads-up.”

      “Not at all. Me and you we’re soldiers, my boy. Brothers in arms.”

      “Right. Well, I’ll see you later then.”

      “Yes, you will.” Mr. Flittermouse paused and then shrugged. “Or maybe you won’t!”

      He dove into the foliage by the side of the road and there was a sound of crashing, cracking, a muttered curse, and then utter silence. As I glanced into the bushes, I found a pair of eyes slowly blinking back at me. “Take care, Mr. Flittermouse,” I said as I hurried away.

      The bush didn’t reply.
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        * * *

      

      My parents had gone out, but Jamie was home, sitting on the sofa playing a video game. Wilson, our super enthusiastic foxhound, lay beside him, snoozing. Usually Jamie was on the edge of his seat, clenching the controller and swearing at the screen, but today he looked almost glum as he maneuvered his character through a street of exploding cars. He still hadn’t recovered from his encounter with Nettie Hallawhumpa and, as he glanced my way, he checked behind me like he was trying to make sure she wasn’t there too. “What’s wrong with you?” he asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You look mentally disturbed.” He rarely asked about my wellbeing, in fact he was the cause of most of my problems.

      “Me?” I said, kicking my sneakers off before I walked any more sand into the room. “Your friend’s what’s wrong with me.”

      “What friend?”

      “Marshall Anders.”

      “What’s he done?”

      “He lured me to the beach and tried to ambush me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he misses you and can’t figure out why you’re not hanging out with him and hatching up new plots to bully me.”

      Jamie shook his head, but it didn’t seem like he was ashamed of Marshall’s behavior. It was more of a sad shake of the head, like he was sorry that he could no longer join in with tormenting me. And then he looked downright alarmed. “What did you tell him? You didn’t mention the…”

      “Ghost? Nope. And I told you we shouldn’t talk about her ‘cause talking about her might summon her up, and you wouldn’t want that, would you?”

      “No. I wouldn’t.” The controller shook in his hand as he glanced around the room again. “We won’t mention her ever again. Right, bro?”

      “Right. And you'll call Marshall.”

      “What for?”

      “To tell him to leave me alone.”

      Jamie sighed. “I can try, but Marshall’s his own man. He doesn’t take orders from no-one.” He glanced at the screen as his character lost the battle to another player, and then he looked back at me. “There're just some problems in life that are too big for anyone to deal with, Dylan, and Marshall Anders is one of them.”

      I nodded. I hated admitting it, but he was right. I was in a losing battle too.
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        * * *

      

      “Dylan!”

      I glanced up from my comic as my mom appeared in the doorway. Her expression suggested she’d already called me several times and she shook her head as she held out the phone. “It’s Zach.”

      “Yeah, right,” I said, thinking it was probably Marshall, trying to prank me again. Fool me once…

      “Are you going to talk to him, or not?”

      “Yes, sorry.” I took the phone and did my best to avoid her exasperated glare. I waited for her to head back downstairs before speaking. “Who is this?”

      “Zachary Brillion. Who’s this?”

      “Dylan Wylde. You just called me.”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “It’s you, Marshall… isn’t it?”

      “No, it’s Zachary Brillion. Or Zach, as I’m more widely known.”

      “Yeah, but is it?”

      “This conversation’s getting seriously confusing.”

      “Is it, Marshall?” I asked. I felt braver now that I wasn’t alone on the beach with him.

      “This isn’t Marshall, it’s Zach. Look Dylan-”

      “What’s your sister called?”

      “Which one?”

      “Not Emily.”

      “Violet. But I call her Vile, because that’s what she is.”

      “What’s the name of your hamster?”

      “Erasmus the third. Why?”

      “What’s our secret meeting place called?”

      “The Towering Lair of Eternal Secrets. Have you hit your head recently, Dylan? What’s with all the questions?”

      “I’m just making sure you are who you say you are.”

      “Well, I am.”

      “Good.”

      “Yes, I think it’s marvelous too. But then again, sometimes it seems like it might be better to be someone else.” He paused. “Anyway, I’m calling to let you know we’re having an urgent meeting at eight am sharp in the aforementioned Towering Lair of Eternal Secrets.”

      “What for?”

      “Emily’s discovered something, Dylan. And she said it’s seriously spooky!”
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      I coasted into Zach and Emily’s driveway the next morning and pulled up by Jacob’s bike, which was gleaming on its stand near the lawn. I let mine fall onto the grass beside it.

      “It has to be here!”

      I didn’t recognize the voice at first, and it was only as I glanced into the garage that I spotted Zach’s parents rummaging through a big cardboard box.

      Hi!” I called. I hadn’t ever really spoken to them much, even though I’d been coming to the house for weeks, and I still felt a little awkward around them.

      Zach’s father was just like his son; thin, pale with messy coppery hair and quick hazel eyes. He was also wearing a dressing gown over his suit, and I wasn’t going to ask why. Zach’s mother was a small, willowy lady. To me, she looked like she could have been a drama teacher with her brightly colored dress and huge red glasses. “Good morning, Dylan,” she called.

      Mr. Brillion waved a water pistol he pulled from the box at me. “Greetings!” He called and mimed shooting at me. I pretended to be hit. “It’s good for squirrels,” he called, examining the toy once more. “They keep stealing my screwdrivers.”

      “Yep.” I didn’t know what else to say. My feet felt restless and itchy, like I needed to get to the treehouse right away. I had barely slept, too much wondering and excitement about what the seriously weird thing that Emily had found might be.

      “Did your power go out last night?” Mrs. Brillion asked before I could slope away.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Ours did,” Mr. Brillion said. “It started at 11:11 on the dot and it didn’t come back on until 07:07. Weird, eh? And I had the strangest dreams…” he looked disturbed.

      “Go on, Dylan, the kids are waiting for you.” Mrs. Brillion waved her hand at me with a strange smile, as if she didn’t want me to hear whatever her husband might say next. “They’re in the treehouse.”

      “Nesting like bird children,” Mr. Brillion added.

      “Bird children?” she croaked.

      “You know, half child, half bird.” Mr. Brillion flapped his arms as if they were wings and shuddered. “It’s a grotesque image now that I think about it.”

      “Crispin!” Mrs. Brillion said, as if trying to stop her husband from going any further. I was beginning to understand Zach more and more.

      “Alright…alright,” Mr. Brillion said. “So long, Dylan.”

      I nodded, hurried past the garage and almost collided with Zach and Emily’s big sister, Violet. She looked almost pretty until she realized who I was, and then her face soured like milk.

      “Hi,” I said.

      She scowled at me as if I was something that had just crawled out of the trash can she’d just emptied. “The other three idiots are in the tree house,” she said. “You should join them.”

      “Yeah, see you around,” I hurried away and climbed the ladder on the side of the tree.

      “Hey, Dylan!” Emily flashed a smile as I reached the top, then finished the text on her phone.

      Jacob glanced up from the book he was reading and nodded to me, while Zach looked exasperated, balancing a plate of toast on one knee as he swatted at a fly with his other hand. “Here at last,” he said as he finally smacked the fly out of the air, and took an almighty crunch of toast.

      “I’m on time,” I said, trying to hide my irritation.

      “Actually,” Zach said as he chewed the mouthful of toast, “you’re late by two minutes… and twenty nine seconds. It’s not as if it’s a huge big deal, but we should be aware of our flaws, or so I’m almost constantly told.”

      “Give it a rest,” Emily said as she set her phone down.

      “Let’s start with what we came here for,” Jacob suggested as he pushed his glasses up his nose.

      “Yeah, why are we meeting?” I asked as I perched on the edge of the army green foot locker in the corner.

      “Good question!” Zach began pacing back and forth, trailing his dressing gown behind him. “I wish I knew the answer Dylan, but Emily’s kept it top secret all night. She’s refused to say a word until everyone was here.”

      I saw Emily’s quick, sneaky smile as if she’d enjoyed trolling her brother. “Actually, it’s probably better if I show you instead of telling you about it.” She walked to the ladder. “We can ride there in about half an hour.”

      “What!” Zach shouted. “You mean you’re not going to tell us now?” He sighed. “I suppose this means I’ll have to get dressed.”

      “Well, you don’t have to,” Emily said, “but it’s probably a good idea.”

      “Right.” Zach pushed past her and descended the ladder, muttering as he went.

      “You sure like keeping people in suspense,” Jacob said.

      “Yes, I do, Jacob,” Emily said. “Especially my brother.”
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        * * *

      

      We rode our bikes up the hill and followed the long, winding road leading to Bayview, before taking a turning down a side road. Then Emily, who had taken the lead, slowed as we passed a wheat field. “We’re here,” she said as she brought her bike to a stop.

      Zach glanced around us. “Big deal! Half an hour for this? It’s just a farmer’s field… You’ve really outdone yourself this time, Sis. This might be news to you, but I’m not interested in wheat. It’s not spooky or weird.”

      “Unless there're a scarecrow,” Jacob added, “and I don’t see any, thankfully.” He leaned his bike on its stand and climbed up onto the huge mossy tree stump at the side of the road. “Whoa!” he exclaimed as he held up a flattened hand above his eyes.

      “Exactly,” Emily said as she clambered up beside him.

      I hurried over, trying not to think about spiders and beetles as I grasped the edge and pulled myself up.

      “This better be good,” Zach muttered as he joined us.

      “Wow!” I said, as I glanced at the center of the wheat field, where a vast circular pattern had been flattened in the crop. But it wasn’t just a circle, it had a pattern with all kinds of weird symbols, shapes, and spikes. The whole thing had to be at least thirty feet long and almost as wide. “What is it?”

      “A crop circle,” Jacob said.

      “How’d it get here?” I’d never seen anything like it.

      “Aliens!” Zach said. “That’s the most likely answer in my humble opinion.”

      “You’ve never had a humble opinion in your life,” Emily said.

      “Yep,” Jacob added, ignoring their snipping. “Many people believe they’re made by UFOs, or Unidentified Flying Objects to give them their full name. But most people say crop circles are just hoaxes cooked up by pranksters.”

      “And what do you think?” I asked.

      Jacob shrugged. “If you’d asked me a year ago I’d say it was probably just people messing around, but after everything else that’s happened this summer, who knows!”

      I told them about my run-in with Mr. Flittermouse and what he had said about the UFO that had crashed on the island back in the 50s, and that while Mr. Flittermouse seemed pretty loopy a lot of the time, I trusted him.

      “Well, this could be a problem.” Zach threw his hands up. “I mean pirates, ghosts and mind control by Jackalopes are one thing. But aliens are… alien. We don’t know anything about them and I find that seriously creepy.”

      “We should take a closer look before jumping to conclusions,” Jacob said as he clambered down from the log. I joined him as we pushed through the field.

      The air smelled like baking, and rich summer scents, and the stalks of wheat sighed gently in the breeze. I took a deep sniff and let my breath out slowly. The day felt peaceful and, as the sun peered out from behind a cloud, the wheat seemed to turn golden.

      And then something crashed through the crops, and whatever it was, it was coming right toward us!

      “What is it?” I cried.

      “Watch out!” Zach shoved me out of the way and pulled one of the zappers we’d gotten from Molly Maloney to take down ghosts, out from under his t-shirt.

      The origin of the din came into view; a plump rat, which looked even more startled than I was. “It’s just a-”

      But it was too late.

      Zach fired the zapper, sending a blazing beam of light across the field which struck the rat. The poor creature leaped into the air with an angry squeak, then landed back on all fours with a thump. It glared at Zach with fury, before turning tail and vanishing into the crops.

      “Zach!” Emily cried. “You could have killed it!”

      “But I didn’t,” he said. His face grew red, but he looked more guilty than defiant.

      “Give me it!” Jacob held out his hand.

      “Give you what?”

      “The zapper.” Jacob raised an eyebrow. “Do you seriously trust yourself with it, Zach?”

      He seemed to think about it for a second, before shaking his head. “Probably not.” He handed it over to Jacob. “Sorry, Mr. Rat,” Zach called out toward the wheat.

      “Anyhow, this isn’t a ghost situation,” Emily said. “It’s something else.”

      “Agreed,” Jacob said as he stuffed the zapper into his bag. “There’s a weird atmosphere around here. It feels… different.”

      We pushed on toward the circle itself. The strange scent in the air reminded me of burnt sugar and oil. And then, as we stepped onto the mat of flattened wheat, an invisible wave seemed to pulse around us, and I could almost hear it amid the birdsong and the rustle of the grain. “Did you feel that?” I asked.

      “Yep,” Zach said. “Like a wave in the ocean.”

      “It’s weird,” Emily shivered.

      “What do you think it means?” I looked to Jacob because, out of all of us, he seemed to know the most about crop circles.

      “Search me!” He shrugged as he held up his phone and snapped a picture of the symbols.

      “Maybe we should ask The Society of the Owl and Wolf,” Emily suggested. “They might know something.” And then her phone rang. She frowned as she checked the screen. “I don’t believe it!”

      “Don’t believe what?” I rubbed my arms because my skin was turning to gooseflesh. This was getting seriously eerie, and I wasn’t looking forward to wading back through the towering wheat, where all kinds of horrible things could be hiding!

      “It’s them,” Emily said as she stared at her buzzing phone.

      “Do you care to expand on that, Sis?” Zach asked.

      But she didn’t. Instead, she answered the phone, nodded twice and said, “We’ll be there, Mr. Ovalhide.”

      “Ovalhide!” Zach said as she ended the call.

      “Yep.” Emily thrust her phone back into her pocket. “They’re calling an emergency meeting!”
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      We left our bikes on the lawn outside Mr. Ovalhide’s house. I hadn’t been to the place for a while, but it hadn’t changed much. With the tree looming over it, it was easily the darkest building on the street, and the wonky chimneys still seemed like they might topple over at any moment.

      Most of the cars parked in the driveway and out on the road were ancient, beat-up things with bumper stickers that had all sorts of weird logos and symbols, which meant the rest of The Society of the Owl and Wolf were already there.

      We stood on the porch while Emily knocked. Moments later the door creaked open and Mrs. Ovalhide greeted us. She seemed taller than I remembered but her hair was still the color of orange flames and it shimmered over her long black dress.

      “Here you are,” she said, her eyes twinkling. “I’m so pleased you could make it, and it appears I’m not the only one.” She gazed down as a cat peered around her leg. I recognized those large, owlish eyes at once and they blinked slowly at us, like he was sending a secret message. “Cyril’s glad to see you too.” Her smile faded as she glanced into the street. “Come in, come in, we can’t have the world knowing our affairs!”

      We stepped inside quickly and waited while she latched the door shut.

      Some of the paintings that hung in the hallway were new, like the renderings of a mushroom-headed man balanced on a tightrope over Manhattan, a shaggy black dog with shiny ruby eyes and a bowler hat perched upon its head, and a painting of a goldfish painting a canvas of a goldfish until infinity.

      I’d remembered the fourth canvas, the one with the skeletons dancing beneath a flying saucer, from before. It looked a lot like the artwork I’d just seen in the gallery, in fact it was probably the same artist. And being that the lady had mentioned that those pieces had been done locally, it wouldn’t have surprised me if it was someone in the Society that was painting them.

      Voices murmured from the living room and we stepped inside to find a dozen or so people packed into the room. Some slumped on the couches while others lurked in corner chairs or leaned against the walls and bookcases. Many of them  were the same folks who had been there the first time I’d visited the house, back when the Ovalhides had held their Midnight Garage Sale. They were skittish and odd and they still reminded me of actors and actresses in a school play.

      I recognized the old lady in the berry-red knitted hat right away. What was her name… Olivia? No, Octavia. She looked nervous as she sipped from her cup. They all looked nervous, which made me nervous, even though the steaming teapots and plates of cookies set before them were more in line with a parent’s coffee hour than a top-secret meeting.

      And then a large man with long gray hair fastened in a ponytail, and a great big walrus mustache, turned our way and regarded us with red, watery eyes. “So these are the ones, eh?” he asked, his voice deep and booming. “The infamous children!” He thrust out his hand for us to shake and his fingers curled around mine in a strong, warm grip. “Godfrey Chislebrick. Pleased to meet you.”

      But he didn’t sound pleased; he sounded like he was angry and was desperately trying to hide it. I couldn’t imagine what we might have done to upset him.

      “I must say,” he continued as he finished shaking Jacob’s hand, “you’ve done a fairly good job so far. Pirates, that wretched Jackalope… A gaggle of ghastly ghosts, and who knows what else you’ll uncover, eh?” He paused to wipe the cookie crumbs from his shirt. “Of course I trounced your score in that crazy hot summer of 67’, but all that aside, you’ve done well for such youngsters, and I won’t hear otherwise.”

      “Erm, thanks.” Emily tried to hide her irritation, but I heard it all the same.

      “Yes, yes,” Godfrey said. “Just don’t let it go to your heads or you might end up losing them!”

      Zach pointed at his face. “Is that mustache real, or are you wearing it for a joke?”

      “Zachary!” Emily’s eyes narrowed dangerously.

      “Some might call this boy direct in his speaking.” Godfrey shook his head, sending his mustache trembling. “Whilst I might see him as rude. And in days of old, I would have been tempted to challenge you to a duel, young man.”

      “Then you should know I’m quite the crack shot.”

      “More like a crackpot!” Godfrey elbowed the old man next to him. The old man gave a halfhearted nod, before turning away to continue his conversation with the lady beside him.

      As Zach and Godfrey continued to bicker, I realized that in some ways, they were quite similar, and that maybe Zach should reconsider his behavior if he didn’t want to end up just like Godfrey Chislebrick.

      Soon Mr. Ovalhide appeared from the hallway, striking a butter knife against his tea cup. Once he had the room’s attention, he smoothed down the wisps of hair sticking to his bald head and wiped fluff from the shoulder of his navy blue suit. “Yes, yes, I think we’re all here now.” As he scanned the room, his gaze fell on me and the others. “And you’re here too, good! All present and correct.”

      “They’re present,” Godfrey said, “but I wouldn’t necessarily say they’re correct.”

      “Now,” Mr. Ovalhide said, appearing to ignore Godfrey, “We’re here today to discuss what I fear may be the beginning of what I can only term as a cosmic threat. It’s clear something strange is underway, and while it would be more concerning if nothing odd was happening on Whidbey, these latest events appear to be coming from beyond the island, rather than from within it.” He pointed to the ceiling. “From up there, in other words.”

      “Do you mean upstairs, Montgomery?” A timid-looking woman asked. “Have you got bats in your attic again?”

      “No. I mean yes, we do have bats, but I wasn’t referring to them. I’m referring to what I suspect might be alien life forms.”

      “Balderdash!” Godfrey blurted.

      “Why do you say that?” Mr. Ovalhide asked patiently.

      “I don’t believe in the swine, that’s why!”

      “Do you believe in ghost-pirates and mind controlling Jackalopes?” Zach asked.

      “Well,” Godfrey replied, “they’re tangible. You can look a pirate in the eye, even a dead one, and you can send a bolshy Jackalope packing, as you yourselves found out. Aliens though...” He shook his head. “I simply don’t believe in them, just as I don’t believe in fairies.”

      “Oh, fairies are real,” Octavia said. “They ran roughshod over my chicken coop last year. They turned my eggs to pebbles and my chickens into toads, and caused all manner of chaos.”

      Godfrey made a harrumphing sound before adding. “No!” And apparently that was all he had to say on the matter.

      “Let’s keep things civil,” Mr. Ovalhide said. “Please! All I ask is we maintain an open mind. So far, we’ve had reliable reports of flashing lights and mysterious power outages. And while outages aren’t exactly unusual here, they’re on the rise, and it’s not even winter yet. And, apparently, we’ve got a crop circle to deal with now too.”

      “I got pictures if you want to see them,” Jacob said as he held up his phone.

      “Poppycock!” Godfrey said, as he glanced at the screen. “Rot, and flimflam!”

      “No, it’s not,” Emily said. “Just because you don’t believe in something doesn’t mean it’s not real.”

      “Indeed,” Mr. Ovalhide agreed. “And something else that’s real is the call I just received from Russell Tuffin over at Green Oak Farm. As many of you know, Russell’s aware that we investigate some of the more unusual occurrences here on Whidbey Island, even though he has no idea of the extent of our work.”

      “What does he want this time?” Godfrey asked. “Does he still think there’s leprechauns lurking in his potato patch?” He turned to Octavia. “You should give him a call. Mad as hatters, the pair of you!”

      “What he wants,” Mr. Ovalhide continued, “is to know what happened to Ethel.”

      “Ethel?” Mrs. Ovalhide shrugged. “I thought his wife was called Patricia? Lovely woman…”

      “No, not his wife,” Mr. Ovalhide replied. “His prize cow, Ethel. Otherwise known as Whidbey Island’s smartest bovine. You’re probably aware that she’s held the title for two years running, although a third’s seriously in doubt now, since she’s gone missing.”

      “Poor thing!” Octavia said.

      “Quite,” Mr. Ovalhide agreed, “and Russell mentioned a great buzzing sound occurred just before the disappearance, along with dancing lights in the sky. He said it gave him an eerie notion, like the mother of all storms was about to strike, and that he’s sure it must be related to Ethel’s kidnapping.”

      “Or cownapping,” Zach said.

      “Indeed,” Mr. Ovalhide agreed. “And while I understand Godfrey’s skepticism in regards to aliens, especially given that we’ve never encountered one on the island, it’s seeming more and more like that’s what’s happening. And if it is, then there’s a chance the military will become involved, and that’s the last thing we need! If they start looking too closely at Whidbey Island, that could lead to them looking at us too.”

      “There were aliens on the island before,” I said, and I shared Mr. Flittermouse’s story.

      A murmur ran around the room.

      “I’d forgotten about that,” Mr. Ovalhide said. “Which is odd in itself…”

      “So what’s the plan?” Godfrey asked.

      “Well, for now everyone needs to be on high alert,” Mr. Ovalhide replied. “And someone needs to investigate Ethel’s disappearance.”

      “I’m not joining a search party for a wayward cow!” Godfrey said. “From defeating America’s most fearsome werewolf to scouring the woods for a bewildered bovine, no thanks!”

      “And I’ll be away after today,” Octavia added. “My sister asked me to help her move.”

      “And we’re off to Hawaii,” the man and woman beside her said. “But we’ll offer any assistance we can,” the man added.

      Soon, everyone seemed to have one excuse or another. It was annoying, but I supposed I couldn’t blame them; they weren’t exactly spring chickens, as my mom often said, and some were pretty frail. “We’ll help,” I said as the talk died down. I glanced at the others. “Right?”

      “Right,” Jacob replied.

      Zach nodded, but I could tell he was angry with The Society of the Owl and Wolf, and I couldn’t exactly blame him.

      “We’ll interview the farmer,” Emily suggested.

      “Splendid,” said Mr. Ovalhide. “Splendid! Just make sure you report back to me so I can keep everyone appraised of your findings. And in the meantime, we’ll watch the local happenings closely. See what else crops up, if you’ll pardon the pun.”

      “Harrumph!” Godfrey grabbed the last cookie on the plate, chomped it down, and struggled to rise from the sofa. “Good luck with the cow,” he said to me. “I hope you find her.” Then, as he wobbled from the room, I heard him mutter, “My, how our Society has fallen.”

      I did my best to ignore him as we said our goodbyes. It seemed like the investigation was being dumped in our laps yet again.
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      We hopped on the next bus to Freeland and Jacob planned the route to our destination. Thankfully, it didn’t take long to find the narrow lane leading to Green Oak Farm from the bus stop. The sky was sunny and blue, the weather was warm and I felt good, despite Zach’s manic cycling, not to mention his ranting and raving.

      “It’s been that way from day one,” Emily said once Zach finally stopped grumbling.

      “Yeah, I know.” Zach shrugged. “I just thought members of The Society of the Owl and Wolf would have more prestige, you know? I thought they’d be like ninjas or secret agents. Or secret ninja agents… I thought they’d be fearsome!”

      “They probably were,” Jacob said. “I mean, they managed to keep the island safe for years, long before we came along. But now they’re older. We’ll be old ourselves one day.”

      “I won’t,” Zach said.

      “How’s that going to work?” Emily sounded genuinely curious, or maybe she was just playing along to see what he’d say next.

      “I’m going to learn how to transfer my life force into anything I want. I’ll be a chipmunk one day, a ham sandwich the next, and then a balloon if I so desire. I’ll just keep changing bodies and that way I’ll never get old because time won’t be able to catch up with me.”

      “You’ve really thought this through,” I said.

      “My brain’s a whirring warehouse of ideas, Dylan. It literally never stops.”

      “It really doesn’t,” Emily added.

      “I’m just sick of the way they always duck out.” Zach sighed. “Every time something bad happens, we’re right in the middle of it and they’re nowhere to be found. And I’ll tell you this for nothing; I’ll die happy if I never have to meet Godfrey Chislebrick again.”

      “I’m not surprised,” Emily said.

      “Yeah,” Zach nodded, sending his hair flying in the breeze. “He was a nightmare, right?”

      “Jeez, Zach,” Emily said. “I mean, it’s a wonder you two didn’t hit it off, you two are exactly…. um, you guys… have a lot in common.”

      Zach snorted so hard his bike wobbled and I had to squeeze my brakes to stop myself crashing into the back of him. “Well, you’ve got a lot in common with…” He paused and I could almost imagine the thoughts whizzing through his strange mind.

      “A what?” Emily challenged as she weaved her bike around a fallen branch.

      “An… an anglerfish!”

      “How so?”

      “Have you looked in the mirror recently?” Zach asked. “Honestly, if you were in a police lineup with an anglerfish, I wouldn’t be able to tell you apart.”

      “I can see how that might happen,” Emily said. “Yep, it definitely seems likely I’ll end up getting arrested along with a fish, and then be forced to stand beside it in a police lineup, Zachary. Right?”

      “Anyway,” Jacob said, changing the subject. “If the Society took all the jobs that they handed out to us and did them themselves, our lives would be a lot less interesting.”

      “I suppose,” Zach conceded.

      And then, as we passed a bend in the road, I spotted a rickety sign hanging on a gate that read:

      ‘Green Oak Farm’

      “This is it!” I pulled on my brakes, sending my wheels into a skid.

      Two fields stretched beyond the fence. The one on the left was a grassy meadow, while the one on the right was a golden cornfield. A dusty track wound between them all the way to a distant, ramshackle house that was surrounded by oak trees.

      I lifted the latch on the gate so the others could cycle through and joined them after I’d shut the gate securely.

      The cows in the meadow mooed and watched as we sped past. Zach mooed back, but I kept my attention on the cornfield because the crops were so tall that anything could have been lurking in there, including aliens. The stalks whispered in the breeze and the tops dipped down, as if bowing to us.

      “Whoa!” Zach cried as his bike ran over a pothole. I hit it too, with a bone-shaking thud, and my wheels splashed oily water over the dirt path.

      A man and woman came out of the house as we neared the porch. The man was short, stocky and had a rugged face, while his wife looked like she was no stranger to hard work either. They seemed like people who got up at dawn and worked until long past sunset.

      “Can I help you?” the man asked.

      “Are you Mr. Tuffin?” Jacob asked.

      The man nodded. “And this is my wife.”

      She gave us a limp wave.

      “We’re investigators,” Zach replied as he brought his bike to a squealing halt. “Montgomery Ovalhide sent us.”

      “Oh,” Mrs. Tuffin said. “We thought they were the investigators…”

      “They?” Zach asked.

      Neither Mr. Tuffin or his wife answered.

      “We’re here about the missing cow,” Emily said.

      “Ethel…” Mr. Tuffin’s lips trembled. He suddenly looked like a little kid who’d just dropped their ice cream cone onto a dirty sidewalk. For a moment I thought he was going to burst into tears and then I noticed his eyes were really red, as if he’d had no sleep or had been crying, or both. He wiped them quickly. “That cow was smart like you wouldn’t believe! Intelligent, brave and stout of heart. Sometimes I wondered…” His voice faded and he shook his head.

      “Wondered what?” Zach sounded like he was trying to be patient.

      “He thinks Ethel’s a reincarnation of Albert Einstein,” Mrs. Tuffin said, and rolled her eyes at us.

      “I do not!”

      “Yes, you do. Don’t lie.”

      “Well,” Mr. Tuffin shrugged. “She might be…”

      “She isn’t,” Mrs. Tuffin said, and something in her tone told me they’d had this conversation many times before.

      “Well, it doesn’t matter anyway, because she’s gone now.” Mr. Tuffin’s voice broke. “And I need to have her home safe and sound so she can chew the cud with her friends and spend some quality time with her husband.”

      “Husband?” Emily looked as confused as I felt.

      “He held a marriage ceremony for Ethel and Giles.” Mrs. Tuffin gave a long, weary sigh.

      “Giles?” Jacob asked.

      “The bull in the north field. Honestly, it’s too silly for words,” Mrs. Tuffin said. “In any case, Giles isn’t a suspect in this so-called abduction that my husband’s insisting took place. But I’ll let him tell you who the prime suspect is so I don’t have to.”

      “It’s good that we get as much information as possible,” Jacob said as he scrawled in his notebook.

      “All we need,” Mrs. Tuffin said, “is for someone to find our cow so we can get back to concentrating on making a living from our farm.”

      “Can you help?” Mr. Tuffin looked desperate. “I don’t mean to be rude, but you seem awfully young.”

      “We might be young, but we’re the real deal.” Zachary leaped off his bike and shook both Mr. Tuffin and his wife’s hands. “Zachary Brillion, one in three hundred and twenty-eight million. Forget defective detectives; I’m the best there is. Some call me a triple-threat, but only if they see me coming. Believe me, there’s nothing myself or my associates can’t handle.”

      “Um, great,” Mr. Tuffin said.

      “So when and where did Ethel go missing from?” Jacob asked.

      Mr. Tuffin pointed to the meadow. “She must have broken free the night before last. When I got up yesterday morning the gate was open. Thankfully all of the other cows were still sleeping in their shed. But Ethel’s a curious soul, and she tends to wander where she can. Judging by the tracks, she ambled into the cornfield, and from there she vanished into thin air. Right near that crazy circle…”

      “Crazy circle?” I asked, even though I had a feeling I knew exactly what he was about to tell us.

      “Yep, some prankster must have sneaked in and done it while we were sleeping. Some folks have got far too much time on their hands!” Mrs. Tuffin said.

      “Folks… or,” Mr. Tuffin pointed to the sky. “Not folks.”

      “We'll need to take a look.” Zach glanced at us and I nodded, even though I really didn’t want to wander around in the cornfield.

      “Feel free,” Mr. Tuffin said. “Do what you must; I just want my beautiful, smart girl back.” Fresh tears welled up in his eyes. His wife sighed and guided him back into the house.

      “Well, this is pure Weirdbey,” Zach said once she’d shut the door. Then he climbed onto his bike. “Come on.”

      We rode back down the driveway, stopped by the gate in the meadow and laid our bikes in the grass by the fence. “Look at this!” Jacob said, as he plucked a piece of fabric from a barb in the wire. It was red and covered in tiny white dots.

      “Bag the evidence,” Zach said, “it might be useful for our case.”

      “Her tracks go this way,” Emily said as she stepped into the muddy field. Then I watched in dread as she followed the cow prints toward the swaying corn stalks, that were almost twice as tall as I was. “We should spread out,” she suggested.

      It wasn’t what I wanted to hear, but the others agreed and soon I was walking between the rows of rustling corn on my own. The air smelled good, and some people might have found the gentle shushing sound charming, but I didn’t like it, not one bit. I felt sure that something was waiting for us, something that was ready to pounce at any moment.

      I heard the others, at least for a while, but soon they fell silent.

      And then someone crossed the row ahead of me. Someone tall… Someone that wasn’t one of us. I caught a glimpse of shaggy hair and a long coat, but then they were gone.

      “Heh… hello?” I called.

      Something moved in the corn beside me.

      “Jacob?” I froze. “Emily?” My heart raced. “Zach!”

      “Over here!” It sounded like Emily, but she was way off in the distance.

      And then the corn stalks beside me bent and snapped as a dark figure burst from the crops and towered over me.
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      It was hard to see the man’s face in the shadow of his wide-brimmed hat. I saw his beard though; it was wild, gray and streaked with dust. His ragged coat brought to mind a scarecrow which didn’t help because, like Jacob, I was terrified of them.

      “You okay, kid?”

      The booming voice wasn’t something I’d been expecting. He sounded like a nerd, but I backed away from him all the same. “Yeah,” I said, like why wouldn’t I be okay?

      I felt weird, and my head grew so light I thought I was going to pass out. “Of course I am.” I took a deep breath, then I spoke again and tried to be friendlier because he looked like he felt guilty for scaring me. “Are you?”

      Two more people emerged from the corn. One was a small Asian lady wearing a t-shirt with a giant moon winking its moony eye, and the other was an older man with a quizzical look on his face. Neither seemed threatening; they all just seemed like geeks, and I should know seeing as I was one myself.

      The tall man tipped his hat. “Sorry for giving you a scare, young fella.”

      “You didn’t.” I didn’t like lying, but I was embarrassed.

      And then Zach appeared, followed by Emily and Jacob. “There you are!” Emily said, “we heard you calling.” Her brow furrowed as she glanced at the three people.

      “You don’t look like farmers.” Zach said.

      “Nope, we’re hunters,” the man in the hat said. “Thor Dellingpole at your service. And these are my friends Suzi and Benjamin.”

      “You don’t look like hunters either.” Zach added.

      “We don’t hunt animals.” Thor laughed as he extended his hand, but Zach just stood there looking at him and didn’t move.

      “What kind of things do you hunt?” Emily asked, probably trying to ease Zach’s suspicions.

      Thor pointed to the sky. “Extraterrestrials.”

      “You mean aliens?” Zach asked.

      “Yep,” Benjamin said. As he grinned, his eyes lit up, and then he searched his pockets as if he’d lost something.

      “You don’t look like I’d expect you to,” Zach said.

      “So how do we look?” Suzi asked.

      “Well, I don’t mean to be rude, but if you’d told me you were comic book hunters, I’d believe it. But alien hunters? I mean, where’s your jet-packs and pulse rifles?” Zach looked them up and down, but before they could reply he continued. “So did you find anything?”

      “Nothing but the crop circle,” Thor said, “and she’s a beauty, alright. So are you kids seekers of the truth too?”

      “Kind of,” Emily waved a hand at the corn field. “But right now we’re seeking a missing cow.”

      “Right, Ethel,” Thor said. “We talked to the farmer earlier, poor guy. You do know UFOs and cow abductions go hand in hand, right?”

      “I might have heard something like that,” Zach replied. “Are you from the island?”

      “Nope, we’re from Seattle. But the word on the grapevine is that there’s been some pretty spectacular sightings here, so we came right away,” Suzi explained.

      “And boy am I glad we did!” Thor said. “It’s happening!”

      “What’s happening?” I asked.

      “Erm, lights in the sky, deep humming sounds… people reporting feelings of disorientation… All of which are standard markers of UFO phenomena, and there're tons of it on this little island right now. So much so that I’m wondering if this whole place isn’t one giant mothership that’s about to take off!”

      “You forgot to mention the saucer,” Benjamin added.

      “No, I did not, Benjamin. We’re not talking about the saucer right now, thank you very much!” Thor’s gaze flitted over us. “These kids could be anyone.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “Government spies, that’s what that means,” Thor said.

      “Us? Government spies? Give me a break!” Emily frowned just as she did when she was dealing with Zach.

      “Maybe. You can’t put anything past anyone these days, believe you me,” Thor said.

      “We should be going.” Suzi said, heading back to the path.

      “Yes, we should,” Thor agreed. “Time’s of the essence. You can’t slow down for a moment in this game. Blink and you’ll miss ‘em!”

      “Later, po-tater,” Zach said as he strode off in the opposite direction. I hurried to catch up as Emily and Jacob joined him.

      A trail appeared before us and it looked like something had stamped through the crops, and by the hoofprints in the mud, that something could well have been Ethel.

      “Wow!” Zach said.

      I walked past him into a huge clearing, just like the one we’d found in the wheat field, only much bigger. Some of the markings which seemed like they’d been scorched into the ground make me think of numbers, and there were also circles within circles, and curving spikes and spirals.

      “It’s so precise,” Emily said, as she pulled her phone and began snapping photos.

      “Yeah, except for that spot.” Jacob pointed to the biggest circle, where the shapes had been muddied and messed up. “Ethel must have come in over the ground there.”

      Once we’d finished taking photos, we continued searching the fields for signs of where Ethel had gone next, but there was nothing, not a clue.

      “It’s like she just vanished, right in the center of the circle,” Zach said.

      Emily shrugged. “What are we going to do now?”

      “Research.” Jacob said. “We should look online, see if any local groups are posting anything of interest. Maybe we’ll pick up some more clues. I’ll scan some sites, and then we can regroup in the morning.”

      It seemed like a good plan, and it was also the only plan we had.
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        * * *

      

      That night I woke to a low, rumbling sound that was circling right outside the house. I opened my bedroom door and checked the hallway, which was pitch black. It seemed the noise hadn’t woken anyone up, apart from Wilson who bounded up the stairs, stood in the hall and stared up at me.

      “I don’t know what it is either,” I whispered.

      And then, as I returned to my room, some of my video game figurines fell from the shelf in the corner as the noise came around again, and this time there was a strange pulsing tone too. It reminded me of the din a metal detector made when its signal discovered something underground.

      Light streamed through my window and it wasn’t like car headlights, or the glow of the full moon; it was an eerie blue sparkle that seemed to burst through the gap in the curtains. I shivered. Suddenly it felt a lot colder.

      Wilson growled before slinking under my bed. “Thanks!” I said, as I pulled the fabric back and peered around the edge of the window.

      I had no idea what might be out there. It was hard to see anything except three sets of pulsing blue lights above the trees. I froze as three golden beams scanned the forest like searchlights and swept over the property past Mr. Flittermouse’s home, which I believed, but had never confirmed, was Mrs. Chimes’ house.

      And then something rose up through the trees; three figures flying toward the lights. Moments later, mysterious green crackling beams shot from their hands, striking the underside of whatever was hovering up there. Suddenly, the golden rays dissolved, the blue lights faded and the strange things hurtled up into the sky and vanished.

      I shuddered and Wilson whined under my bed. I itched to call someone, but it was so late, and then I noticed the power was out. I lay back on my bed and tried to catch my breath.

      Images of what I’d just seen played through my mind. The UFOs and the three figures that seemed to fly over the treetops on sticks, and the crackling blue lights that had struck the craft and caused them to fly away.

      I pulled my blankets up to my face and made room for Wilson, who jumped up and cowered at the foot of my bed.

      It took a long time to get back to sleep.
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            Of Walruses & Tentacles

          

        

      

    

    
      When I arrived at the Towering Lair of Eternal Secrets later that morning it was so quiet I figured no one else was there yet. But when I climbed up, I saw Emily sitting in her chair sipping from a cup. I joined her and we drank the coffee she’d made and looked out over the rooftops at the gray morning. I didn’t like coffee much, but Emily did, so I tried to get into it.

      I almost told her what had happened in the middle of the night, about the things that had appeared in the woods, and the strange figures that had looked like witches, but I decided to wait and tell everyone at the same time. As I finished the thought, someone huffed and puffed below the tree house, and a moment later Zach clambered up the ladder. “Hey Dylan!” He sounded as if he’d just run a marathon.

      “Hi,” I said. “What’s going on?”

      “Just my other sister trying to murder me, that’s all,” Zach said straightening out his dressing gown before slumping into his hammock.

      “I doubt she was trying to kill you, Zach.” Emily didn’t look too surprised or concerned, as if hearing about Violet’s attempts at murdering Zach was something that happened most days.

      “She chased me down the road in her car, and I had to take some seriously evasive action. Thankfully, she was on her way to work, or she’d have spun around and run me down. That girl’s a Harpy from Hades.”

      “She’s not,” Emily said.

      “She is. She’s worse than evil.”

      “What did you do?” I asked as I finished the last of my coffee and did my best not to wince at the bitterness.

      “I just borrowed her laptop, that was it.”

      “Yeah, right. That wasn’t all you did, was it?” Emily said, rolling her eyes.

      “So I changed her wallpaper. Big deal!” Zach shook his head.

      “To what?” I asked.

      “A picture of me. It was a just a little prank.”

      “It wasn’t just a picture of you,” Emily said. “You were wearing her favorite t-shirt and a wig, and you had your hamster balanced on your shoulder, dressed up like her boyfriend. It was pretty accurate, actually.”

      “Yeah, so what? Just because Vile’s got no sense of humor doesn’t give her the right to kill me.”

      “Morning,” Jacob said as he climbed up to join us.

      “Hi, Jacob,” Emily said. “Do you want some coffee?”

      “No, thanks.” He looked at us one by one. “So did you guys find anything online?”

      “Nope,” I said, and smiled.

      “What?” Zach asked.

      “I had an encounter.” I waited for his reaction and a moment later his face twisted up with anger.

      “Why didn’t you tell us?”

      “I am now, aren’t I?”

      “Was it a close encounter?” Jacob asked.

      “Yeah, it was pretty close alright.”

      “I can’t believe you kept it from us,” Zach said. “You should have called!”

      “It was three in the morning,” I said.

      “So?” Zach shrugged. “Anyway, spill the beans, and I don’t mean coffee beans either.”

      I told them what had happened.

      “Wow!” Emily said. “That’s wild!”

      “Witches versus UFOs!” Zach stood and paced along the floor. “Now there’s a movie begging to be made!”

      “Well, I don’t know if it was witches,” I said. “And I don’t know if it was UFOs either, but what I saw looked exactly like what I’d imagine they might look like, with all the flashing lights and stuff.

      “So we really are dealing with UFOs then,” Jacob said. “And possibly witches, but right now the aliens seem like the larger problem, although I’ve got no idea what to do about it.”

      “Did you find anything online?” I asked. Jacob was much better with the internet than I was.

      “Nothing beyond the usual weird stuff. It was entertaining, I guess, but I didn’t find anything except rumors and bad photo manipulations.” He sighed, before sitting up and pushing his glasses up his nose. “Maybe we should check the library!”

      “I think the internet’s probably a little more current than the library, Jakey,” Zach said.

      “Yes, but we should look into what happened before. Dig up anything we can on what Mr. Flittermouse told Dylan. Maybe there’s some old newspapers or something.” He glanced at me. “Did you bring the book?”

      “Yep.” I pulled ‘Hidden Whidbey’s Monstrous Myths and Lofty Legends!’, the book we’d turned to when we’d gone after the pirate Captain Grimdire, from my bag. “I found a story about aliens, but I’m not sure it’s helpful.” I opened the page to the bookmark I’d left and showed them the illustration, which revealed a tiny gnome-like creature with an angry face and a long wagging finger.

      “What’s the deal with him?” Emily asked.

      “Apparently he kept springing out on hikers on some trail in Oak Harbor and he’d chase them around and insult them. And if anyone tried to catch him, he’d take off on a flying toadstool.”

      “That’s so cool,” Zach said. “I’d love a flying toadstool!”

      “He seems more like some kind of fairy, not an alien,” Jacob said.

      I nodded. “That’s what I thought too.”

      “What about that one?” Emily pointed to an illustration on the next page showing a bright green light beaming from a thicket of dark woods.

      “Yeah, I noticed that too,” I said. “Apparently it was a will-o'-the-wisp who lost her glasses and fell into a hole in the ground and couldn’t get out.”

      “Well, this is about as useful as concrete water wings,” Zach said, glancing at the book. “I guess we need to go the library after all.”
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        * * *

      

      The library was so crowded we had to whisper so no one would hear us. Jacob went off to check the records and dig up what he could, while me, Zach and Emily sat in the chairs by the big window, gazing out over the trees and the blue water of the Sound. It was a clear day and I could see Mount Baker in the distance, right down to its crisp white snowy summit.

      “Do you think he’s still there,” Zach asked.

      “Who?” Emily frowned.

      “The Jackalope.” He nodded to the mountain. “That’s where he said he and his girlfriend were going.”

      “I think he probably made it,” I said. “He was pretty smart.”

      “I hope so,” Emily added. “And I hope they stay there too.”

      “Okay!” Jacob returned with his notebook and a big smile. “I found something that might be useful.” He read from his notes. “So there was definitely an incident in the late 50s with some kind of UFO crash outside Coupeville.”

      “Dylan already told us that,” Zach said. “He has first dibs, so don’t try to steal his thunder, Jakey.”

      Jacob sighed. “I’m just verifying the event. Anyways… the next mention of aliens was in the 90s when a bunch of campers at the Sunshine Camp Park near Coupeville said they witnessed a family turning into walrus-like creatures with horns, purple and orange tiger stripes and long wavy tentacles. Apparently the aliens fled to their camper van, which lit up like a Christmas tree before vanishing completely.”

      “That sounds creepy,” Emily said.

      “Yep. And then there was this,” Jacob unfurled a newspaper to a story about a huge crop circle that was found in a field near Ebey’s Landing. “It appeared this morning. And guess what?”

      “What?” Zach asked impatiently.

      “It’s not far from the site where the campers said they saw the walrus people back in the 90s.”

      “We should take a look,” Emily said.

      “That’s what I was thinking,” Jacob agreed.

      We left the library and were halfway down the street, when I heard the rumble of wheels rolling over the cracks in the sidewalk. I spun around to find my arch enemy, Myron Draven, skateboarding down the hill, heading right at us.

      And then his mean eyes locked onto mine.
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            A Direct Hit

          

        

      

    

    
      “Here they are!” Myron glanced at us one by one. 'Whidbey’s biggest losers.”

      “Shut up, Myron!” Emily’s hands bunched into fists.

      I felt angry too, but also intimidated. It seemed Myron was alone, but that didn’t mean he was.

      “So what are you doing, looking for mermaids? That’s what you do right, pretend to search for things that don’t exist…” He laughed at his own joke.

      “Mermaids?” Zach snorted. “That was weeks ago, and we found one. Kind of.”

      “Of course you did!” Myron nodded slowly.

      “Why would anyone be looking for mermaids on a street, Myron?” Jacob asked, his voice as calm as ever. “Mermaids live in the sea.”

      “Because you’re idiots, that’s why.” Myron flipped his skateboard from the sidewalk into his hands.

      “Great comeback, My,” Zach said. “Seriously, that was one of your best. Because you’re idiots…” he mimicked in a babyish voice.

      “I was just stating a fact.” Myron puffed himself up, but he wasn’t quite as menacing as he was when his thuggish friends were with him.

      “Get a life, Myron,” Emily said. “You’re really sad. Do you know that?”

      “Sad and pathetic,” Zach added, “and you’re not half as brave without your buddies backing you up!

      “I’m not scared of you.” Myron took a step toward Zach and, before I could think twice about it, I blocked him. His gaze burned with hatred as it locked onto mine. “Get out of my way. You don’t even belong here!”

      “No.” I only used one word so he wouldn’t hear how scared I was.

      And then a bird shadow soared over the sidewalk, and seconds later something landed with a splat upon my shoulder.

      Myron exploded with laughter. “Gross!” He backed away and pulled his phone out, and before I could throw a hand up to cover my face, he’d already taken a photo. “Awesome,” he said as he dropped his skateboard and rolled away, chuckling. “Later, losers!”

      I glanced at the dirty white clump of mess smeared over my shoulder. “Perfect!”

      “Sorry!” Emily looked about as crestfallen as I felt.

      “Yeah, that was bad timing,” Jacob said. “Do you want to go home and get changed before we take the bus?”

      “Yep,” I said. “I’ll meet you in an hour.”

      They cycled off, and just as I was about to head home I spotted Suzi from the Alien Hunters across the street, chatting to someone on her phone. Behind her, keeping pace, were two men in dark suits, and while they could have been anyone out for a stroll, they seemed to be watching her. Who were they? Police? FBI?

      Thankfully, Suzi climbed into a car and drove away, but then the men hurried back up the hill to their own car and took off after her.

      Things were getting stranger by the moment.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jamie was working on a new exercise plan at the table when I got back. He jumped up the moment he saw me and hurried to the kitchen. Moments later, he returned with a glass of orange juice. “Gotta get your vitamin C!” he said as he offered it to me, like he was my personal health and fitness coach.

      I couldn’t hide my suspicion as I glanced at the glass. Jamie took a sip first. “I didn’t poison it, bro.”

      He gave it to me again, and this time I drank it. After years of battles, I was finding his newfound friendliness seriously unsettling.

      I felt my cheeks redden as I considered the terrible truth; which was that Nettie Hallawhumpa, the ghost I’d used to scare him into being decent, had literally just left on vacation. She’d told me she was heading up to Alaska for a fishing tournament, and if she liked it there, she might stay for a while, maybe even for eternity…

      “Ew" Jamie said as he noticed the bird poo on my shoulder. “Direct hit!” He looked like he was about to say something else but changed his mind. It was almost miraculous that he’d managed to stop himself, and I wondered if we might finally become the brothers I’d always hoped we’d be.

      I leaned down to pet Wilson, who stared at the poo on my shirt like it was the best thing ever. I’m going to go and get myself cleaned up,” I said.

      “Good idea, bro,” Jamie said, returning to his work at the table.

      I climbed the stairs, feeling cautiously optimistic.

      Maybe things were going to turn out okay.

      Maybe…
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            Wriggles and Fries

          

        

      

    

    
      We got off the bus near the school in Coupeville, and cycled down a road, past a farm with a rusty red tractor on display, and a field of bright orange pumpkins. The air smelt of damp earth and crops, and, as Zach kept moaning, manure.

      It was a nice cool, sunny afternoon and as we cycled down a long road that stretched far into the distance, I felt good. The sky seemed bigger, wider, bluer, and the shadows of the clouds rolling over the farmland looked like they were made by sky-ships sailing over us.

      In the distance, I could see Ebey’s Landing; a deep green rolling hill and beyond it the blue of the Admiralty Inlet, and the distant Olympic mountains. It was an amazing view, but the others didn’t seem to notice, probably because they’d seen it a million times before.

      “Look!” Zach said. His bike wobbled as he pointed to a car parked at the side of the road by a wheat field. I recognized Thor and Benjamin as they trudged through the ripening grain. Thor had a tripod balanced on his shoulder and a large camera in his other hand. He placed them in the trunk of the car before turning and doffing his hat to us. “So, did you find your missing cow?” he asked.

      “Not yet,” Zach said as he brought his bike to a halt. “But we will. Count on it!” He narrowed his eyes as if Thor was the one who’d stolen Ethel and he was hot on his case.

      “Is the circle near here?” Emily asked as she gazed over the swaying wheat field.

      “It’s a two-minute walk,” Thor said. “Just follow the trail.”

      “Trail?” Jacob asked.

      “It looks like a ton of people have already been out there trampling all over the field and damaging the crop,” Benjamin said. His voice was high and croaky, as if he wasn’t used to talking much. “The farmer’s irate, but thankfully he drove off just after we arrived, so we had time to take photos and search for evidence.”

      “It’s an impressive circle,” Thor said. “A real stunner, alright.”

      As I glanced at their car, I remembered Suzi and how I’d seen her earlier. “Um, have you heard from your other friend, recently?”

      “She’s down in Langley,” Thor said. “Why?”

      “I saw her this morning, and there were these two strange-looking men following her.”

      “You didn’t tell us!” Zach said.

      “I forgot.”

      “What did they look like?” Thor glanced down the empty road.

      I gave a description of the men, which was probably useless. All I remembered was their suits, and the way they’d followed Suzi like they were trailing a suspect.

      Thor made a call on his phone. “Hey, Suzi. Everything alright?” He glanced around before nodding. “Good, good. Just stay vigilant. You might have a tail. Yeah, probably G Men.” He ended the call.

      “G Men?” Emily asked.

      Thor frowned like we really should have known what that meant. “Government men. Agents.”

      “Like the FBI?” Jacob suggested.

      “Nope. A far more covert department than that. They’ve been following the UFO community for decades; assessing, recording, watching.” He glanced at the sky. “There’s a high chance they’re watching us right now, actually.”

      “How?” Zach checked the road, and then the crops. “Are they hiding in the wheat?”

      “It’s possible,” Thor said. “They could have mounted cameras anywhere. On birds, rodents, even banana slugs. You just don’t know these days.”

      “Right,” Zach said, and I couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic. “So where are you going now? Have you got any more leads?”

      “We’re off to the Sunshine Camp,” Benjamin said. “There was a report this morning, and-”

      “Hey, we don’t need to share everything, Benjamin,” Thor said. “Do we?”

      Benjamin shrugged. “I’ve already told them now. I might as well finish what I was saying.”

      Thor sighed. “Or not. Come on, let’s go.” He slapped a hand on Benjamin’s shoulder, guided him to the passenger seat, and closed the door behind him before heading around to the driver’s side. And then he tipped his hat again and glanced at Zach, “Later, you potato!”

      “No, no, no!” Zach said. “I said later, potato last time. If you’re going to mock me, at least be consistent.”

      “Whatevs.” Thor climbed into the car, slammed his door and sped off faster than he needed to.

      We followed the trail through the field until we found the circle, which was even bigger than the others. Something about this one felt more sinister with its jagged spikes and the deep black marks at the edges. I tried to figure out what the weird symbols meant, but there was no pattern to them that I could see. Jacob took photos and Emily walked the perimeter, while Zach stood in the middle, before throwing out his arms and spinning around and around.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Seeing if I can take off,” he replied, before stopping and sighing heavily. “What does any of this mean? What are we even looking for?”

      “Ethel. The cow, remember?” Emily called.

      “Yeah, and maybe that’s the problem,” Zach said. “We’ve solved some pretty major cases these last few weeks, and now we’ve sunk to looking for a missing cow. It’s hardly glamorous, is it? I mean, I’m not looking to add cow hunter to my business card, am I? Dad says it’s good to diversify and create multiple income streams, but I don’t think searching for cattle is a viable business. Not on Whidbey Island, at least.” He kicked a pebble in the way he always did when he was bored, before glancing back to the road. “Oh,” he said. I followed his gaze as a tractor rolled down the road from Coupeville. “That’s probably the farmer.”

      “Whatever gave you that idea?” Emily asked.

      “We should go,” Jacob said.

      “Yeah,” I agreed, “but judging by the tractor’s speed, we’ve got plenty of time.”

      “Even that’s boring,” Zach said as he trudged through the wheat.

      “So what now?” Emily asked as we mounted our bikes. The tractor was still at least half a mile away.

      “We should check out the Sunshine Camp. It’s got to be connected somehow.” Jacob tapped on his phone. “It’s only a mile from here.”

      “Toward the bus stop, or away from it?” Zach asked.

      “Away from the bus stop.”

      “Then count me out.” Zach settled into his seat and leaned over his handlebars as if he was exhausted. “I’m hungry, my legs are aching, and if I cycle anymore, they’ll probably fall off. I’m not even joking.”

      “Well, I’m going to Sunshine Camp,” Emily said.

      “And I’m not,” Zach added.

      “How about we let the coin of doom decide?” I said, in an attempt to calm the growing tension.

      “Produce it then, if you will, coin master,” Zach said to Jacob.

      We called our bets and Zach lost on the first toss. “It’s rigged!” he said.

      “No it’s not.” Jacob showed him the coin. “It’s the same one I use every time.”

      “This ride is going to kill me,” Zach said. “Just let it be known I want all my earthly possessions to go to Erasmus.”

      “You’re leaving everything to your hamster?” Jacob asked.

      “Yep.” Zach nodded. “He’s the only one who understands me.”

      We cycled along the road and took a corner that swept down past a stony beach, and then up a seriously steep hill and through a copse of trees, before opening up onto even more fields. Thankfully, the last part of our journey was downhill. Soon, we raced into a long sloping turn and found ourselves at the campground, which was along a grassy slope overlooking the ferry dock and the sparkling blue Sound.

      Camper vans and tents filled the site, and people sprawled on blankets and lounged on foldable chairs, enjoying the warm afternoon. Emily began her survey by wandering through the sites and asking if anyone had seen or heard anything strange, but no one seemed to have a clue what she was talking about. I decided to search for Thor’s car and came up empty handed too. They’d probably already come and gone.

      “Um, excuse me,” Emily asked a young couple stretched across a picnic blanket.

      “Why, what have you done?” The man arched an eyebrow and grinned as if he’d made the funniest joke ever.

      “I just wondered if you’ve seen anything unusual recently?” Emily asked.

      “Unusual like what?” the woman shrugged.

      “Lights in the sky. A weird pulsing sound. Basic unidentified flying object stuff,” Zach said.

      “What, like aliens?” The man laughed. “Is this some kind of joke?” He glanced around as if looking for a hidden camera.

      “Nope, we’re deadly serious,” Zach said. “Come on, give us something useful. We just cycled a thousand miles to get here.”

      “They should ask the weirdos,” the woman said to the man.

      His grin faded as he glanced down the line of tents and RV’s to the end. “Yeah. If you’re looking for strange, those are the guys you want to talk to. Personally, I’d stay away, unless you’re into nut jobs that smell like freshly washed up worms.”

      “They give me the creeps!” The woman shivered.

      “Well, creepy’s our jam,” Zach said.

      “Then you’re in for a world of fun.” The man pointed down the track. “Off you go. I don’t expect we’ll see you ever again, but I’m sure we’ll read about you in the crime pages.”

      “Oh, I doubt we’ll see you again either, mister,” Zach said. “Not if we can help it.”

      We made our way past the last of the tents to the end of the lot where a huge RV sat back from the others. It looked like it had been parked there for years, and its side was green with algae where it had probably once been white, and the grass on the ground around it was pale and dead.

      Beside the RV was a vintage car, but I couldn’t tell how old it was, or even what color it was below its moss and mildew shroud.

      Sitting around a rickety-looking table were four people; two men and two women. The men wore their hair slicked back in a pompadour style, just like my dad had when he’d dressed up as Elvis Presley for a fancy dress party. One of them had a walking cane next to his chair, and he grimaced as he shifted in his seat. The women’s hair was curled, and they wore big red ribbons and looked like they were modeling for a fashion shoot. All of them had large black sunglasses, even though they were in the shade.

      At first I thought they were eating burgers and fries, until I saw something wriggle out from under one of the buns. Something that seemed to be alive…

      “Um, hi,” Zach said.

      They glanced our way, then sat perfectly still, as if they’d been frozen in time.

      And then they grinned, revealing big white teeth. As I looked closer, the nearest man’s sunglasses slipped down his nose and I saw his eyes, which were orange and slitted like a goat’s!
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            Stroll, Bop, Jitterbug & Jive

          

        

      

    

    
      “What was that?” Zach asked.

      Had he seen the same thing I had? Had he spotted the man’s eyes?

      “What’s happening Daddy-O?” the man asked. His grin looked like it was plastered onto his face.

      “What?” Zach shrugged. “I don’t know what that means! Listen fella, don’t think I didn’t notice what happened with your eyes just then.” He stepped away from them. “What… what are you? Shapeshifters? Skinwalkers?”

      “That’s the same thing.” Jacob’s voice was quieter now, and he sounded just as concerned as I was as he studied the man. “Why did you mention his eyes?”

      “Because they just went weird. And Shapeshifters and Skinwalkers aren’t  the same thing… but… but that doesn’t matter.” Zach spun toward me. “Did you see it too?”

      I nodded. There was something wrong with these people.

      And then, one of the women bit into her burger and a piece of onion fell onto her plate. But as it slithered away, I knew it was no onion. “So how can we help you hip cats?” she asked, plucking the wriggling thing from her plate and popping it into her mouth.

      “Argh! I gasped. Her sunglasses reflected the horror on my face.

      “What are you?” Zach demanded.

      “Zachary!” Emily shouted.

      “No, I mean it. They’re not normal!”

      “I’m Stroll,” the closest man said, “and this is my wife Jitterbug,” He gestured to the woman who was still munching on her burger like nothing was out of the ordinary. He nodded to the man with the dark hair next to him. “This is Bop. And this,” he said, glancing at the blonde woman beside him, “is my sister, Jive,”

      “What kind of names are those?” Zach asked.

      “Our names,” Stroll said.

      “We’re not looking for trouble.” Jitterbug set down her burger and threw a napkin over it so I couldn’t see what was wriggling inside the bun. “We don’t mean anyone harm.”

      “Quite the opposite,” Bop said, and then whispered to Stroll, “Push your shades up, dude.”

      “He can push his shades up all he likes, but I know what I saw!” Zach took a deep breath. “Are you… are you aliens?”

      They stood and spoke at exactly the same time. “Of course not! Aliens!” They laughed like Zach had just made the funniest joke ever.

      “What do you want?” Jitterbug’s grin grew wider as she glanced back at us. “How can we help you?”

      “We’re conducting an investigation,” Jacob said. “Did you see a light in the sky this morning?”

      They nodded, but said, “Nope.”

      “Um, are you sure?” Jacob said. “You nodded first, that means yes.”

      “We shouldn’t talk to them,” Bop whispered, but I heard him.

      “But we might need some help ourselves, what with the way things are going,” Jive murmured to the others. “And those two have already seen more than enough. And don’t forget, if things don’t work out, we can always wipe their memories.” The others, apart from Bop, nodded in agreement.

      “Okay,” Emily said. “Maybe we can help each other out without you messing with our memories.”

      “She heard us,” Stroll said.

      “Yep. Jive nodded thoughtfully as she looked at each of us. “Okay we’ll leave your memories alone, but you’re going to have to promise not to tell anyone what you’ve seen.”

      “He means what you think you saw,” Bop added. “Cause you saw nothing, believe me.”

      “Sure. We won’t tell anyone about you,” Jacob agreed. “As long as you’re not breaking the law.”

      “We’re not,” Jive assured him. “We never break the law. We’re perfectly peaceful and cooperative. We’ll swap information with you, but not out here, okay. Let’s go inside.” She started toward the RV and Emily and Jacob followed her, but Zach and I stayed right where we were.

      “Are you out of your gourds?” Zach demanded. “I’m not going in there and certainly not with them!”

      “We won’t harm you,” Jitterbug said as she vanished inside the camper.

      “That’s exactly what every cold-blooded killer says just before they strike.” Zach folded his arms as Bop hobbled by with his walking cane.

      “Look,” Emily said, “the other campers know we’re here. Let’s just see what they have to say. Zach, you stay out here, if anything happens screech like an owl. You’re good at that.”

      “I don’t screech!”

      Emily ignored him as she stepped up into the RV. And then Jacob followed her. I hesitated, but burning curiosity won over my fear and with a shrug I glanced at Zach and ran over to the door.

      “Wow!” I said.

      “What?” Zach demanded, before barging past me into the RV.

      The RV was much wider inside than it was outside, and longer and much cleaner than I’d expected. Tiny neon blue symbols flashed down its smooth silvery walls and it looked almost like electric wallpaper.

      Old-fashioned rock n’ roll music blared from an antique radio which floated in the air over one of two long padded sofas set against the walls. Resting between them was a giant globe that spun slowly by itself inside a clear glass box, and at first I thought it was the Earth, but after a moment, I wasn’t so sure.

      And then I saw the huge black and white spotted cow resting on a patch of grass beyond the sofas. Beside it was a cat with enormous green eyes that peered out at us over the lid of a cardboard box. It hissed, as if it was our fault it was there, before snuggling down into the box. The next moment I noticed a man at the far end of the room. He was lying on a hammock, reading a book with a title that was in German. He raised his hand and waved.

      “How is that radio hovering like that?” Jacob’s face was filled with wonder.

      “Is that Ethel?” Emily asked, gesturing to the cow. “Did you kidnap her from the farm?”

      “No.” Stroll shook his head. “We rescued her, along with our other guests. They’ve just needed a little time to adjust from the side effects of their abduction. Thankfully they’re almost back to normal.”

      “Guests?” Zach asked. “You mean the cat, the cow and that man reading over there?”

      “Indeed,” Stroll said.

      “Rescued them from what?” I asked.

      Their grins faded, and the light inside the RV seemed to flicker as Stroll glanced back to the door. “From the bad ones,” he said, dropping his voice to a whisper.

      Suddenly, the place seemed to grow a lot darker.
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      “There are bad ones! Who? Who are they?” I asked, as Bop, Stroll, Jitterbug and Jive slumped down on the sofas. If we had to make a run for it, they’d left our path wide open.

      “And who are you?” Zach added.

      “We are, or were, what you’d call scientists,” Stroll replied. “At least that’s the closest word I can think of in your language. We’re from a distant planet, one  who’s name you probably wouldn’t be able to pronounce, so let’s call it Hubbuxaniminoy-alva-zarussi for short.”

      “That’s for short?” Zach said, his eyes wide. “Hows about we just call it Hubbux?”

      “Very well.” Stroll agreed. “Hubbux is a peaceful planet and we’re mostly a sea-dwelling people.”

      “Our beautiful cities are nestled beneath miles of ocean,” Jive added. “And that factor kept us hidden away from the rest of the galaxy.”

      “Yep, we lived in peace for millennia until the Tarvagnomians discovered us,” Jitterbug said.

      “Are they the bad ones?” Jacob asked.

      “The worst,” Jive replied, nodding.

      “Especially their High Chancellor Zygo,” Stroll said, and Jitterbug nodded so quickly her sunglasses fell off and I saw her strange, goat-like eyes blinking rapidly. Bop, who sat on the other sofa, watched us quietly.

      “What did Zygo do?” Jacob asked.

      “He came to our world, intent on strip mining it,” Jive said. “Minerals, and fuel mostly, but he’s alway on the lookout for technology, and when he found out we were Hubbux’s top scientists, he forced us to return with him to his home planet,  Kratorzo, which is way off in the Veqamendian system.”

      “Forced?” Zach asked. “Did he abduct you?”

      “In a manner of speaking,” Jive said as she smoothed down her polka dot dress. “He told us if we didn’t come with him, he’d send sluthvogs to befoul our world.”

      “Sluthvogs?” I asked.

      “They’re similar to your pythons except they’re much larger. They have five stomachs, so they almost never stop eating.” Bop grinned and pinched his nose. “So I’m sure you can imagine what else they almost never stop doing.”

      I nodded. They sounded gross.

      “So we went with Zygo back to Kratorzo,” Stroll continued, “where he forced us to work on improving their technology. Most of what they had was built for war. They were really primitive when it came to things like basic living standards, so we helped with that too. We also helped upgrade their spacecraft, and then…” He shook his head.

      “And then,” Jive continued, “Zygo ordered us to make him a ZAP.”

      “What’s that?” Emily asked.

      “A Zargananthian Archellon Ploder,” Bop said.

      “Which does what?” Jacob’s pen hovered over his notebook.

      “It destroys planets.” Stroll sank back into the sofa, as if crushed by the shame of creating such a terrible thing.

      “And you did? You made a ZAP for a homicidal maniac?” Zach asked.

      “It was either that or lose our world,” Jitterbug said.

      “Did he tell you what he wanted it for?” Jacob’s pen scratched furiously across his notebook.

      “To exact revenge on his cousin, by blowing up his planet,” Jive said. “And you want to know what his cousin had done to deserve that? He beat him at a game of marbles when they were younglings.”

      “You have marbles?” I asked.

      “Everyone has marbles,” Bop said, “even Zygo’s cousin’s planet. Which, as it happens, is made from glass.”

      “So did he blow it up?” Emily asked.

      “He never got the chance,” Stroll said. “We took the ZAP and escaped, fleeing across the galaxy in that spacecraft we’d fixed up. That’s how we found Earth, and we’ve been here ever since.”

      “And you decided to settle here, on Whidbey Island?” Emily asked.

      “No,” Jive said, “we crashed on Whidbey Island.”

      “Of all the places,” Bop added.

      “It was happystance.” Jitterbug grinned.

      “I think you mean happenstance,” Jacob said.

      “Perhaps, but we’re happy about the happenstance,” Jitterbug replied.

      “Yes, this island turned out to be the perfect place!” Stroll stretched out his long legs. “The people are…”

      “Strange!” Bop said.

      “So we fit in perfectly,” Jive explained.

      “Kind of.” Zach gestured to their clothes. “I mean, you might want to update your wardrobe. Things have moved on since the nineteen fifties. Also, you should probably stop putting worms in your burgers. It kind of…makes you stand out.”

      “Mealworms sustain us!” Bop said.

      “And they taste heavenly,” Jive added. “Besides, you humans have so many strange customs, we never thought anyone would notice.”

      “What strange customs?” Zach asked. “We’re civilized!”

      “How about birthdays? You make someone a cake, set it on fire, they blow spit all over it to douse the flames and then they give everyone a piece?” Bop said. “That’s not very civilized.”

      “We don’t spit on it, we’re just blowing out the candles!” Zach replied.

      “Never mind that,” I said, glancing around the room, “Where’s the ZAP now?”

      “Right here!” Stroll pointed to the globe. “It’s in there, and it’s perfectly safe.”

      “It would be safer if we had the remote control though,” Jive added.

      “What?” Zach asked. “Hold on… Are you telling me there’s a bomb capable of blowing our planet into dust and you’ve lost its remote control?

      “We didn’t lose it, our friend Chalypso did,” Bop said darkly.

      “Where?” Jacob asked. “I mean, that seems like some pretty important information.”

      “Yeah,” Zach said, “Losing a bomb launching device is a little more urgent than misplacing your keys.”

      “We think she lost it on the island, but we don’t know where exactly, or when.” Jitterbug shrugged. “I’m afraid Chalypso was forgetful.”

      “Was this recently?” Zach asked. “Tell me it was!”

      “Not really. From our estimations, we think it happened about thirty years ago,” Bop said.

      “And so, what? You just gave up on looking for the remote to this  planet destroying device?” Zach rolled his eyes. “I can’t believe you guys!”

      “Well, it didn’t seem to matter,” Jive said. “If we couldn’t find it, no one else could. And even if a human got their hands on it, they wouldn’t be able to use it.”

      “How big’s this remote?” I asked.

      “About the shape and size of a long cigar tube,” Jitterbug replied.

      “And it has a row of buttons, and a flashing green light,” Stroll said, “to help us find it. Only… it’s old now, and it only flashes in random patterns, so there’s no predicting when we’d see it.”

      “You said your friend Chalypso was forgetful,” Emily said.

      “She passed away.” Stroll wiped his eyes. “And at such a young age…”

      “She was five’ll hundrish!” Bop muttered.

      “It’s still too young!” Stroll growled.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” Emily said. “But going back to the ZAP, and the bad guys who are looking for it. How do you think they found you?”

      “We don’t know,” Stroll said. “They’ve been looking for us for years. I suppose it was only a matter of time…”

      “But Earth’s a pretty large place, not to mention the galaxy” Jacob said. “How did they find you on Whidbey Island?”

      “We saw a story in the paper about a big circle that appeared in the wheat fields…” Jive began.

      “Yeah, the crop circle,” Zach said.

      “What are they for?” I asked.

      “They’re like signposts,” Stroll explained. “You know, like the way you mark your roads with stop signs, but these circles are more like go signs.”

      “So someone’s telling the bad aliens you’re here?” Emily asked.

      “Indeed.”

      “Who?” I asked.

      “We don’t know. They almost found us this morning, but we managed to throw an invisibility mesh up around our RV. It worked perfectly, but it only has so many charges left,” Jive explained.

      “So” Zach asked. “I assume your plan is to find the hot button to this weapon of planetary destruction as quickly as possible before it kills us all?”

      “We tried, but now we’re just hoping Zygo will get bored and go home.” Jive said. “He has a short attention span.”

      “Right!” Zach shook his head. “And if he doesn’t? I mean, what if he decides to use the ZAP here, on our planet? Have you thought about that?”

      “Yeah! We need to find the remote fast. Either that, or destroy the ZAP right here and now,” Jacob said.

      “It’s indestructible,” Bop replied.

      “No. Not exactly,” Jive added. “But the only way to destroy it is by detonating it.”

      “This just gets better and better.” Zach began pacing.

      “Was there anyplace in particular Chalypso liked to visit?” Emily asked.

      Jitterbug nodded. “The ice cream shop! And the museum…”

      “And the beach,” Stroll added.

      “Can you be more specific?” Zach asked. “In case you haven’t noticed, we’re surrounded by beaches.”

      “The one on Penn Cove,” Jive replied. “She loved sitting by the pier too.”

      “And don’t forget the Goose Chase Trail,” Jitterbug said. “She spent a lot of time there.”

      “But we’ve checked those places. All of them.” Bop sounded irritable as he rubbed his injured leg.

      “Did we? I don’t remember?” Jive sighed.

      “Well, I’m guessing she wouldn’t have hidden a weapon of planetary destruction in an ice cream shop or museum,” Zach said. “But who knows; I mean, you don’t seem all that bothered about it given the situation. I wish I…”

      “We looked everywhere, but after a while,” Jitterbug said.… “well, I suppose we just…gave up.”

      Jacob stashed his notebook in his bag. “We should probably try the trail first. Out of all the places you mentioned, it seems like the best place to stash something you don’t want anyone to find; that’s if she hid it on purpose.”

      “We’ll have to be careful,” Emily said to the rest of us. “Make sure we’re not seen or followed. We don’t want the remote falling into the wrong hands.”

      “You could disguise yourself with our Face Swappers!” Stroll wandered over to a lockbox on the other side of the room and handed each of us a necklace with a small silver disc hanging from it.

      “How do they work?” I asked.

      “You press here,” Stroll placed his thumb on the spiral pattern at the center of the disc. “And it changes your appearance. We developed these when we first arrived, but they never masked our eyes properly. So we opted for sunglasses to save time, while we worked on a more permanent solution to disguise our appearances.”

      I shuddered. I didn’t want to imagine what their disguises might be hiding.

      “Cool,” Zach said as he slipped the necklace over his head. “I hope I get to try it out before the world ends.”

      “You will,” Emily said, “We’ll find that remote, and in the meantime it’s probably better for you guys to keep out of the way of this Zygo character. But first we should get Ethel home, along with the cat and him.” She waved to the man on the hammock and he waved back. He seemed quite content, considering everything going on. Or maybe the aliens had wiped his memory like they’d mentioned doing to us…

      “Thank you for helping us,” Jitterbug said.

      “No problem,” Jacob replied. “This is the kind of thing we’re good at.”

      Was it? I glanced at the cow. I guess we’d found Ethel, which was what we’d set out to do, but a missing remote control for a planet-destroying ZAP? That was definitely a problem…a big one.
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      “Okay, let’s start with you,” Emily said as she picked up the cat and checked the tag on its collar. It turned out the cat’s name was Mrs. Tulkinghorn and she lived in Oak Harbor.

      Emily called the owner and arranged to meet her at the Keystone ferry dock. She then called Mr. Tuffin as Zach and I guided Ethel the cow down the hill. It was easier than we’d imagined, because Ethel was very smart and seemed to understand that she needed to stay in her lane to avoid the passing cars.

      Jacob escorted the German man behind us. It didn’t sound like he spoke much English, but soon he came out of whatever daze he’d been under in the aliens’ camper van and thanked us all before making a call on his cell phone. Moments later he hurried off in the opposite direction, waving as he went.

      Soon we reached the ferry terminal and met Mrs. Tulkinghorn’s owner. She was a nice lady, although she seemed confused as to how her cat had gotten so far from home.

      “She was on the beach when we found her,” Zach said. “I think she was sunbathing.”

      “Sunbathing?” The lady raised an eyebrow. “You’ve got an interesting imagination, kid.” She delved into her bag and pulled out her purse.

      “You don’t need to pay us,” Jacob said.

      “But if you’re insisting…” Zach took the money as Emily glowered at him.

      Moments later Mr. Tuffin arrived towing a cow trailer. He looked anxious as he climbed down from his truck, but the moment he saw his cow, his eyes lit up. “Ethel!” His cries caused several people in the ferry queue to glance our way as he ran over to his cow and threw his arms around her great black and white neck. “Where did you find her?”

      Zach pointed to the beach. “Down there. Sunbathing.” Thankfully, Mrs. Tulkinghorn’s owner had already driven away.

      “Sunbathing?” Mr. Tuffin shook his head. “Well, I never… You miraculous girl, you!” He pulled an orange from his pocket and fed it to Ethel, who gobbled it down in one go. And then he fixed us with an enormous smile. “To think I doubted you… Listen, I’m throwing a celebration tonight. I’ll deck out the cowshed with lights and we’ll have music! It’ll be the biggest party this island’s ever seen! You’re all invited.”

      “Thanks,” Emily said, and I could tell by the enthusiasm she forced into her voice that she was about as thrilled by the idea as I was.

      “We’ll try and make it.” Zach sighed. “But sadly our investigations are far from over.”

      And then I saw Thor Dellingpole driving toward us in his beat-up old car as Mr. Tuffin waved to us and ushered Ethel into his trailer. Thankfully, by the time Thor found a place to park, Mr. Tuffin had already driven away.

      “So you found Ethel?” Thor studied us carefully.

      “Yep,” Emily replied.

      “Where was she?”

      “On the beach,” Zach said.

      “Really?” Thor asked.

      “Really,” Zach said.

      “Have you found anything else of interest?”

      “Nope!”

      “Rightio.” Thor looked at us as if he was seeing us for the very first time. I glanced at my sneakers until he finally strode back to his car. “Later, potatoes!”

      “It’s later, potato!” Zach hissed.

      As Thor drove off, I caught him studying us in the mirror. “He knows we’re onto something,” I said.

      “No.” Zach shook his head. “He doesn’t know anything. He suspects we’re onto something. That’s two different things.”

      I glanced back. Thor’s car was little more than a speck in the distance.

      “We should collect our bikes,” Emily said, as she started back up the hill toward the campsite.

      “So that’s the missing cow situation solved,” Zach said as he strode behind her. “Now it’s just the small matter of finding that remote control for the bomb that’s about to turn our world into fire and ash.” He rolled his eyes. “No pressure then.”

      “I called The Society of the Owl and Wolf while we were waiting for Mr. Tuffin,” Jacob said.

      “Did they have anything useful to say?” Zach asked.

      “Only that we really need to find the bomb.”

      “Brilliant.” Zach kicked a pebble into the ditch. “That’s about as helpful as a blind dentist. We could all die in a heartbeat, and that’s the best they’ve got?”

      “Well, it sounds like we’ve been living with that bomb for our entire lives,” Emily said. “We just didn’t know it.”

      “That’s comforting,” Zach snapped. “And now there’s a bunch of psycho aliens searching for it too, and the ones who made it are about as helpful as The Society of the Owl and Wolf…”

      “I still want to know how the bad aliens found the island,” Jacob said. “And who’s making those crop circles to guide them.”

      “So many questions, so little time,” Zach said.

      “So what are we doing now?” I checked my phone. We still had a few hours until the last bus back to Langley.

      “I guess we’re going to the Goose Chase Trail they told us about,” Zach said. “And I’m sure it’ll be wild!”
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      The parking lot at the trailhead was empty as we cycled in. I stopped to look at a map that was mounted on an old board. “It says the hike takes less than an hour and runs in a loop,” I told the others. I checked the time. “If we’re quick, we might make the next bus home.”

      I was about to lock up my bike on the rack next to Zach’s, when Emily said, “Maybe we should stash them in the woods.”

      “Why are you always looking for ways to make things more awkward?” Zach demanded.

      “I don’t. I’m just thinking we better not advertise that we’re here,” Emily said.

      “Good point.” Jacob wheeled his bike into the trees and laid it down carefully on the ground out of sight. We did the same, adding layers of brush to cover them up, before heading for the trail. A ramshackle signpost, with clumps of moss hanging from it like tiny green beards, read:

      ‘Goose Chase.’

      “Ready?” Zach forced a pretend grin. “Let’s go hike and look for a bomb!”

      “It’s not the bomb,” Jacob said, “it’s just the remote.”

      “Well, that’s a comfort,” Zach said.

      “It’s not like we’re going to accidentally set it off, Zach,” Emily said. “We don’t even have the code.”

      “And we don’t want it either,” I added.

      We followed the winding trail toward the thickening forest and as I looked at the murky shadows pooling below them, I realized just how much I was looking forward to getting home. We found a few interesting things on our way; tiny painted rocks nestled among the tree stumps, a woolen scarf wound around a branch like a stripy snake, and Christmas baubles hanging amongst the leaves of a bush. Now and then we ventured off the trail to search, but it wasn’t like we had a system or any clues to help us find the remote. Our efforts were pretty haphazard.

      “It could literally be anywhere!” Zach waved his hands in frustration.

      “If it’s even here,” Jacob added. “This is just one place they said their friend liked to come to. That remote could literally be anywhere on the island…”

      “Wait!” Emily frowned.

      “What?” I asked.

      She held up a finger. “I think I heard a car door.”

      “So?” Zach shrugged. “It’s a public trail… it could be anyone!”

      “I suppose,” Emily said, as she continued along the route. I glanced back, half expecting to find a dog walker coming up the track behind us, but it was empty.

      “What’s that?” Jacob pointed into the trees at something gleaming in the brush. We left the trail and clomped over the thick carpet of needles and twigs. The air grew thick with the scent of pine, rotting wood and musty moss.

      “Great!” Zach said as he picked up the ball of aluminum foil that had been stuffed into a small hollow of a fallen tree. “Why do people bother-”

      “Shhh!” Jacob held his finger over his lips.

      I followed his gaze through the woods; back the way we’d come.

      Someone was snaking through the trees toward us and, whoever it was, they were moving like they were trying not to be seen.
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      “Who’s that?” I whispered.

      It was impossible to see because whoever was there stuck to the shadows, creeping slowly and carefully. Then I pointed as I saw two more figures trailing behind, and as the one in front moved through a patch of sunlight, I recognized him and his dumb hat immediately. “Thor Dellingpole!” which meant the other two had to be Suzi and Benjamin.

      “What are they doing here?” Zach murmured.

      I remembered the way Thor had glanced into his mirror as he’d driven away. “He must have followed us. He knows we’re onto something.”

      “They’re not as dumb as they seem,” Zach said.

      “Look!” Jacob pointed behind the Alien Hunters to three smaller figures following them.

      “Kids?” Emily narrowed her eyes to see better. “Who are… oh!”

      I recognized Myron Draven as he crouched low and signaled to the others, then I made out Cora Crook’s slim silhouette slinking through the trees like a ninja. The wide and squat one, had to be Eugene King, the tank of the group. “That’s not good!”

      “What are they doing here?” Jacob hissed.

      “It looks like they’re following the idiots who are following us,” Zach said.

      With that, Thor froze and held up his hand. Suzi and Benjamin stopped too, as behind them, our arch enemies slowed and ducked behind the trees.

      “Take cover!” Zach hissed. He dove onto the ground, and Emily and Jacob did the same. I slunk down slowly and carefully to avoid making any noise.

      Stretching my hands out along the ground as I walked my sneakers back, I tried to make myself as flat as possible. The ground smelled of earth and dust and I felt like I was going to sneeze… No! Not now, I told my nose, as if it could understand what I was saying.

      Snick.

      Thor’s foot snapped a nearby branch. Suzi was lighter on her feet and so was Benjamin, but I could tell they were almost upon us.

      And then something crashed through the trees. It might have been a deer, or maybe a Jackalope. Whatever it was, I was grateful because it caught the attention of the three Alien Hunters and they rushed right past us.

      Suddenly, Myron Draven appeared, flanked by his two goons. They were passing us too!

      I ground my cheek into the dirt as I tried to push my head even lower until I saw the thin spindly spider with weird markings skittering right toward my face.

      No! I screamed inside my mind, as if some psychic connection might command the creature to go the other way. It didn’t work.

      I winced as it crawled over my face, moving slowly and delicately past my eyes. I wanted to wrench it from me, but Myron Draven was only a few yards away.

      The spidery legs tickled the nape of my neck and then, as Eugene King’s massive feet thundered by, the spider scurried away. We lay still waiting, and after what seemed like forever, our enemies moved on.

      “Wait!” Jacob whispered as he watched them go. Only when he was happy that they were definitely gone, did he signal for us to stand.

      “What now?” I asked.

      “I think we should get out of here, go home and come back another day,” Emily said.

      “That’s fine with me. Let’s go,” Zach said.

      “We should take the trail,” Jacob suggested, “It’ll be quieter than moving through the brush.”

      We half walked, half ran back to our bikes but as we started dragging them from beneath the brush, Emily threw up her hand. “Stop!”

      I followed her gaze to the long black car with tinted windows that was parked by the trailhead.

      “Who’s that?” I asked.

      “Taking a guess, I’d say it’s whoever brought Myron Draven here,” Jacob said.

      “I’m glad we hid our bikes,” Emily said.

      “Criminy, Em,” Zach rolled his eyes. “So you were right for once. What do you want, an award ceremony? A star on the sidewalk? A-”

      “Wait!” Jacob hunched down as the driver's window slid down. It was Ambrose Draven, Myron’s Mad Scientist Uncle. The last time we’d seen him, things hadn’t ended well; the man was a maniac! He smoothed down his crazy mustard-colored hair, but it fell back down over his long, pale face. Draven mumbled to someone sitting in the car beside him and glanced into the trees before opening his door. Then the other door swung open and a tall man with a gleaming bald head and round black sunglasses climbed out and studied the trail. His nose twitched as he sniffed the air.

      “Who’s that?” Zach whispered.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “But I’m not sure he’s real.”

      “What does that mean?” Zach demanded.

      “It means he looks like someone pretending to be a human!” Emily said.

      “Do… do you think…” Zach’s words faded fast.

      “Yep,” Jacob said, “I think it’s an alien. One of the bad ones.”
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      “We’ve got to get out of here!” Emily whispered as we watched the sinister man standing by Ambrose Draven’s car. As much as he terrified me, there was something weirdly hypnotic about him. And any doubts we had about whether he was human or not, vanished as his tongue flicked from his lips and snagged a passing fly.

      “Gross!” Zach said.

      “Come on.” Jacob began wheeling his bike away and we followed, sticking to the gloom and moving stealthily to avoid any fallen branches. Finally, we reached the road, leaped onto our bikes and raced for the bus stop.

      “We should probably hide out in the trees until the bus arrives,” I said. “Just in case Myron and his uncle drive by and see us.”

      “What about these!” Zach clutched the disc on the necklace Stroll had given us.

      “We don’t know how well they work,” Jacob said. “Let’s just keep out of the way for now.”

      Finally, the bus appeared around the bend. We scrambled out from the trees, flagged it down and put our bikes on the rack at the front. Thankfully, it was quiet, except for some older kids who were laughing at something one of them had on their phone.

      We sat in the middle, near to an old lady who wore large headphones as she knitted. It took a while for my nerves to settle, and as I gazed through the window, I saw the sky growing dark and moody, like a storm was coming.

      “That might be the last blue sky we ever see,” Zach said as he followed my gaze.

      “How so?” Emily asked.

      “What if they find the remote; they’re in the woods!” Zach sighed. “We might be moments away from death and we don’t even know it.”

      “Thanks for the super motivational speech, Zachary,” Emily said.

      Jacob pushed his glasses up his nose. “Thor and his friends don’t know what we were doing there. They just followed us. They don’t have a clue about the remote, so maybe the bad guys don’t know about it either. But what I really want to know is what that alien was doing with Ambrose Draven…”

      “Didn’t Myron’s aunt Ophelia tell us Ambrose worked for NASA?” I asked.

      Emily nodded. “Yep, she also said they fired him for destroying a laboratory. Maybe he’s the reason the bad aliens found the island.”

      “But why would he team up with aliens who want to blow up our planet?” I asked.

      “I don't think they were aiming to blow up our planet,” Jacob said. “They wanted to blow up someone else’s world, remember? But maybe their plans have changed. Maybe Ambrose persuaded them to help him so he can use their bomb to blackmail the world. That’s what I’d do if I was an evil genius.”

      “Yep,” I agreed, “It’s definitely not going to end well if they find that remote.”

      “That’s the understatement of the century!” Zach said, his voice rising with irritation.

      “Shhh!” The old lady muttered as she clicked her knitting needles.

      “I wasn’t that loud,” Zach protested. “Besides, you’re wearing headphones.”

      “They aren’t on,” she said. “I only wear ‘em to keep people like you from talking to me. Ever heard of peace and quiet?”

      “Well, excuse me,” Zach rolled his eyes. “We were only discussing the end of the world. No big deal!”

      “You got that right!!” the lady said. “If I had a penny for every time I’ve heard about some impending apocalypse, I wouldn’t be stuck on this bus with the likes of you.”

      “Sure,” Jacob said. “Sorry.” He turned back to us. “How about we meet in the Towering Lair of Eternal Secrets in the morning to discuss this further?”

      “What is there to discuss? We’ve literally just been on a wild goose chase and we came up empty handed!” Zach said.

      “We could go try Ambrose Draven’s house, see if we can find anything there,” Jacob suggested.

      I agreed, mostly because we didn’t exactly have any other ideas. We fell quiet as we gazed through the window to the dark clouds rolling in over the mountains.
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        * * *

      

      We met early the next morning and soon found ourselves outside Ambrose Draven’s house. The last time we’d visited the place was when we’d been hot on the trail of the mind-controlling Jackalope, but now the stakes were so much higher. Draven’s house wasn’t far from Zach and Emily’s home and the ride was easy. It was a cool, sunny day, and the air held an aroma that smelled like autumn, which was my favorite season.

      “Who are they?” Zach asked.

      I ducked back from the jet of water being thrown by a lawn sprinkler that hissed like a robotic snake, and followed Zach’s gaze to the woman and two kids standing in the driveway by a gleaming car. The woman glanced our way and strode over. After a moment I realize it wasn’t Ambrose Draven’s wife.

      “Hi,” she said, looking us up and down. “Can I help you?”

      Zach peered at me as if I had an answer for her question. We were only supposed to be checking the place over, not making contact with anyone. “We’re looking for the guy who lives here,” Zach said finally. His eyes drifted to the clouds like he was searching for something else to say. He cleared his throat. “We, erm… we found his wallet.”

      “Well, the Dravens moved out a few weeks ago. We bought the house…” The lady pulled a phone from her pocket. “I have their number. I can call them if you like, maybe they can drive down to meet you.”

      “Drive down?” Jacob asked.

      “From Coupeville. Mr. Draven has a place there, out by the cove.” She frowned like she was trying to remember something. “Darkbrook House, that’s it! Do you know it?”

      “Nope, but it sounds like the perfect place for Ambrose Draven.”

      “So you know him?” The woman frowned.

      “We’ve seen him around,” Emily said quickly. “His nephew goes to our school.”

      “Right,” the woman said, but she still seemed suspicious. “So who should I say found Mr. Draven’s wallet?”

      “My name’s Trevor Osprey,” Zach said. “This is my sister Esmeralda.” He gestured from Emily to me. “That’s Bastion Boggins.” He pointed to Jacob. “And Maxwell D’Artagnan. You know, we should probably be going.” He turned his bike and began to cycle away.

      “Can I get your number, erm Trevor?” the woman asked as Zach sped off.

      “Yes!” Zach called as he kept going. We cycled after him.

      “Okay, so it’s back to Coupeville,” Zach said as we turned the bend in the road. “Another bus ride, great! We need to start keeping a list of expenses so we can bill the Society at the end of the month and claim our money back.”

      “The bus is free,” Jacob said.

      “Well, my time isn’t,” Zach muttered as he raced down the hill.
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        * * *

      

      We got off the bus in Coupeville and cycled along the street toward a road that curved around the cove. I glanced out across the bay, half expecting to see tentacles slithering up from the water, just like the ones we’d encountered a few weeks back, but it was perfectly still.

      Then Jacob slowed to read the directions he’d found for Darkbrook House. “That way,” he said, slipping his phone back into his pocket and nodding toward a turn that led into the woods. He sounded about as enthusiastic as I felt as I peered at the shadowy lane.

      The afternoon air cooled as we cycled down the long, meandering road. There weren’t any houses that I could see, just trees, trees and more trees towering over both sides of the lane. As we turned a bend, I saw the huge gleaming house, surrounded by a high wall with a long black gate. The place looked expensive, and very, very private.

      “How are we going to get in?” Emily asked.

      “We could build a catapult and shoot ourselves over the wall,” Zach suggested.

      “We don’t have the time or the means to do that,” Jacob said. “Besides, we don’t even know what we’re looking for just yet. But maybe we can…”

      He paused as a vehicle purred behind us.

      “Quick!” I called, and we scattered into the huckleberry bushes at the side of the road, hiding as a black SUV swept toward us.
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            Gabbaralla!

          

        

      

    

    
      We watched from the bushes as the SUV sped by, kicking up clouds of dust. The vehicle stopped at the gate. A woman in a dark suit jumped out and glanced back up the road, before punching numbers into the keypad mounted on a post. I heard the tune the keypad made from where I crouched.

      “That’s a song from Holst’s Planets,” Jacob whispered. “It’s called Mars. My dad plays it every time he shaves his beard off, which is usually twice a year.”

      We waited until the SUV was gone, and the gates slid shut before we spoke again.

      “We need to disguise ourselves if we’re going in,” Emily said.

      “Do we actually need to go inside?” I asked. I was okay with staking out the place, but the idea of getting any closer to Ambrose Draven or his creepy new alien friend wasn’t a welcome one.

      “Yep,” Jacob said. “We need to see what he’s hiding in there.”

      Great. I nodded, even though I was slowly being consumed by my growing dread.

      “I’ll go first.” Emily clutched the necklace Stroll had given her. Moments later her face became a pink blur as it transformed, turning her into an older looking girl with spiky brown hair and a large mole on her cheek.

      Zach went next and his face seemed to whirl around until it finally settled. He looked haughty, like a model from a catalog with his brooding eyes and gelled blonde hair that swept back over his head. He glanced at Emily and sniggered.

      “I don’t know what you’re laughing at,” Emily said darkly.

      Jacob whispered what might have been a prayer as he pushed the disc on his necklace. His face whirled around too until it settled, making him look like he was at least five years younger, with long, wild hair. “Well?” he asked. Even his voice was childlike.

      “It totally worked, you look fine,” I said, before swallowing my anxiety and pushing the button on my necklace. My face grew hot and cold, and my skin tingled like hundreds of tiny insect feet were crawling all over it.

      Emily nodded slowly as she glanced at me, but I could tell she was trying to suppress a giggle. I pulled out my phone and caught my reflection in the screen. A round-faced boy with huge blinking eyes and red, protruding ears looked back at me. “Great!” I mumbled.

      “Let’s stash our bikes over there and go see what’s what,” Jacob said.

      We hurried across the driveway and followed the wall until it took a sharp bend. We leaned our bikes against the wall carefully so we could make a quick escape if we needed to, although there wasn’t anywhere to go other than up the wooded slope surrounding the house if it came to it. It would make a getaway, but not a fast one if we had to get through the brush.

      “Come on,” Jacob whispered.

      We walked back toward the gate and Jacob keyed the combinations in until the tune was the same as the one we’d heard before. As the gates slid open, we crept inside and headed for the side yard which was filled with lush plants where we could hide from sight. The house loomed over us, and its smoke-colored, tinted windows felt like dozens of eyes.

      “It looks exactly like the kind of place a super villain would live in,” Jacob said.

      “Yep. It’s perfect for a Draven,” Zach added.

      We stalked through the towering plants and flowers, but as we turned the corner of the building, we froze.

      The SUV that had passed us on the road was parked dead ahead, and the driver was chatting with Ambrose Draven. He wore a black suit and it seemed he’d tried to fix his wild, mustard-colored hair into place. His wife stood by him. She looked the same as before, with her styled hair and massive, beetle-like sunglasses. The sinister bald man we’d seen the day before was with them, and for some reason he was grinning.

      A moment later, the driver climbed back into the SUV and reversed and turned back toward the gates. As soon as it was out of sight, the bald man’s face changed and we saw his real features…

      He looked almost like a lobster, with two long quivering antennae jutting above his jagged mouth, and six tiny black beady eyes. A row of stubby spikes ran down his elongated skull like a mohawk, and as Mrs. Draven said something, he stopped rubbing them and gestured ahead.

      “What’s he pointing at?” Emily asked. “There’s nothing there.”

      “There is.” Jacob took his glasses off, wiped them down and pointed. “Look again!”

      And then I spotted the faint, glassy shape on the lawn. It was the size of a small house and it looked to be perfectly round. A pulse of noise came from somewhere inside it.

      Lobster Man shouted a command and a moment later the glassy thing seemed to uncloak and I saw it for what it was; a gleaming chrome colored saucer with three glowing blue lights and a long ramp protruding from its arched door like a tongue. It was hard to see anything inside the craft beyond the bright shimmering white light.

      “Gabbaralla!” Lobster Man called. A moment later the whole thing shook and droned like a vacuum cleaner going into reverse. Blades of grass and tiny flowers flew into the air and spiraled around the saucer as if a tornado was zipping by.

      With a groan, the ground beyond the garden began to shift as an enormous round hidden door began to open and two more craft rose up from below and hovered over the first.

      “Draven’s got a secret subterranean bunker!” Jacob whispered.

      “He wouldn’t be a super villain if he didn’t,” Zach said.

      Lobster Man gestured to the Dravens, and they took slow, unsteady steps up the ramp of the craft and vanished inside. Before the alien followed, he glanced around. We crouched low among the foliage, watching as he stooped under the doorway and entered the craft.

      “Wow” Jacob gasped as the ramp slid up and the arched door closed with a soft hiss.

      The noise from the craft grew louder and a wave of heat hit, as if we were standing under a giant hair dryer. The UFO hovered above the ground, transformed back into a translucent glassy smudge and the sound it had made vanished altogether.

      “Whoa!” Zach said as it rose into the air, followed by the other two cloaked craft. They moved so far so fast that we could barely see them as we emerged from our hiding places and walked over to check the ground where they had rested.

      “Look!” Jacob pointed to the scorch marks on the grass. “Just like the markings we saw in the fields.”

      “Where do you think they went?” Emily glanced at the sky.

      “They could have gone anywhere,” I said. “Pluto… Jupiter, who knows?”

      “Or Uranus.” Zach seemed like he was about to add something else until a strange honking sound came from above us. A flock of geese flew high overhead,  and then their formation began to break apart and I saw the glassy shape of the UFO descending toward us. “They’re back!”

      “Quick!” Emily said. We dove into the bushes. I heard the UFO touch down and as the warm air blew over us, it seemed like we were too late. Surely they’d seen us!

      The UFO turned from a glassy blur to chrome as it materialized once again.

      “Oh!” I gasped as the ramp shot down from the arched door and the Dravens strode out, followed by the alien. Maybe they hadn’t seen us?

      “I…” Emily cried out and threw her hand over her mouth as the grass and dust settled around us. And then she gave a great sneeze. “Achoo!”

      “What was that?” Mrs. Draven pointed a long, slender finger toward us. Mr. Draven bustled past her.

      “Who’s there?” Mr. Draven demanded.

      We ran through the flowerbeds toward the gate. Jacob tapped the code in and we squeezed through the gap as soon as the gates began to open.

      “This way!” Zach ran along the wall. We turned the corner and grabbed our bikes. Zach aimed his toward the road.

      “No!” Emily said, “we need to go this way, where they can’t drive.” She raced through the brush and up the slope, winding through the pine trees. Jacob followed, and then Zach. I pedaled harder when I heard the footsteps behind me and turned to find Ambrose Draven and Lobster Man chasing after us.

      I pumped my feet, throwing my handlebar side to side, putting everything I had into racing up that hill. When I glanced back, Lobster Man was speaking into a watch-like device fastened to his wrist.

      “I think we’re clear,” Zach said as we reached the hill’s summit and plunged back into the woods. Emily and Jacob had gotten far ahead of us. “This way!” Zach gestured to a narrow trail and we bounced out of the brush and sped onto a bumpy path.

      We glanced at each other, wide eyed, as we heard the faint, pulsing sound, among the sudden wave of heat. Leaves and twigs fell like rain around us. “It’s… it’s…”

      “Above us!” Zach cried.

      I glanced up to the glassy hovering shape. Dogs barked wildly in the distance, and when I peered back to the trail Zach was careening toward a tree root. He was too busy looking up at the UFO keeping pace with us to see it.

      “Zach, look out!” I shouted, but it was too late. His front wheel struck the root and he flew over the handlebars, landing in a clump of bushes as his bike crashed into the side of a tree.

      I couldn’t leave him behind…

      “Wait!” I pulled my brakes hard, sending my back wheel skidding around in an arc. Zach was on his feet, but he looked stunned as he staggered toward his fallen bike.

      “Come on!” I cried as I waited for him to climb back onto his seat.

      He winced as he swung his leg over the cross bar and tried to pedal. “I don’t feel good!” he whimpered.

      “What’s-” But my words faded as we found ourselves caught in a cone of golden light.

      It was like being trapped in a searchlight.

      I tried to cycle away but the bike wouldn’t move, and I could only stare into Zach’s terrified eyes as we rose up into the air, grasping our handlebars, our feet pedaling uselessly.
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            What Goes Up…

          

        

      

    

    
      The golden light sparkled all around us. It felt as if we’d been caught in a beam of sunshine that was as warm as a steaming hot bath. We rose higher and higher, gripping our handlebars. Our feet pedaled like mad but we weren’t getting anywhere. We were trapped.

      “What are they doing?” Zach cried.

      “Taking us aboard their ship!” I shouted back.

      Our voices were slowed and sounded like they were coming from far away. I gulped as I glanced down to the treetops below. Mr. Draven’s house shrank away, growing smaller and smaller beneath my feet. I felt nauseous as I realized how high we were.

      And then we shot up through a circle in the bottom of the UFO, right into the ship.

      We floated there as if we were under water. I glanced around dumbly at the pure white walls lined with towers of flashing colored lights.

      Three aliens, who were just as fearsome as the one we’d seen back at Draven’s house, glanced up at us. Two wore gray uniforms and clutched silver guns, while a third, dressed in white robes, studied us. His antennae flickered with irritation as he pointed at me and said something that sounded like Hullahuzzarooba!

      “What?” I asked. I didn’t want to make him angrier, but I had no idea what he was saying. “I don’t understand!”

      One of the others passed the robed alien a metallic rod which he pressed to the side of his scaly throat. When he spoke again, I understood him perfectly, “Who are you? And why were you spying on the High Chancellor?”

      “We…” Zach began. “We weren’t spying. We lost our football.”

      “Football?” He glanced at our sneakers. “Your feet aren’t round, and you have two each and they’re right there!”

      “No,” I said. “You kick footballs and everyone chases after them.”

      He shook his lobster-like head. “Why?”

      “For fun,” Zach said.

      “What’s fun?”

      “This is going to take forever!” Zach said. “Look, can you let us go? We don’t want to cause any problems. We’re simple.”

      “Simple?”

      “Simply minding our own business,” Zach said.

      “Who are you?” the alien demanded.

      “I’m Ebenezer Eggplant.” Zach gestured at me, “And this is my friend… Dyl… Jiminy erm, Jimkins.”

      “What?” The alien turned to face me.

      “Jiminy Jimkins.” I patted my chest and nodded like Zach’s ridiculous name was perfectly legit.

      “Look,” Zach said, “let us go, and we’ll be on our way. I’m sure we’ll forget the whole thing. You don’t even have to mess with our minds or anything.” He glanced through the circle to the forest far below us. “And when I say let us go, I mean closer to the ground, if possible.”

      “A lot closer to the ground,” I added.

      Zach nodded. “As in right on it, gently, seeing as we don’t have wings…”

      “Wings!” The alien screeched. He prodded Zach’s back. “You don’t have wings. You lie!”

      “No, I said seeing as we don’t have wings!” Zach’s borrowed face was growing red with irritation. How long before our real features returned? If they saw that happen…

      The aliens gathered together, chattering in their strange language and then spun back to face us. “You were spying on our Chancellor, why?” the tall one asked, and it seemed like we were back to square one.

      As I glanced around, I spotted a diagram on the wall that showed a zig-zagging line that made its way through stars and planets. I recognized their destination: Earth. Next to it was a sketch of a cylinder with wavy lights coming from it and it took a moment to realize it might be the remote control for the ZAP. If it was, then they were looking for it just like we were!

      “Spying? We weren't spying!” Zach continued. “I wouldn’t know how to spy. It’s not even in my vocabulary.”

      “Vocabulary?” the alien demanded.

      “I mean, I don’t even know the word, so I couldn’t do it,” Zach said. “Like I couldn’t bazoobalaballoo either.”

      “Bazoobalaballoo?” the alien barked. “What does this mean?”

      “I don’t know,” Zach said. “And that’s the point. I couldn’t do it because I don’t even know what it is, just like spying. You see?”

      “You were lurking in our ally’s house,” the alien said.

      “No, we were in his yard, if you want to be accurate,” Zach replied.

      “What were you doing there?”

      “Looking for our football, remember.”

      “This is going around in circles,” I said. I was still terrified, but I was growing frustrated too.

      One of the other aliens muttered something and the robed one nodded, before making a strange chirruping sound that may have been laughter. “Indeed. Perhaps they are just stupid,” he said.

      “We are,” Zach said. “We’re literally the stupidest people on Whidbey Island. Maybe even the United States of America.” He nodded to me. “He won an award for his stupidity last month. Didn’t you, Jiminy?”

      “I sure did!” I grinned as if I was super proud of my achievement.

      “And I got the consolation prize,” Zach added, “which actually makes me even more stupid when you think about it. And!” He held his finger up to draw their attention, “we’re also totally harmless.”

      The robed alien glanced at the others and they began conferring again. And then one of them tapped its finger on a screen. It flickered into life, revealing High Chancellor Zygo and Mr. and Mrs. Draven. The High Chancellor barked something and the robed alien replied.

      “Stop squirming so he can inspect you,” the alien said to us.

      The High Chancellor glanced at Zach, and then me. He turned to Mr. Draven. “Do you know them?”

      Ambrose Draven stared with his insane eyes before shaking his head, sending his hair whirling around. “Never seen them before.” He turned to Mrs. Draven. “Have you, my dear?”

      Mrs. Draven leaned forward and her beetle-black sunglasses filled the screen, then she pulled back. “Nope. What unfortunate looking children. Maybe we should find out who their parents are and make a donation. Poor souls.”

      “Are you certain?” the High Chancellor asked.

      “Yes,” Mr. Draven said. “I’ve no idea who they are,"

      “And we’ve got no idea who you are either,” Zach said in his waspish way. And then he seemed to remember where he was; which was about a hundred feet up over the treetops. “Look, mister, I’m sorry. We were just looking for our football. We accidentally kicked it over your wall and then we came in to get it back.”

      “How did you get in?” Ambrose narrowed his mad eyes.

      “The gate was wide open. I’m sorry, Sir, it’ll never happen again.”

      Mr. Draven stared at us, before turning to the High Chancellor. “They seem like halfwits. Wipe their memories so they forget about the ship, and then lose them. We have to find the remote control, everything else is a distraction.”

      The High Chancellor barked into the screen, and it turned black.

      The robed alien growled at the others, and one hurried through a sliding door into a cockpit. There was no pilot… The craft seemed to be flying itself! The island looked huge and green through the window, and a long way down.

      As the craft started flying, the soles of the alien’s shoes glowed and it seemed like the light was keeping them steady. One walked to a set of controls, his movements slow and labored, like a deep-sea diver walking across the ocean floor. The robed alien ran his silver wand along the sides of our heads and it made a pinging sound. I started feeling woozy and a bit lost, like I almost couldn’t remember where I was, but then the round disc on my necklace grew warm, as if it was counteracting whatever the wand was doing.

      I felt sick as I glanced down through the hole below us. Land, trees and roads hurtled by as the ship thrummed and roared.

      Then I gasped as we began plummeting down.
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            Down in the Dumps

          

        

      

    

    
      “Whooooooaaaaah!” Zach cried.

      My stomach lurched as if I’d just eaten twenty tacos and staggered off a loopy rollercoaster. Electrical charges swept over me and my hair bristled. Zach’s hair shot right up too, before turning completely white.

      He stared at me. “Your hair!” he whimpered, while retching and clutching his handlebars.

      I tried not to look down as Whidbey Island zoomed up below us. And then the soles of the alien’s boots glowed brighter, fixing them in place. My stomach lurched again as the UFO stopped at breakneck speed and a terrible stench filled the air.

      The craft was hovering over some kind of dump.

      “No! Don’t-” I shouted, but before I could finish my sentence, the UFO shot down and sent us hurtling through the golden beam of light; right into the middle of a pile of bulging black garbage bags.

      “Hey!” Zach shouted as his bicycle touched down. I landed beside him and I was upright for a second before my bike tilted over, and I fell onto a soggy old sofa that smelled like it had been stuffed with rotten fish heads.

      The golden beam of light faded as the dim glassy blur of the UFO shot back up into the sky and hurtled away.

      “This day’s just getting better and better!” Zach groaned as he plucked an old used tea bag from the side of his head.

      “What are we going to do now?” I asked as we struggled to our feet, grabbed our bikes and wheeled them through the mountain of trash. A dump truck rumbled in the distance, and we hurried away before anyone spotted us.

      “I don’t think we’re going to win any popularity contests on the bus, that’s for sure,” Zach said. “I’ll probably need to burn my clothes if I can get them off before I die from this stink. I smell worse than Erasmus’s cage the night before cleaning day.

      “We’ve got to find Jacob and Emily.”

      Zach nodded and pulled his phone from his pocket. He winced as he touched the keypad with his filthy fingers. “Where are you?” he demanded, frowning as he held the phone to his ear. “Where are we? In the middle of the county dump. Yeah? Well, how kind of you to have noticed that we weren’t there, after you cycled off and left us behind… we were abducted! Yes, of course by the aliens, who else would be chasing us in a flying saucer?” He sighed. “Listen, we’re catching the next bus south. Make sure you’re on it and we’ll tell you everything when we see you. And not only are you going to hear about it, you’re going to smell it too.”

      “It’s not their fault they got away,” I said as he ended the call.

      Zach muttered as he examined himself with his phone’s camera. “What am I going to do about my hair?” And then his face morphed back, and instead of looking like a suave young model, he looked like a Zach again, only with thick white hair.

      “What am I going to do about my hair?” I asked as my face itched for a few seconds and then I felt it changing back.

      “Your hair’s always looked crazy,” Zach groused as we cycled out through the rolling gates and made for the distant bus stop. “I take pride in mine. I’m not ready to be a silver fox.”

      I swallowed my response. Things were bad enough already, and they didn’t look like they’d be getting better any time soon.

      We got to the bus stop as a jet from the Naval base roared overhead before touching down on the landing field. I wondered if they’d seen the UFO, but it seemed like they were doing their regular practice runs.

      “This is going to be fun,” Zach sighed as he stood at the bus stop. I moved back so we weren’t downwind of each other.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re really rocking that little old man hair. I love it!” Violet said as she glanced around Emily’s bedroom door and saw Zach perched on the edge of the bed. We were brushing our hair hard in the hopes we could untangle the white from it.

      “It’s an experiment,” Zach said. He sounded low, and I knew how he felt. We’d gotten a lot of sour looks on the bus ride home, and now we had to deal with this humiliation.

      “And what about that stench?” Violet wrinkled her nose. “Is that part of your experiment too? You disgusting clowns need to get a life,” she muttered as she returned to her room and slammed her door.

      “Great,” Zach said, examining himself in Emily’s bedside mirror. “On the plus side, I guess we can apply for Social Security.”

      “It’ll grow out,” I said as I glanced toward the hallway hoping Emily would be back soon because Zach’s bad mood was becoming infectious.

      “When?”

      “I don’t know, but neither Ethel or the cat got white fur, and they were abducted. And that tourist’s hair was normal too. We just have to wait…”

      “How long?” Zach began pacing the room. “Well?” he asked as Emily appeared holding a pink bowler cloche hat with an embroidered rose on the front. “What in the name of Hades is that?”

      “I raided Mom’s closet. It’s all I could find.” She handed it to me. “You'll only have to wear it until you get home. And when you do, go straight up to your room and stay there for as long as possible. Maybe it’ll change back before your parents notice.”

      “And what about my brother,” I added. Jamie would have a field day if he saw my hair right now.

      “Well, I can’t get to my props and make-up,” Emily shrugged. “Dad put my chest in the attic and he can’t find the key. Him and Mom have been looking for it for days. This is the best I’ve got right now.”

      “Thanks, Em.” I took the hat from her. I didn’t know what would be worse; people seeing my crazy white hair, or the hat. “Okay, I guess we should meet up tomorrow and plan out what to do next.”

      “Yeah.” Emily seemed subdued, as if Zach’s sour mood was getting to her too.

      “Yep,” Zach agreed. “Let’s see if we can figure out where that remote control for the ZAP that’s going to destroy our entire planet might have got to. I’ll make sure there’s toast and tea.” He sounded seriously depressed, and I knew how he felt. The aliens who'd abducted us were bad news, but the Dravens upgraded that news to downright terrible.

      It felt like things were about to get a whole lot worse, and they did. Because as I cycled up the hill from Zach and Emily’s house, Eugene King came hurtling down toward me. He was crouched on his wide black skateboard and I realized it would only be a moment or two before he’d spot me…

      I veered off the sidewalk, crashed into some bushes and waited for the rumble of his wheels to shoot by, before climbing out again. “Ouch!” I cried as I unpicked the thorns from my sleeves. And then, wincing and aching, I climbed back onto my bike and started the long climb home.
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        * * *

      

      The lights were on as I stopped outside our house. Both my parents’ cars were on the driveway too. Great… I pulled down Emily’s mom’s hat, wishing I could hide my entire face with it. I unlocked the door as quietly as possible.

      The TV was blaring as Mom and Dad sat on the sofa watching a movie together, while Wilson lay beside them wagging his tail. And when he turned and saw me he jumped down, and made a beeline straight for me. Thankfully, my parents didn’t seem to notice.

      I tip-toed to the stairs but froze as I spotted Jamie perched halfway up, jabbering to someone on his phone. He glanced from Emily’s mom’s hat to my hair, shook his head and said something before ending his call. I could see the laughter building in his eyes and his lips twitched into a smile, but then his gaze met mine and he managed to control himself. “What happened?” he asked, his voice more reasonable than I’d expected. He actually sounded concerned.

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Was it…” A dark look crossed his face. “Was it a ghost? Did it scare you so bad your hair turned white?” His eyes widened and he glanced behind me, as if Nettie Hallawhumpa might be lurking at my shoulder.

      “No, it wasn’t a ghost. You don’t need to worry.” I almost felt bad for tricking him into thinking Nettie was still around.

      “Okay.” He nodded quickly. “Just wait there a sec.” He ran upstairs and returned with one of his beanies. It was jet black with a skull on the front. “That’ll cover your hair up. Face it, it’s way cooler than that old lady’s hat. Anyway, I doubt Mom or Dad will notice.” He shuddered. “They’re having a romantic evening.” He mimicked throwing up. “But if they do, I’ll run interference for you.”

      “Thanks, Jamie,” I said. Things suddenly felt a little brighter, even though it was literally growing darker outside the windows.

      “No problem.” Jamie headed back upstairs, and a moment later, I heard his door close.

      What had happened to my evil brother? Had the aliens taken him away and beamed down a replacement? If they had, I owed them big time.

      I headed for the shower to wash off the stench of the dump because no beanie was going to cover that up! Then I threw my clothes into the basket before sitting on my bed to dry off.

      My hair was crazier than usual, and the white seemed to glow under my bedroom light. Wilson stared at me like he didn’t know who I was, but a moment later he jumped up and as I leaned down to stroke him, he got me right in the face with his slobbery tongue.

      “Thanks,” I said as I wiped my face. He seemed pleased, and I supposed I was too, because even though the world might have been about to end, I actually liked my brother again, and it felt like I had a new friend.
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      Our meeting in The Towering Lair of Eternal Secrets didn’t go well, at least not at first.

      It was a dark morning and it felt like the low clouds and mist blanketing Langley were smothering us as much as they were the neighboring rooftops.

      It didn’t take long for us to conclude that we were fresh out of ideas.

      “What’s the point in going back to Goose Chase Trail?” Zach protested as he paced across the floor, trailing his dressing gown behind him like some sort of royal cloak. His hair had mostly returned to normal, and so had mine, but he still had a few patches of white on the crown of his head. “We don’t know if she even stashed the remote there. And if she did, we have no idea where to look… She might have buried it underground like one of those time capsules for all we know!”

      “True.” Emily frowned. “But there’s got to be something we’re missing.”

      “It’s ironic,” Jacob said, “I mean we’ve got this technology,” he gestured to the necklace beneath his t-shirt. “But what are we supposed to do with it? We’ve hit a dead end and Chalypso didn’t leave any clues. I mean, it doesn’t seem like she planned any of this anyway, she simply forgot where she lost the remote control.”

      “In that case,” Zach said, “we might as well use these face swappers while we can, before everything blows up.”

      “Use them for what?” I asked.

      “We could become robbers… hold up all the banks in America. They’d never find us, not with these disguises!” Zach glanced at us as if he was waiting for our agreement. His smile faded. “Actually, that would probably be wrong. Anyway, what’s the point in being rich if the world’s going to be destroyed? In fact, what’s the point in anything?”

      Emily rolled her eyes. “Thanks, Zachary.”

      “I wish I could disagree with his view of the outcome,” Jacob said. “But the Society of the Owl and Wolf have been useless, the aliens have dropped everything in our laps, and we’ve hit a brick wall. I don’t know what to do!” He removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes. I’d never seen him look so stressed.

      “Hey!” A voice wafted up from under the treehouse.

      I glanced over the rail and spotted Violet in the yard below, glaring up at us. “Where are they?” She demanded.

      “Where are who?” Zach asked. Usually, when he responded to Violet, there’d be a snarky tone in his voice, but today he sounded like all he wanted to do was forget everything and go back to bed.

      “My shoes?” Violet’s eyes narrowed.

      “How would I know?” Zach turned to eye Emily. “Have you got them?”

      “Of course not!”

      “Then where are they? I’m late!” Violet growled.

      “Are they gray and lacy?” Zach asked.

      “I knew you had them!” Violet said.

      “No, Vi, they’re on your feet,” Zach replied. Again there was no ridicule in his voice, just tiredness.

      Violet pulled back the hem of her long cream-colored skirt and glanced down. “Oh,” she said. Her face flushed red. “Thanks Glow Boy!” She turned and strode around the side of the house.

      “Glow Boy?” I asked.

      “He told our Mom we had a firefly infestation, last night,” Emily said. "After she caught him reading under the covers at 1:00 am and took away his phone.”

      “Yeah, not one of my wittiest excuses,” Zach said. “She startled me and it was all I could come up with. Afterwards I heard her telling dad she saw an eerie light upstairs and had to investigate. Didn’t realize the stupid thing was that bright, I’ll be more careful from now on. Anyway, she gave it back this morn-”

      “Wait!” Jacob stood and readjusted his glasses. “The book!”

      “What?” I asked.

      “Hidden Whidbey’s Monstrous Myths and Lofty Legends!” He ran to the old foot locker in the corner and pulled it out.

      “We already checked that,” Zach said.

      “Yep. And here it is” Jacob leafed through the pages, held it up and pointed to the story about the will-o'-the-wisp.

      “I don’t get it?” Emily shrugged.

      “The glowing light, the one people saw in the woods…” Jacob’s grin widened. “The remote! What if that’s where she lost it!”

      “But what would that have to do with a will-o'-the-wisp?” I asked.

      “Maybe the will-o'-the-wisp was never there,” Jacob said. “Maybe someone saw its light flashing in the trees on top of the bluff and the story grew from there. You have to admit the locations match and Stroll said the light glowed randomly. So someone saw it flash a couple of times, and they couldn’t find the source because it kept going out. From there, it became a mystery and so someone put two and two together and came up with a will-o'-the-wisp to explain it.”

      “But surely it would have been found by now,” Zach said. “The book said the will-o'-the-wisp was first seen in the nineteen seventies, which was like a hundred years ago.”

      “I’m telling Mom to sign you up for remedial math when we go back to school,” Emily said. “Anyway, the thing doesn’t necessarily flash daily or even just flash at night, it could flash in the daytime too, when no one would see it.”

      “And it could be buried under leaves, or anything,” Jacob said. “But now we know where it is, or where it might be at least!”

      “By Jove,” Zach said, affecting his British accent, “I think you might be onto something, Jakey! Not that you'd have been able to figure it out without me.”

      “Yeah, it’s all thanks to you, Glow Boy,” Emily said as she headed for the ladder. “Come on, let’s get back over to Ebey’s Landing and find this will-o'-the-wisp.”
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      It was late morning by the time we got to Coupeville. We started out on the long road, pedaling past the wheat and cornfields as we raced toward Ebey’s Landing, and the Strait’s wide blue waters. Our wheels whirred as we neared the bend in the road and flew down the hill, before skidding into the parking lot by the beach. We secured our bikes to the rack, stretched, and took a few minutes to catch our breath.

      The air was cool and salty and I felt wide awake as I glanced up at the huge green bluff above us. At the top were the thick trees we’d seen in the illustration for the will-o'-the-wisp story, and they bordered the prairie like a dark line high above the top of the bluff. I wasn’t exactly looking forward to hiking up there. They reminded me of the forest where we’d faced the ghost of the witch Ragnhilde, who was still loose on the island.

      “Ready?” Jacob asked as he swung his backpack into place.

      “I guess so.” But what I was really ready to do was go home. The wind blustered by us as we climbed the hill, and my hair flew around my head. Even though it was sunny, I felt almost chilled to the bone, but I warmed up a bit as we made our way up the trail.

      In the distance, beyond the blue water, were majestic snow-capped mountains and a colossal cargo ship sailing toward the Sound. Something broke through the water behind it, before dipping back down. It wasn’t unusual to see whales in these waters, but it could have been something more ominous too, it was awfully close to Weirdbey Island, after all.

      “Are you coming?” Zach called.

      I turned to find the others had gotten ahead of me, and I had to run to catch up.

      We kept climbing until we reached the top of the bluff, then we set out along a narrow, dusty trail.

      “These trees go on for forever!” Zach complained as we walked past the woods. “This is going to be like finding a needle in a haystack, or an ant in a labyrinth.”

      Jacob unfastened his pack and pulled out the book. He scanned the pages and pointed back the way we’d came. “We’ve gone too far. The witnesses reported that they spotted the will-o'-the-wisp from the road we cycled down, so that would have to be somewhere behind us.”

      Emily shrugged as she gazed into the darkness below the bent, twisted trees lining the route. “But why would that alien…”

      “Chalypso,” Jacob said.

      “Chalypso, have gone off the trail?” Emily asked.

      “Who knows,” Zach moaned. “She was an alien. Why would she do anything that makes sense to us? Aliens are going to alien, right?” He was clearly annoyed that we had to double back. “Maybe she discovered a nest of mealworms in a tree and decided to stop for a snack.”

      “I don’t think that’s likely,” Jacob said.

      “Of course you don’t.” Zach threw his hands in the air. “Come on, let’s trudge all the way back the way we came because someone didn’t read the book ahead of time.”

      They continued squabbling as we headed back down the trail, passing hikers as we went. Everyone smiled and said hello, except Zach of course, who was still grumbling.

      As we reached the edge of the tree line, I took one more look at the shimmering blue waters and the rolling fields below us, and followed the others as they left the trail and ventured into the gloom.

      The woods stretched on for as far as I could see, as did the murky shadows below them. We spread out and I walked slowly, fixing my gaze to the ground, searching for a glint of silver, or better yet, a flashing green light.

      “Ouch!” I flinched as I unpicked a thorn that had somehow found the exact spot just below my hoody sleeve. I leaned on a rough, pitted tree trunk and as I glanced around, I realized I couldn’t see the others, and that the edge of the woods was but a distant glow against the shadows.

      And then the wind shook the trees, sending down a rain of needles. I stumbled on, eager to be done with the place as soon as possible.

      Something snapped in the woods to my right. I froze, but as I caught a flash of red, I realized it was Emily’s t-shirt. Knowing she was close by made me feel better and I moved on, searching the forest floor and kicking over clumps of leafy branches.

      As I stumbled into a depression in the ground, my sneaker made contact with something solid, and I caught sight of a flash of silver rolling away. I half expected to find an old, washed out aluminum can, but as I reached through the twigs and clumps of dirt, my fingers touched something cold and smooth. I pulled it out carefully.

      It was a long, silver tube and on one side was a dim green circle, and a line of strange, curvy script unlike anything I’d ever seen before. It looked like algebra or code or something written by a computer. Beside it was a row of buttons. “This must be it,” I mumbled.

      My heart raced as I realized I was holding something with such devastating  potential. “I found it!” I shouted, half wanting someone else to take it from me.

      Emily was the first to reach me. She looked pale as she glanced at the cylinder. “Hide it! Stuff it into your hoody!” she whispered.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, as she gazed around like a skittish deer.

      “Thor and Suzi are here,” she said. “I don’t know where the other one is. Benjamin…”

      “What? How?”

      “They must have spotted us when we were on our bikes. Or maybe they were here already, but that doesn’t seem likely.”

      “Or maybe they planted a tracker on us,” Jacob said as he joined us.

      I scoured the gloom beneath the trees as the wind picked up and shook them. “Where are they? We-”

      I flinched as branches snapped behind us and I wheeled around as Zach emerged from the murk. Sorry, he mouthed, before pointing to the trees behind him.

      “We should disguise ourselves,” I said, reaching for the necklace Stroll had given me. “And then we can-”

      “There you are!” Thor boomed as he strode toward us. Suzi appeared suddenly beside him as if she’d just teleported in and she smiled, but I saw the determined look in her eyes. These people weren’t going to let up.

      “Why are you following us?” Zach demanded.

      “We’re looking for answers.” Thor raised an eyebrow. “And we think you have them!”

      Emily ignored them as she checked the trees. I had a good idea what she was thinking; if Ambrose Draven’s goons, or Myron and company were following Thor like they had the other day, we were in big trouble!

      I jumped as something cracked in the trees. Thor frowned as he eyed me.

      “We don’t have answers for you,” Zach continued. “We just came up here to…”

      “What?” Thor asked.

      “Get some exercise,” Emily said quickly. “We’re fitness fanatics. That’s why we cycle everywhere.”

      “Yeah, right,” Thor sized her up before shaking his head. “You know something. Don’t you?”

      “Something about what?” Zach asked.

      More branches snapped and their friend Benjamin appeared. He looked grave as he pointed back behind him. “They've followed us again,” he whispered, his voice breathy. “There’s five of them this time, and they look scary.”

      “We’ve got to go,” Emily said, walking away. She narrowed her eyes as she glanced at my hoody pocket. “Right, Dylan?”

      “We’re coming with you,” Thor said as he half ran to catch up.

      “No, you’re not,” Zach shouted as more branches snapped off to our left. “Run!”
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      We raced through the trees. Thor ran behind us until he tripped over a branch and fell flat on his face. His friends slowed to help him up and we dodged through the undergrowth and lost them. But as we broke from the woods and emerged onto the hill, I glanced down the slope and saw a long black car in the parking lot where we’d stashed our bikes.

      “Ambrose Draven,” I said.

      “He might have that creepy alien with him too,” Jacob said.

      And then I saw three figures cycling around the black car, like circling sharks. “Myron, Cora and Eugene!”

      “We have to disguise ourselves, it's the only way we can get to our bikes without them seeing us,” Emily said.

      “Better do it fast, before Thor and his bizarro friends come stumbling out of the woods and see our faces go weird.” Zach cast a dark glance to the trees behind us. I placed my thumb on the spiral in the center of the necklace and pressed it until my face heated up.

      When I saw Zach’s reaction, I knew I had to look pretty stupid. I snatched a quick look at my phone only to discover I had a strawberry blonde bowl haircut, massively protruding teeth, and a huge red zit on my forehead. “Nice.”

      Emily didn’t look much better with her bright blue hair all bunched up into pigtails.

      Zach’s face turned long and his eyes became large and brown, making him appear oddly cow-like. He pressed his creepy wet lips together and ran his curious fingers over his new buzz-cut.

      I almost laughed as I turned to Jacob, whose face was now wrinkled and wizened, and his hair streaked with peppery gray tufts. It was like he’d aged sixty years in the space of a heartbeat. “I don’t even want to know,” he said as he nodded for us to move on down the trail. “Let’s just get out of here.”

      We rushed down the hill, passing hikers as we ran. Some frowned as they glanced at us but poor Jacob got the worst of it with his kid-sized body and clothes and strange old guy’s face.

      As we reached the parking lot, Ambrose Draven glanced at us with a dismissive grimace, like we weren’t worth his time. I couldn’t see High Chancellor Zygo, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t lurking behind the car’s tinted black windows.

      Then, as we hurried to our bikes, Myron Draven’s eyes narrowed and he cycled straight over. Cora Crooks and Eugene King stopped behind him, sending up clouds of sand with their wheels.

      “Do I know you?” Myron asked.

      “No, I don’t think so,” Emily said, affecting a deep accent like she’d just arrived from Texas.

      Myron looked us up and down, and then his eyes fixed on our bicycles. “Your clothes. Your bikes…”

      “What about them, eh?” Zack asked. He sounded convincingly Canadian.

      Myron glanced at his Uncle, who was busy on his phone. “I…” he squinted at us like he knew something was up, but couldn’t quite put two and two together.

      “I think he must be disturbed,” Emily said. “We should leave him to it.”

      Myron folded his arms as we unlocked our bicycles. His focus was on me in particular. Out of all of us, it seemed he hated me most of all. I couldn't understand why exactly, and it seemed that hate still lingered even with my disguise. He stood there glaring the whole time as we cycled up the road.

      The remote control felt heavy and it swayed back and forth in my hoody as I pedaled. “No!” I cried as it suddenly flashed, lighting up my pocket like a neon sign. The car driving toward us slowed, and I saw the driver staring at my hoody like it was possessed.

      I felt sick. I glanced back to the car park, convinced I’d find Myron Draven in hot pursuit, but thankfully he was talking to his uncle who had his binoculars trained on the woods at the top of the hill.

      “What now?” Zach asked as we cleared the top of the slope and headed down the long straight road that cut through the fields.

      “We should return the remote to Stroll and the others,” Jacob said as we all pinched the necklaces between our fingers. His face changed back first, and a moment later, mine did too.

      “And that should do it. Another case solved.” Emily slowed to catch her breath. Her face transformed back just ahead of her brother’s. I nodded, but I wasn’t convinced. I had a feeling our problems were far from over.

      It turned out I was right.
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      No one else was in a rush to knock on the RV door, so I did it myself. The prospect of not having to carry the remote control for the planet-destroying ZAP around in my pocket was pretty motivating.

      “Look,” Zach said as he nodded to the bare muddy rectangle in the grass and weeds where the alien’s ancient car had been parked the last time we’d been there. “Maybe they went on a food run.”

      “Where to?” Emily asked. “A bait shop? Who else sells mealworms…”

      She paused as a heavy clunking sound echoed inside the RV and a moment later someone wrenched the door open. Bop appeared, his brow furrowing as he leaned on his cane. We looked tiny in the reflection of his sunglasses as he glanced at us one by one, like he was reading our faces. “Hello,” he said, his voice oddly flat. “Have you found anything?”

      “You could say that,” Zach nodded, before glancing at me. “Show him.”

      Bop’s head snapped toward me as I pulled the silver cylinder from my pocket. “You found it!” He threw a cautious glance around the camp grounds. “Come in, come in!” He opened the door wide and we hurried inside.

      “Where is everyone?” I asked as Bop slammed the door shut and wheeled around to face us.

      “Away for now.” He held his hand out. “Give me the remote.”

      As he pointed his cane at me, I suddenly realized he wasn’t just awkward because he was an alien trying to pretend to be a human… he was awkward because he didn’t like us.

      “Hand it over!” A bead of sweat broke on his forehead and rolled down behind his sunglasses. At first I thought it was fear, but then I saw the tiny smirk curling his lips.

      “Maybe we should wait until everyone’s here,” I suggested.

      Something was wrong.

      “No, you’ll hand it over right now!”

      “Hey!” Zach threw his hands out. “Chill out, Daddy-O.”

      “There’s no time to waste. The others will be back soon!” Bop started toward me and as I backed away from him, I bumped into Emily. We spread out around the RV, our attention fixed on the door behind him.

      We had to get out.

      “The others will be back soon?” Jacob asked. “Why’s that a problem?”

      “Because,” Bop’s voice lowered in the same menacing way a lot of adults did when they were growing angry, “I’ve been dying to get off this rock, and that remote control’s my ticket.” He shot toward me, but before he could snatch the cylinder, I threw it to Zach, and then as Bop limped toward him, Zach hurled it to Jacob and as Bop closed in on him, he tossed it to me. As I reached to grab it, my fingers slipped and I almost dropped it.

      “Are you crazy?” Bop’s voice echoed off the walls.

      “No,” Emily said, as she stood between Bop and me. “But it seems like you are. So what’s the deal? Do you work for Ambrose Draven?”

      “Who?” He sounded genuinely confused.

      “Weirdbey’s resident mad scientist and super villain,” Zach explained. “Who’s helping Zygo as we speak.”

      “He can help him all he wants,” Bop said. “But I’m the one who has what Zygo’s looking for. Or I will, just as soon as you hand it over. You’re not leaving until you give me it!”

      “I don’t get it!” Jacob glanced deliberately from me to the door behind Bop, and I understood, he was trying to buy us time. “If you like working with Zygo so much, why did you run away from him?”

      “I didn’t run away. It was the others who were desperate to escape and they talked me into leaving with them.”

      “So you were perfectly fine with Zygo destroying a bunch of planets?” Emily sounded more angry than scared.

      “It was only one planet.” Bop shrugged.

      “Until he made you build another ZAP,” Jacob said. “Because that would have been his next move. You know, seeing as he’s a galactic warlord, and all.”

      “Perhaps. But he paid us well and our home there was like a palace compared to the tin can we’re living in now.” Bop shook his head. “I should have never let them talk me into leaving. But it doesn’t matter. I have the remote and the ZAP now.”

      “It was you!” Jacob pointed at Bop’s shirt. And then I saw what he meant… a piece of the fabric from Bop’s red and black spotted shirt was missing, and I suddenly remembered where I’d seen it before; caught on the barb on the fence in Farmer Tuffin’s field. “It was you that the bull chased…”

      “And almost broke my leg!” Bop shook his head. “That four-legged horned fur beast is even dumber than a human!”

      “You must have been making the crop circles too! But why?” Jacob asked,

      “Yes, that was my work.” Bop looked pleased with himself. “The first ones were to let Zygo know we were here. But they kept getting destroyed by farmers and their dumb livestock. It took years but eventually, Zygo discovered one of my messages as he was scanning this planet, just as I was certain he would. So I made more, informing him I’d help him get his precious ZAP back in return for his forgiveness… as well as a hefty payment. When he agreed, I made another one telling him how he could find us. But that moronic cow wandered right through the middle of my message, demolishing it and before I could repair it that idiotic bull attacked me and I’ve been confined to this stupid RV ever since.”

      “Then how did you make the one at Ebey’s Landing?” I asked.

      “I didn’t. Perhaps Zygo made it? Having been confined to this wretched RV by my injury, I really could not say.”

      “Why are you doing this?” Emily asked. “Why are you helping them? They’re maniacs!”

      “Because I’m sick of this tiny rock we're living on. I’m sick of listening to that music, and the same old prattle, day in day out. We’ve been here for over seventy years, eating worms, and I'm sick of them too. Wouldn’t you want to get away?”

      “You could have gone anywhere,” Zach said, “Earth’s a pretty diverse place…”

      “But I’d still have to disguise myself in this human suit wherever I go, and it itches! And people stare at us anyway, like they know there’s something wrong with us…”

      “Yeah, well, like I said before; you need to update your wardrobes,” Zach said.

      “We don’t like change!” Bop replied.

      “Well, obliterating our planet’s going to be a pretty big change,” I said.

      “If Zygo decides to blow up this world,” Bop said. “But I’m not convinced he’d want to waste the ZAP on this pointless place.”

      “That’s comforting,” Zach said. “In that case…”

      “My brother’s being sarcastic,” Emily said. “At least I hope he is. We can’t let the ZAP go. We can’t let it blow up any planets.”

      “Why not?” Bop sounded confused.

      “Because it’s wrong, that’s why,” Jacob said.

      “Humans are strange.” Bop shook his head. “You have so many rules. Too many, if you ask me. But this conversation is tiresome. Just give me the remote and I’ll let you leave.”

      “And if we don’t?” I asked.

      “Then it’s time for you ankle-biters to die.” He aimed his walking cane at me like a rifle. “Starting with you, birds-nest hair boy.”

      He lumbered toward me, his teeth gnashing with the effort. He was bigger and taller than any of us, and he had us trapped like fish in a barrel.

      I pretended to dive right, before skittering to the left, but his cane swung toward me as quick as lightning. I ducked just in time. It whistled over my head and then, as I tried to blunder past him, he blocked me, and knocked me onto my back.

      Bop gripped his cane like it was a sword, and his eyes blazed as he prepared to plunge it down right where my heart was.
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      I rolled aside as Bop’s cane jabbed the floor with a deafening clang! He raised it for another attack, but before he could strike, Emily dashed forward and shoved him so hard that he tumbled back and sprawled onto the sofa.

      “Dylan!” Jacob grabbed my hand and pulled me to my feet. We ran for the door but it swung open and the other aliens appeared.

      “Hey beans!” Stroll said, unaware of the fight that had been unfolding inside the RV. He was chewing something, and it didn’t take Sherlock Holmes to figure out what it was as he raised a cupped hand of wriggling mealworms to his mouth and popped them in like they were potato chips.

      Jitterbug and Jive stood behind him with tall brown grocery bags. Jitterbug grinned at us while Jive sucked up a mealworm like it was a strand of spaghetti.

      “Stop them!” Bop cried as we headed for the door.

      I slowed as the three aliens blocked our way. “I don’t understand?” Jive said. “What’s the problem, Bopperino?”

      “We found the remote,” I said. There was no point lying. I pulled it from my hoody pocket and held it out carefully. If they wanted to take it, I couldn’t stop them. We were trapped.

      “He tried to steal it from us so he can hand it over to Zygo,” Zach said, shooting Bop a disgusted look.

      “He betrayed you,” Emily added.

      “And brought the bad guys to Earth,” Jacob continued. “He led them right here to Whidbey Island.”

      “Or Weirdbey Island, as we call it,” Zach said. “On account of all the oddballs like you living here. But that’s probably irrelevant right now.”

      “I don’t understand,” Stroll glanced at Bop. “What’s going on?”

      “You heard what they said,” Bop replied, as if he knew the jig was up.

      I explained everything as simply as I could.

      “You brought Zygo here?” Jitterbug asked Bop. She shook her head.

      “How could you?” Jive demanded.

      Bop’s face darkened. “Because I’m sick of living with you fools. It’s the same thing day in day out; mealworm burgers and fries, fries and mealworm burgers. Over and over. I need to get off this freaky planet!”

      Stroll looked bewildered. “We could have worked on a solution. I thought you liked it here!”

      “I hate it. I hate the sun, I hate the rain, I hate the snow, and I hate humans most of all. They’re completely insane!”

      “And you’re not?” Zach asked.

      “Hush, Zach!” Emily muttered.

      “Enough!” Jitterbug took a deep breath before continuing. “We need to find a way to resolve this. If Zygo gets his claws on the ZAP, it might well be over for all of us.”

      “We have to destroy it,” Jacob said.

      Stroll shook his head. “Easier said than done.”

      “Well,” Zach said, pointing at Bop, “either way you need to make sure he doesn’t leave this RV until you work out how, otherwise Zygo will get his hands on it, no question.”

      “Claws,” Jive said.

      “Claws, hands, it’s all the same!” Zach’s face reddened.

      “Well, technically it isn’t,” Jive murmured.

      Stroll nodded then snatched Bop’s cane from him. “You’ll stay right here, and unless you're cruisin’ for a bruisin’ you’ll keep out of our hair.”

      “You don’t have hair,” Bop said.

      “Cut the gas, you know what I meant!” Stroll shot back. “And keep it zipped, you’ve already caused enough damage.”

      “So what do we do now?” I asked. “Should we destroy the remote…”

      “You can’t,” Jitterbug said. “The ZAP and its remote are indestructible.”

      “Not exactly so,” Stroll said excitedly. “Detonating the ZAP would destroy it…but the consequences would be…”

      “Then we need to keep the remote and the ZAP apart until you figure out what to do,” Jacob said.

      “Good point,” Stroll agreed. “You take the remote, and we’ll keep hold of the ZAP.” He gave us a hopeful smile. “Or maybe… maybe Zygo will get bored and leave.”

      “Unlikely,” Jacob said. “Not now that he’s working with Ambrose Draven. They’ll find you, it’s only a matter of time. Draven’s got all sorts of tech at his disposal.”

      Stroll seemed resigned as he nodded. “We need a plan.”

      “Then we’ll need to have a meeting,” Jive said.

      “We’re having a meeting right now!” Zach sighed.

      Jive shook her head. “We’ll need to think about this and have another meeting. These things take time.”

      “You’ve had seventy years!” Zach groaned.

      “Well, it wasn’t a problem before. We were well hidden. At least until someone gave us away!” Stroll shot Bop an icy look.

      “You have to deal with things before they become problems,” Emily said. “Even when you don’t want to. Did you really believe you could just hide here forever?”

      “Maybe you’re right,” Stroll said. “Just give us a little time. We’ll come up with a solution. We always do, it’s inevitable.”

      “Right,” Zach said. “So we’ll take the remote, you’re keeping the ZAP, and then what? We’re waiting around for you to call us when you’ve figured out what to do about this intergalactic device that’s poised to destroy our entire planet? Is that right? Boy, I’m sure I’ll sleep well tonight Daddy-O…”

      “That’s the plan,” Stroll said, clearly missing Zach’s sarcasm.

      “Great.” Zach shook his head and slammed the RV door as he left. We joined him outside. “I guess we might as well go home, give them some time to think, nap, and gobble down a few worm burgers before they set a date for their meeting.” He stooped to unpick his bike from the pile on the grass. “They’re worse than The Society of the Owl and Wolf!”

      “Right.” Jacob pushed his glasses up his nose. “Maybe we can come up with a solution ourselves in the meantime instead of just waiting for them to.”

      “There’s only one solution, detonate it. We’re doomed!” Zach groused. “But until everything goes boom, who’s looking after the remote? I don’t think me or Em should, not while our dad’s still turning the whole house over searching for the loft key. If he or Mom found the remote, they’d probably dump it off at the thrift store.”

      “I suppose I could take it,” Jacob said.

      He didn’t sound like he was exactly jumping for joy at the idea, so I decided to offer too. Besides, I’d been carrying it for hours already. “I’ll do it.”

      “Great!” Jacob said quickly, probably in case I changed my mind.

      We rode our bikes back to Coupeville as the sun pushed through a gap in the growing clouds. I kept my attention on the road, but now and then I checked the sky for the glassy blur of Zygo’s UFOs. I felt paranoid. Cursed. Like it might be the last afternoon I’d ever see.
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            The Absent Ghost

          

        

      

    

    
      Jamie seemed just as nervous as I felt when I got home. He sat in the corner of the living room on the floor, like he needed to have a wall behind him. He looked pale too.

      “Hi!” I said.

      He raised a limp hand and waved, before staring back at the TV, which wasn’t even switched on.

      I headed upstairs, eager to stash the remote control away but, as I gazed at my messy room, trying to figure out where to hide it, I realized Jamie really wasn’t harassing me anymore. He wasn’t snooping through my stuff either, so I decided on the desk drawer until I could think of a better place.

      It felt weird putting the remote control for the ZAP in there, and it looked seriously weird lolling around among my colored pencils.

      “It’s safe,” I murmured to Wilson, who watched me like it was the most exciting thing he’d ever seen me do. But I was trying to reassure myself, not him. “It’s not like Ambrose Draven would ever look for it here, is it, boy? He doesn’t even know who I am, or where I live, and even if he came here, you’d destroy him, right?” Yeah, right. If Ambrose Draven stormed our house with his goons, the first thing Wilson would do was hide.

      “Hey.”

      I flinched as I heard the voice and turned to find Jamie standing in my doorway. Had he seen me put the remote in the desk? I took a deep breath to calm my racing heart; he’d appeared out of nowhere! Had he snuck up on me on purpose? No, he still looked pale and his gaze was distracted, like there was something bothering him, but he didn’t know how to tell me about it.

      “Hey,” I replied as I flopped down onto my bed and tried not to look at the drawer.

      No! My heart raced as Jamie walked toward my desk. But then he picked up the model airplane I’d made with our grandfather and examined it in the way people do when they’re trying to find a way to say whatever’s on their mind.

      An uncomfortable silence fell over the room.

      “Everything okay?” I asked, deciding I'd move the remote control to a better hiding place as soon as he left. Better to be safe than sorry.

      “I…” Jamie frowned and glanced at me. “Nope.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I thought I heard something, just after Mom and Dad went out.”

      “What kind of something?”

      “Like a moaning. In the basement. Do you think…”

      “It’s not the ghost,” I blurted. “I promise.”

      “How do you know? Maybe she waited for you to go out before deciding to haunt me. That’s what I’d do if I was a ghost. And I might be one soon, I was so scared I thought I was going to drop dead.” His hands trembled so badly he dropped the plane. It fell on the carpet and as he grabbed it to scoop it up, one of the wings snapped off. “Sorry!”

      I’d never seen him look so wretched, and I felt really bad for him. “Don’t worry, I can fix it. Listen…” I took a deep breath as I made the decision. “Nettie’s not here.”

      “Nettie?”

      “Nettie Hallawhumpa, the ghost. She’s gone to Alaska on a fishing trip, and I’m not sure she’s coming back. So you don’t have to worry about ghosts, and…” I stopped speaking as I saw the fury in his eyes. “What?”

      “What?” he shouted. “What? How long’s this Hallawhumpa demon woman been gone?”

      “I… a few days. Maybe a week.”

      “And you didn’t tell me?”

      “No. It’s been nice here.”

      “Nice?”

      “You know, things have been better. We’ve been getting along. It hasn’t been like that for a long time. You've been treating me like, like we're brothers.”

      “I’ve hardly slept! Every night I’ve had to lie in my bed with the lights on. I’ve crept around like a mouse, groveling to you… I’ve lost my best friend, and all of my…” He puffed his cheeks out as he struggled to find the words.

      “Dignity?” I suggested before I could stop myself.

      “Dignity! Yeah!” Jamie advanced on me, before backing away, and then he shook his head, looking more disappointed than angry. As he turned to leave, an almighty green flash went off inside my desk. He slowed at the door and I had no idea if he’d seen it or not, but then he strode away muttering to himself.

      I let out a long sigh and cradled my head in my hands until Wilson bounded over and pushed my arms with his soggy nose. He was telling me that he needed to go out, and by the way his tail was wagging I knew it was urgent. I glanced at the desk, wondering if I should take the remote with me, but I was certain Jamie hadn't seen it. Besides, he seemed more upset with me than angry or vengeful.

      “Come on, boy!” Wilson followed me from my room. I closed the door, and took him out into the yard. I was about to call him back inside the house once he’d taken care of his business, when he spotted a chipmunk and sprang off after it.

      “Hey!” I called as I ran after him.

      Wilson shot into the bushes across from our driveway. I realized I should have put him on the leash as I ran after him. It felt like it took forever to track him down to the tree stump, where he sat, tail wagging proudly as he guarded it. He barked as the chipmunk peered from a hole, before vanishing into the shadows. “Come on,” I said, taking his collar and leading him back to the house.

      I still felt bad for lying to Jamie. I shook my head… I hadn’t lied to him, not exactly. I’d merely omitted the truth, as Zach often liked to say. That made me feel a little better as we broke through the bushes and headed home.

      And then I spotted Jamie riding off. I almost called out to him, but then I saw that old, horrible smile on his lips. He was jabbering to someone on his phone, and he didn’t even see me as he tore off down the track.

      “No!”

      I felt sick as I scrambled back to the house, up the stairs and found my bedroom door wide open, just like my desk drawer.

      The remote control was gone.
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            Into The Mist

          

        

      

    

    
      I leaped onto my bike and tore after Jamie.

      He was almost at the bottom of the hill as I broke from the trees. Mist was rolling in and it covered the entire town like a damp gray blanket. Jamie was cruising right into it and soon he was little more than a dark blob.

      “Come on!” I hissed, putting everything I had into catching up with him.

      I felt sick, and so stupid. Why had I trusted him? Why had I shown him mercy?

      What was wrong with me?

      He veered off onto a side street, and a moment later ditched his bike on the lawn outside a dark, sprawling house. Marshall Anders leaped out of the front door wearing a huge, idiotic grin. It seemed the dream team was back in business.

      I pulled up to the house. There was no way I could fight them if it came to it. I couldn’t even beat my brother when he wrestled me, let alone take on a maniac like Marshall Anders.

      “What do you want, Dylan?” Marshall demanded, eyeing me like a hawk studying a terrified mouse.

      “I want… hey, give it back,” I yelled as Jamie waved the remote around like a flashlight. I glanced around to see if anyone could help me, but the street was deserted, as if the mist had swallowed everyone up.

      “Let’s see.” Marshall took it from Jamie. “What does it do?”

      My stomach flipped into a knot as he jabbed at the buttons. “It’s dangerous,” I said as I tried to reason with him. “Give it back before something bad happens.”

      “If it’s so dangerous, why do you want it back?” Marshall asked.

      “So we can find a way to get rid of it before it destroys the entire planet.”

      “Don’t be mellydramatic,” Jamie said with his usual sneer.

      “It’s melodramatic,” I said.

      “Okay, Professor Dylaboo!” Jamie shot back. “Don’t be melodramatic, then.”

      “Yeah, just tell us what it does!” Marshall continued thumping the buttons like a toddler trying to figure out a new toy.

      “Fine, I'll spell it out for you,” I said. “It's the remote control for an advanced alien weapon.”

      “You’re crazy, Dylan,” Marshall said.

      “He’s insaner than an insane iguana from Insaneville,” Jamie added.

      “Am I?” My voice shook with frustration and rage. “You didn’t believe in ghosts before, did you? Not really. But you know they’re real now, don’t you, Jamie?”

      “What’s he talking about?” Marshall frowned.

      “He’s just making stuff up,” Jamie reassured him. “Ignore him.”

      I felt angry and sad as I watched him. He'd been so reasonable over the last few days. He’d been kind and polite, but none of it had been true. This was the real Jamie standing before me. My stupid, evil brother…

      “What’s it worth?” Marshall asked as he held up the remote control. “It looks expensive.”

      “Nothing. Just certain death,” I told him.

      Jamie rolled his eyes. “You’re such a ham, Dylan.” He turned to Marshall. “Do you know who Ambrose Draven is?”

      “Yep, Myron Draven’s uncle. He’s pretty weird, but I’ve heard he’s richer than Ricky McRichster.”

      “Well, apparently he really wants that thing.” Jamie grinned at me. “That’s what you said when you were muttering to yourself in your room earlier, right?”

      “You don’t have any idea what you’re doing,” I told them. “Just give me it, before it ends up destroying us all.”

      Marshall rolled his eyes. “You should leave Dylan, before I end up destroying you.”

      “Good one,” Jamie said, even though it really wasn’t.

      I glared at them until Marshall took several lumbering steps toward me, then I turned and cycled away. I couldn’t beat them in hand-to-hand combat… I couldn’t beat them in anything!

      I turned off Marshall’s street and raced down the hill into the fog. There was nowhere to go and nothing to do. I’d messed up yet again, but this time I’d beaten all of my previous records for idiocy. I stopped at the little park in town and slumped onto the bench.

      That's it, I thought. It’s all over. I’d never felt so hopeless. How could I have been so stupid to trust my brother?

      I glanced at my phone, but there was no point calling the others. I’d failed everyone. Neither me, Zach, Emily or Jacob stood a chance against Jamie and Marshall, let alone the Dravens and their Galactic warlord pals!

      As Jamie had said before; some problems were too big to solve, and this was definitely one of them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            28

          

          

      

    

    







            Only the End of the World

          

        

      

    

    
      The only thing I hoped for, as I slumped lower and lower on the bench, was that the aliens would fly off with the ZAP and blow up some other planet. Preferably in a galaxy so far, far away, I wouldn’t ever even know about it.

      But what if there was a kid on that planet just like me? What if he was sitting on a bench just as I was and his entire world was about to be wiped out? Moments away from having everyone and everything he loved being destroyed because I’d messed up? How could I live with myself, knowing this might happen?

      “But that’s not going to happen…” Because the bad guys didn’t have the ZAP. If Marshall had gone to them, they’d only have the remote, so there was only one planet they could destroy and it was the one I was sitting on.

      The mist grew so thick it seemed to smother me.

      I felt terrible, like I’d fallen into the deepest, blackest hole, and…

      “Black hole!” My voice echoed down the fog-strewn street.

      What if we sent the ZAP into a black hole? It wouldn’t hurt anything or anyone that way…

      But it was impossible. For one thing, we’d need a space ship…

      There were three of them on Weirdbey Island, or at least I hoped they were still there, although getting hold of one was another matter altogether.

      I shook my head. What was I thinking? I slumped lower on the seat, watching as three crows fought in the road over a scrap of bread. Their caws were raucous and, as they argued, they puffed up their chests before flapping their wings at each other. And then, as they squawked and gave chase, a tiny bird swooped in, grabbed the bread and flew off before the crows even noticed.

      “That’s it!” I leaped to my feet as the birds soared away into the mist.

      I had a plan; even if it was completely insane. I called Jacob first. “Hey Jacob.”

      “Hey, Dylan, what’s up?”

      “The Towering Lair of Eternal Secrets, call Zach and Emily, tell them we need to have an urgent meeting. I’m on my way.”

      “It sounds like you have a plan!” He sounded optimistic, at least until I spoke again.

      “I do. The only thing I don’t have is the remote.”

      “What!”

      “Don’t worry, I think I know how to fix it.” Or get blown into oblivion trying. “I’ll explain everything when I see you!”
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t believe this!” Zach glared at me. “You had one job, Dylan!”

      “It’s not his fault, his brother’s a fool,” Jacob said as he tried to calm things down. It didn’t work because a moment later Zach leaped from his hammock and began pacing.

      “It is my fault,” I said. “I never should've trusted Jamie. That’s on me.”

      “Giving people a second chance isn’t a bad thing,” Emily said.

      “No one ever gives me a second chance!” Zach let out a long sigh.

      “Yes they do, Zachary, all the time. You just don’t acknowledge it.” Emily seemed almost as irritable as Zach was, but worried too. So was I as I glanced at the misty gray sky, wondering how long we had left.

      “It doesn’t matter, we don't have time to play the blame game,” Jacob said. “We need to figure out how to get the remote back.”

      “From who? Marshall Anders?” Zach laughed. “Good luck with that.”

      “He’s probably at Myron’s by now,” I said. “And Myron would have called his uncle straight away. I wouldn’t be surprised if Ambrose Draven’s on his way to get the remote right now.”

      “He’s probably using one of the flying saucers,” Zach said. “That’s what I’d do.”

      “Right,” I agreed. “So, we need to get to Stroll, Jitterbug and Jive’s RV so I can tell them my plan.”

      “Which is what?” Zach rolled his eyes. “I mean, I’m sorry, Dylan, but you’re not exactly knocking it out the park right now, are you?”

      “We need to send the ZAP into a black hole,” I said.

      “Have you lost your mind?” Zach glanced at the others. “He has, hasn’t he? The pressure’s finally scrambled his brains.”

      “Have you got a better idea?” I waited for Zach to finish huffing and puffing, but he had nothing to add. “Okay then, and I don’t either.”

      “I guess it could work,” Jacob said. “In theory. But who’s going to fly a craft into a black hole? It would be instant spaghettification.”

      “Instant what?” Zach asked.

      “Death,” Jacob said, pushing his glasses up his nose.

      “Well, maybe Jitterbug or one of the others can figure out the technical stuff,” I said. “Because our part of the plan’s distracting the bad guys long enough to steal a craft. I got the idea from some crows.”

      “Crows? Big birds, black feathers?” Zach stopped pacing. “You’ve lost it, Dylan.”

      “Give him a chance to explain.” Emily said. “Anyway, I'm in but we’ll need to get permission to go out. That shouldn’t be difficult for us, Mom’s at her friend’s house until late, and Dad’s got a meeting plus he’s pretty distracted right now.”

      “My parents are out too,” I said.

      “And I’m sure I can swing something with mine,” Jacob added.

      “Okay, let’s get moving.” Emily glanced at the sky. “I hate to say it, but the clock’s ticking.”

      “Oh, not good,” Jacob said as he looked up from his phone. “We just missed the last bus so we’ll need another way to get there.”

      “What about Violet?” I asked. She was our usual driver in times of need.

      “Not happening,” Zach said. “I got nothing on her right now, and Violet doesn’t do favors. No dirt, no drivey.”

      “We need to bribe her then,” Emily suggested.

      “With what?” Zach shrugged. “I’m broke.”

      “You could offer to be her servant for a week.”

      “No way, I’m not falling into that trap again. That was the worst week of my life!”

      “It’s the only way,” Emily said.

      “You can be her servant then!”

      “How about we both offer, if it comes to it…” Emily suggested.

      “Fine. I suppose it's better than death,” Zach slumped in the hammock as if all the weight of the world was coming down on him. He shot me an angry glare. “But I'm not certain about that. I hope you’re happy, Dylan!”

      “I’m not,” I said. “And I’m sorry. Really sorry!”

      “Me too.” Zach walked toward the ladder like a condemned man. “Come on Em, let’s go speak to Vile.”

      “Don’t worry about him,” Emily said. “We’ll sort it out, Dylan, I’m just glad you didn’t go off and try to fix things on your own like you usually do.”

      I nodded. She was right, I had done that before. The only difference was that back then we’d only been facing ghosts…

      This time we were facing the end of the world.
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      “Sign it, or I’ll pull over and you can walk!” Violet said as she drove us up the highway.

      “Sign what?” I asked from the back of her car.

      Zach, who was sitting in the front, held up a ragged scrap of paper covered in inky slashes and scrawls. “The agreement.” He sounded mournful.

      “That you and Em will be my servants for seven days straight,” Violet said as she gripped the wheel. “Twelve hours a day with two fifteen minutes breaks. And you’ll stay out of my room and leave my things alone for the rest of time.”

      “Three breaks!” Zach protested.

      “Two, or I stop the car.”

      “Two then…” Zach made a symbol of a hanged man on the fogged up window.

      We drove in silence until we reached the camp grounds and Zach guided her to the old RV, which looked even worse in the failing light. “Remind me, what exactly are you doing here again?” Violet asked.

      “I already told you,” Zach said. “Saving the world.”

      “Whatever.” Violet sneered, and as she glanced at the RV, Jive gazed back from the tiny round window. She still had her polka-dot dress on and big black sunglasses. “Is she for real?” Violet asked.

      “Yep,” Emily replied.

      “Of course she is, she’s one of your friends!” Violet shook her head. “Hurry up, weirdos. I’m leaving in one hour, with or without you.”

      We climbed out of the car and greeted Jive as she opened the door for us. “Would your friend like to join us?” she asked, nodding toward the car.

      “She’s not our friend, she’s our sister,” Zach said. “Unfortunately.”

      We hurried inside. Bop was there, on the same couch that Emily had shoved him onto. He'd been bound up with shrink wrap like a mummy and he glared at us before staring at his cane, which rested against the opposite wall.

      Toward the back of the RV, on the patch of grass where we'd spotted Ethel the cow, Jitterbug and Stroll danced to the tinny music blaring from the floating radio.

      “It’s nice to see you working hard on solving our impending doom,” Zach said.

      “We dance for ideas,” Jive replied. “It helps us focus.”

      “Dig it!” Stroll held up a notepad. From where I stood it looked like there were only three short, jagged sentences scribbled on it.

      “Well, Dylan’s got an idea,” Zach said. “I thought it was the craziest thing I’ve ever heard, but I'm pretty sure it stands a better chance than your fox trot. Oh, and the remote's gone. Ambrose Draven's got it. But keep dancing…”

      I wasn’t exactly thrilled with Zach’s intro, but I went with it and explained my idea.

      “Hmm, a black hole. It could work,” Jitterbug said. “I mean, technically.”

      “When Zach and I were abducted from Draven’s house, the craft we were snatched in seemed to be flying itself,” I said.

      “All their craft have autopilot options,” Jive said. “We programed them ourselves.”

      “Indeed!” Stroll grinned as he stopped dancing. “By Jive, I think you’re onto something!”

      “It’s by Jove,” I said.

      "I'm sorry, you're right” Stroll’s grin grew wider. "I guess it wasn't that punny.”

      “Jokes?” Zach threw his arms up in the air. “Can we please focus on stopping that maniac alien from blowing up Planet Earth.”

      “There’s a black hole in the Doova-Remuloola system,” Jitterbug said. “That’s the most optimal one I can think of.”

      “I like this idea,” Jive said. “Well done, Dylan.”

      “One problem, how are we going to get the ZAP onto their craft and program all the coordinates without getting caught?” Jitterbug asked.

      “We need to distract them.” I explained the idea that had come to me as I’d watched the birds in the mist. They seemed to like it.

      “It won’t work,” Bop said. “You’re doomed! Everything is going to go boom. Including me!”

      “Zip it, Crabby-O!” Stroll grabbed a dishcloth from the kitchenette and shoved it into Bop’s mouth. “When I get back, we’re going to have words.” He turned to us. “Do you know the way to this Ambrose Draven’s pad?”

      “You mean his house? Sure,” I said.

      “Cool, man, let's burn rubber,” Stroll said, heading for the door.
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      Violet eased her foot off the brakes and glanced into her rearview mirror as the aliens’ ancient car spluttered along behind us like a wheezy hen. “What is that old hunk of junk they're driving anyway?” she asked.

      “It’s a Hudson Hornet,” Jacob said. “I looked it up.”

      “Good for you,” Violet shook her head. “Honestly, you guys need to get a life.”

      “We’re trying to get a life,” Zach said. “Times a billion.”

      “What does that even mean?” Violet asked, following Emily’s directions and turning onto the long, dark road leading to Ambrose Draven’s house.

      “Put it this way,” Zach said, “if we fail, you and your shoe collection are about to go kaput. Everything’s going to go kaput!”

      Violet sighed and rolled her eyes. As she pulled over to the side of the road, she glanced toward Ambrose Draven’s house. Light spilled from the edges of the blacked-out windows, making it even creepier than it already was. “What is this place? And what are we doing here?”

      “We already told you,” Emily said as she opened her door. “We’re saving the world.”

      “Again,” Zach added as he climbed out.

      “Are you sure about these weirdos?” Violet asked as she watched Stroll, Jitterbug and Jive emerge from their car behind us. “Not that I care, of course,” she added quickly. “It’s just that Mom’ll be seriously mad if you guys get kidnapped, or made into taxidermy.”

      “We’ll be fine,” Zach assured her.

      By the time Jacob and I climbed out, Violet seemed to have forgotten her concerns and was busy scrolling through her phone. “One hour,” she called.

      “Yeah, or you’ll drive off and leave us behind, you told us before,” Zach said as he closed his door.

      We met up with the aliens and pointed to the distant house.

      “So that’s where they are?” Jitterbug asked.

      “Well, that’s where they were,” Jacob said. “Hopefully Zygo’s still there along with his flying saucers.” He swallowed as Jive strapped on the backpack containing the ZAP.

      “Everything’s cool, Daddy-O,” Jive said.

      I didn’t know if aliens were capable of feeling nervous or not, but I was more than making up for it if they weren’t.

      “We should disguise ourselves,” Emily said. “But be sure to do it out of Violet’s sight.”

      “She’s on her phone,” Zach said. “She’s not going to notice anything, trust me.”

      We pressed our thumbs on the discs around our necks. My skin itched and a warm flush spread across my face. Emily laughed, and when I checked my phone, I saw why; I was now a round-faced boy with a mouthful of metal. “Great, braces,” I said.

      And then Emily transformed to a thin, gawky girl with bright blue eyes and long blonde hair that stretched down her back like a curtain.

      Within seconds Zach became a rat-faced boy with squinty eyes and a shaved head. I did my best not to laugh.

      Finally, Jacob's usually calm face transformed and he looked like an irate football player with a giant boil right in the middle of his forehead. “I don’t even want to know,” he said, as he looked at our expressions.

      “Okay, let’s go.” I took the lead. We stuck to the side of the road and as close to the bushes as possible so we could dive behind them if we needed to. I could hear people talking, and dim explosions came from inside the house. After a moment or two I realized they were coming from television speakers.

      “Ready?” I asked, as we reached the wall. The others nodded solemnly, and then Jacob punched the numbers into the gate’s keypad. The gates swung open and as soon as we were inside, I ducked into the Dravens’ garden. “Get down, someone’s coming!” I hissed as a man and woman turned the corner. They headed over toward the gate and looked around. Thankfully, it had already closed, and a moment later they returned to the house.

      We followed them through the fragrant garden and, peering around a wall, we spotted one of the space ships parked on the lawn. Its windows were lit up and I could see alien silhouettes passing by the windows. There seemed to be several of them inside.

      “Where are the other saucers?” Emily whispered.

      “Maybe they’ve flown away,” Zach said.

      “Or they might be in that secret bunker we saw last time we were here,” Jacob added.

      “We only need one ship,” Jitterbug said. “Any ideas on how to draw them away so we can get inside.”

      “I’ve got these,” Jacob said, pulling a string of firecrackers from his pocket.

      “That’ll help,” Emily said, “but we’ll probably need something more.”

      “I’ll steal a second craft and fly off,” Stroll said. “That’ll distract them. But I'll need you guys to draw the Tarvagnomians out of that one to slow them down,” he nodded to the UFO in the yard. “Once you do, seal yourselves inside, that way they’ll have to scramble for the third craft if they want to come after me. I’ll lead them away to buy Jitterbug and Jive time to set the coordinates for the black hole. Okay, let’s split up. Who's coming with me to find the bunker and steal that saucer?”

      “I’m not going in that house!” Zach whispered. “No way!”

      “None of us want to go in there, Zach,” Jacob said. “But-”

      “Then flip the coin of doom, coin master!” Zach hissed.

      “This isn’t the time,” Emily said.

      “I don’t understand. What’s this coin of doom?” Jive asked Jitterbug and Stroll.

      “Search me!” Stroll said. And then he looked at me, as if I was the only sane option. “Hey, Dylan, you ready to burn rubber?”

      I nodded, even though I wanted to shake my head. “Okay,” I turned to Jacob. “I’ll call you from the bunker, once we find the other UFOs. When I do, set off the firecrackers and that should distract them long enough for you to get inside the craft.”

      “Okay,” Jacob and Emily nodded, and a moment later, Zach did too, even though he squinted back toward the gate like he wanted to shimmy through the bars and run away.

      Stroll followed behind me as I crept toward the house. I felt sick as I recalled being inside the craft, and how the island had hurtled below me. Was I really going to go ahead with this insane plan? Yes, I was. And quickly, before everything I knew and loved exploded around me.

      We found an open door. Soft blue lights danced on the walls as we slipped inside. I froze as I spotted two of the evil Tarvagnomians sitting on Ambrose Draven’s sofa, playing video games with three of his hired goons.

      Hearts pounding, we sneaked along behind them, creeping as quietly as possible.
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      We'd crept to the middle of the room while the aliens and goons leaped up and down in their seats, game controllers clenched in their hands. Then, one of Draven’s men must have won because he started hollering and beating his chest, while the aliens jumped up and hissed like scolded cats.

      It reminded me of Jamie, on the rare occasions when I beat him at a game, only much weirder.

      An argument broke out, making for the perfect diversion. We hunched over, slipped through a side door, and crept down a long corridor. We were almost at the end when two silver doors slid open with a ping and Ambrose Draven emerged from an elevator.

      It was too late to straighten up and there was no place to hide, so we were still stooped down when he spotted us.

      “What are you, hunchbacks?” he demanded as he ran his hand through his mad hair. “Who are you?”

      “Bert,” I said. It was the only name I could think of. We stayed stooped, as if it was our natural way of walking. “And this is my cousin…” I was so filled with panic I couldn’t think. As I looked around the hallway, I said the first word that came to my mind. “Hall.”

      “Hall?” Ambrose Draven frowned. “What kind of name is that?” His eyes narrowed into a suspicious glare.

      “Paul,” I said, “I meant, Paul. I have a speech impediment.”

      “And a hunched back?” Ambrose Draven asked. “Not exactly winning the lottery of life, are you? But what are you doing in my house? Identify yourselves!”

      “We’re with John,” I said, hoping Stroll wouldn’t say anything. My luck seemed to hold out.

      “John?” Ambrose asked, then he held up his hand as he pulled a buzzing phone from his pocket.

      "Yeah, he works for you,” I said. “He hired us, said you were busy tonight and needed help.”

      “That’s quite the understatement.” Ambrose took his call. “Draven. Yes. Yes. Yes. No. Yes. Be quick, it’s almost time. Yes.” He held his hand over his phone as he sized us up again. “Where are you going?”

      “The bunker,” I said.

      “Good. Those craft aren’t going to load themselves, although how a pair of malformed buffoons like you can solve that problem is beyond my comprehension. I hope I’m not paying much for you.” Ambrose returned to his call. “Yes. Yes. No. Yes, yes, of course. It was a slippery mango.” He paused before shouting, “I said a slippery mango, you nincompoop!” And then he swept past us into the room where the goons and aliens were still fighting.

      “You’re one cool cat, Dylan,” Stroll said as he headed for the elevator. “I thought we were dead meat!”

      “Well, it ain't over yet. Come on, let’s see where this goes.”

      It was the widest elevator I’d ever been in and I wondered if its doors were made of silver; they could have been. I checked the buttons on the wall and found one marked B. "Do you think this B stands for basement or bunker?” I asked.

      “Let’s find out,” Stroll said. “Can I push it?”

      “Go on!” I said, just like my Mom used to do when Jamie and I were little.

      “Whoah!” I shouted as we plummeted down so fast my stomach flipped and Stroll’s sunglasses flew off, exposing his creepy eyes. No wonder Ambrose Draven’s hair was always so…

      “Crazy, man. Crazy." Stroll whispered as the doors slid open upon a huge, shadowy hangar. In the center, two spotlights lit up a pair of flying saucers. Beside them were carts loaded with crates, boxes and suitcases. It seemed Ambrose Draven was going off somewhere with the aliens, which didn’t bode well.

      The hangar seemed to be empty, but Stroll and I stuck to the thick shadows along the wall just in case we weren’t alone.

      “There!” Stroll pointed past the craft to a panel mounted to the far wall that was covered in flashing buttons. “I'll bet that’s the controls for the bunker doors.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “Go quietly. In case someone’s inside the-”

      I stopped as a figure appeared from a craft and strode down the ramp.

      Myron Draven.

      “Hello?” He glanced around the room. For a moment, I thought he’d seen us, but then he fixed his gaze on the elevator doors. “Who’s there? I heard the doors. Did you forget something, Uncle Amb?” His eyes narrowed when there was no response.

      We crept along in the shadows and we might have made it to the panel but suddenly, I heard distant bangs and snaps. Firecrackers! Why had Jacob set them off when I hadn’t given them the signal? Maybe someone had been about to find them, maybe he’d had no choice…

      Then the alarms on the ceiling burst to life with a horrible wail. Myron stood alert and glanced around, before running to the nearby cart. He snatched a flashlight, and swept it around the room.

      He was going to see us!

      “Go for the panel and open the bunker,” I whispered to Stroll, “I’ll distract him!”

      Stroll nodded and, as he sidled away through the shadows, I stepped into the light, my hands raised, my heart thumping madly.

      “Stop right there!” Myron demanded, training the flashlight on me.

      I held a hand up against the glaring light as footsteps hurtled toward me.
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      “Who are you?” Myron demanded, as he shone his flashlight in my eyes.

      I held my hand up against the glare. I had to stall him so Stroll could get the bunker door open, because once that was done, we could make our escape. “I’m Bert,” I said with an enormous smile.

      “What are you doing here? How did you get in?” Myron glanced at his phone, as if he was considering calling for back-up.

      “Who am I?” I cried. I began to dance. “I’m Bert!” I leaped up and down on the spot. “Bert!”

      “Stop that! You shouldn’t be in here. I don’t know what’s wrong with you, and I don’t care. You’re going to have to pay the price for breaking in. I hope they blast you into oblivion.”

      I dug into my pocket and pulled out a handful of pennies. “Here!” I offered them to him.

      “What’s that?” He backed away from the money like it was cursed.

      “You said I have to pay the price. Here, take it.” I smiled again to show I was friendly, but he narrowed his eyes.

      “Who are you really?” He studied me carefully.

      “Bert!”

      Myron shook his head. “No, you’re someone else. I’ve… I’ve seen you before.”

      Something clanged in the gloom, from right about where the control panel was, then tiny sparks flew from the wall. As Myron turned toward them, I dashed forward and the pennies I’d held clattered to the ground as I reached up and pinched his ear. It was all I could think to do.

      “Hey!” He spun around, his bushy eyebrows lowered menacingly and he jabbed his flashlight at me until I backed away. “I know you… I know I know you!”

      “Of course you do!” I said, still smiling like we were old friends. “I’m Bert!” I added. It was the same trick Zach had used on the aliens; talk nonsense and confuse them, and for now at least it was working.

      “Those clothes. They’re exactly what that idiot wears.”

      “Idiot?” I asked. Another rain of sparks blazed behind Myron, but he didn’t look. His attention was fixed on me.

      “Dylan Wylde. That new kid that’s been hanging out with Zachary Brillion and his stupid sister, and their dumb friend Jacob…”

      “You don’t like him?” I asked. My face ached from forcing that fake smile.

      “I hate him.” Myron’s grip tightened on the flashlight.

      “Why?”

      “Because ever since he got here, they all started thinking they’re something special. And they’re not. They’re pathetic. And you…” His eyes narrowed even further. “Remind me of him.?”

      “Who?”

      “Dylan Wylde.” He shook his head. “You’re him, aren’t you? How are you doing it? Where did you get that disguise?”

      “What disguise?” I asked loudly as another clang rang out from the back of the hangar. And then the skin on my face tingled, and it felt like there were tiny ants crawling all over my nose. My disguise was slipping!

      Myron’s eyes widened as he shined the beam in my eyes. “I knew it!” He shouted.

      He jabbed a button on his phone with one hand and wielded the flashlight at me with the other. “We’ve got an intruder!” he shouted. “In the hangar.” There was another crash and Stroll’s silhouette appeared in a flash of sparks. “Make that intruders! Cut the power, they’re trying to open the…”

      He paused as a heavy whining scrape came from above and the round bunker door began to slide open.

      The gleaming moon and twinkling stars shone down as Stroll ran for the craft. I ran too, until Myron grabbed the back of my hoody and spun me around. Without thinking, I shoved him in the chest, sending him sprawling to the ground.

      Suddenly, a high-pitched whine filled the cavernous hanger and red lights on the ceiling started flashing.

      “Quick!” Stroll called.

      I sprinted across the hangar.

      Footsteps sounded close behind me as Myron Draven ran after me, hissing like a venomous snake. I stumbled up the ramp as Stroll punched buttons on the controls. He yanked a lever, and the ramp slid up, sealing us in.

      “Ready?” he called.

      I grabbed the back of a seat and heard a loud mechanical whine as the UFO swooped off the ground.

      The bunker door was closing! They were locking everything down.

      “Hang on!” Stroll cried as we zoomed through the gap and soared up over Ambrose Draven’s house. Red lights were flashing all over the place and I could just make out the tiny figures scrambling around the compound. Some were trying to get into the craft parked in the yard, but it looked like our plan had worked because they seemed to be locked out.

      Moments later the huge bunker door slid open again. Aliens and goons piled into the other craft we’d left in the hangar and seconds later it lit up with an eerie glow. “They’re coming, they’re about to launch!”

      “I’m going to ground you so you don’t slip!” Stroll jabbed a button. The floor tingled and the soles of my sneakers glowed blue. I was affixed in place.

      “Whoooo!” Stroll hollered as he threw a lever and sent us shooting through the sky.

      The ground was a dark blur dotted by the glow from the windows of houses and the pin-pricks of car lights twinkling along the highway. And then with a sudden change of direction a ferry passed below us, gliding across the dark water.

      Then there were many more house lights, and roads, and cars; and they whizzed by so fast I could barely see them.

      “I’ve missed this!” Stroll said as he spun a wheel, and we veered across the sky.

      I looked back through the window behind me. I could see the lights of the other UFO below us. It was racing to catch up, but we were way ahead of the Tarvagnomians and they had no idea where Stroll was going to go next. Stroll didn’t either, by the looks of it.

      I took a deep breath and hollered wahoo along with Stroll. It was the most exhilarating thing that had ever happened in my life… At least until a tremendous boom rattled the sky.

      It happened again, and again. Four times in all.

      The din echoed like thunderclaps and the whole craft shook with the force of the sound.
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      My mouth fell wide open, and I gawped like a fish in a glass bowl, as I saw two jet fighters flanking us on either side. The pilots were so close I could see their faces, and neither looked happy.

      The thunderclaps had been sonic booms! We must have been picked up on their radar and they’d scrambled jets after us… jets, equipped with missiles…

      “Can you hide us?” I shouted over the deafening roars.

      Stroll nodded. “I should have done that before we took off!”

      “Oh!” I started as I glanced at him. His disguise had slipped since the last time I’d looked. Now his appearance fitted the description Jacob had read from that old newspaper article. I was face to face with an upright, horned walrus. Orange and purple stripes covered his bulbous body and six long, jelly-like tentacles whirled through the air, pushing buttons and yanking levers.

      And then we took a sharp dip, before shooting up and veering away from the jets.

      The ground beneath us was blue black in the night, with the faint golden glows of distant houses. They were getting sparser and sparser… “Have we lost them?”

      “For now. But-” Stroll’s words faded as thin, bright green lines flashed past us.

      I glanced back to see the Tarvagnomians in the craft whizzing behind us. They hadn’t cloaked and I could see right into their cockpit. Zygo glared at me. On either side of him were the other Tarvagnomians and it looked like they’d all piled into the final craft.

      “Stop firing!” Stroll cried as another volley of green lines flashed past us. One of the beams struck our craft, causing an explosion on one wall. Smoke filled the ship and a shower of sparks fell like glowing orange rain.

      “Hold on!” Stroll cried as his tentacle whipped across the cockpit and yanked a red lever.

      We shot up as something hurtled toward us. Something gray and white and… “Mount Rainier!” I cried. It was so much bigger than I’d imagined. Like some colossal, pyramid-shaped rock monolith.

      The air grew cold as we soared toward its snowy summit.

      “Whoa!” Stroll cried as we zipped over the peak, clipping the drifts of snow and sending up a spray of white surf around us.

      I heard the jets roar to our left, but it seemed we’d lost them, for the time being. “Where are we going?” My voice shook with the hurtling speed.

      “I want to shake the Tarvagnomians off our tail for a bit.” Stroll spun a wheel, and we zipped back up.

      “You’re taking us toward the jets!” I cried as I spotted the flashing lights in the clouds and glimpsed the outline of the jets in the silvery moonlight.

      “That’s the whole idea!”

      I looked back as the Tarvagnomians drew closer. Another round of lasers cast everything in a green tinge as it lit up the sky ahead. The jets circled toward us in a close formation, like silver arrows gunning for the heart of our ship.

      “What are you doing?” I cried.

      “Bait and…!” Stroll grinned and flipped a switch. Suddenly the edges of the craft transformed into a glassy smudge. But the Tarvagnomians behind us weren’t cloaked and I saw what Stroll had done; the jets were trained on the Tarvagnomian craft, rather than ours!

      We took a long dive as the Tarvagnomians roared toward the jets and the jets roared toward the Tarvagnomians, and then the jets veered off, passing in an immense circle and locking back onto the Tarvagnomians.

      We soared off away from the fray and I watched, hypnotized by the gray ridges of canyons and the deep black forests shooting past the bottom of the craft. My phone rumbled. I snatched it from my pocket, it was Emily. “Hello?” I yelled.

      “- there?” “Dylan? - back!”

      “I can’t hear you!” I cried.

      “-back!”

      “Come back?”

      “Yes!” Emily shouted.

      “Where are you?”

      “-Landing.”

      “Ebey’s Landing?”

      “Yes!”

      “They must be ready,” I called to Stroll. “They want us to head back to Ebey’s Landing.”

      “I hope they’ve done what they needed to do. I got the zorros, man!”

      I had no idea what that meant, and I didn’t have time to ask as Stroll spun a wheel and we plummeted down.

      We zipped past a hill with a white church at its crest and then, from the distant blur of orange and yellow light, it seemed we were heading back the way we’d came. “I’ll take us down low, to stay off their radar,’ Stroll called.

      I glanced back at the three lights in the sky behind us. Two chased a third and it seemed the Tarvagnomians still hadn’t cloaked their spacecraft. “Why aren’t they hiding themselves?” I called.

      “The cloaking device eats up a lot of power, which dampens down their weapons!” Stroll shouted.

      The craft rattled as we zipped over fields and trees, and then towns. We passed Mount Rainier, rounding its summit and zooming off in a direction that sent us hurtling over downtown Seattle.

      “Wow!” I cried as we buzzed by the Space Needle and I saw people sitting inside, eating their dinner, totally oblivious as we shot past.

      Stroll took us under a huge bridge, and then over a lake, and up and over a hill. Lights, roads and cars sailed below so fast I could barely catch my breath. And then a pulse sounded from the cockpit, like the ping of a submarine. “What’s that?” I called. It didn’t sound good.

      “Radar. The Tarvagnomians are hunting for us. They must have shaken off the jets. It's time for them to eat our dust!” Stroll seized a heavy-looking lever in his rubbery tentacle and pulled it down.

      We hurtled back over a freeway, and shot across the blackness of the Sound. I saw a ferry in the distance as we neared the shores of Whidbey. We veered away from it and followed the island’s rugged curves and tree-topped bluffs.

      And then we rocketed up to the north of the island and roared toward a great iron bridge. “Want to see why they call this Deception Pass?” Stroll called back as he did a barrel roll and zipped back down the coast on the other side. He seemed pretty happy with himself as the pinging sound stopped.

      Stroll grinned as we shot back over Oak Harbor, then Penn Cove, and past towering black forests of fir trees, until finally we slowed and sailed over the fields of Ebey’s Landing.

      “There!” I called as I spotted a circle of glowing lights in the crops below.

      As we hovered down, I saw Emily, Zach and Jacob waving their arms and signaling to us.

      We touched down with ease. Stroll lowered the ramp and the whole floor seemed to shake. My sneakers unstuck and I stumbled outside, veering from side-to-side, my heart racing, and my head spinning like I’d just stepped off the wildest rollercoaster that there ever was!
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      “Are you ready, Freddy?” Stroll shouted as I ran to join Zach and the others. My head was still spinning, but I felt more alive than I ever had.

      “Yep,” Jive called back as she walked through the swaying wheat. “The ZAP’s secure and we’ve set a course for the black hole. Time to go dark.”

      I could see Stroll’s tentacles flying around the cockpit, as he pulled the levers and tapped the blinking buttons, and then, with a great whine, his UFO powered down and its lights went out. As Stroll danced onto the ramp, I was relieved to see he’d disguised himself once more.

      “Now what?” Zach asked.

      “Now we bait the hook,” Jive said. “Ready, Jitterbug?”

      Jitterbug bounded through the doorway of the second craft. “Yes, I am!” She hurried down the ramp and leaped off as it slid back into the spacecraft. A moment later the craft thrummed to life and lifted off, hovering above us. Its lights were so bright they lit the field up like a sea of gold. “Now we just need the Tarvagnomians to spot it.”

      We watched the skies. “There!” I called finally, as I spotted the two blinking lights in the distance.

      “No, they’re the jets!” Stroll said.

      “Jets?” Emily asked.

      I told them what had happened, and then an eerie silence fell. I shivered. The night was growing colder by the moment. “Where are they?” I whispered.

      “There!” Emily pointed toward the huge black bluff behind us as the Tarvagnomian ship soared across the sky, slowing as it homed in on our bright hovering beacon. Then the auto pilot on Jive and Jitterbug’s craft kicked in. Jitterbug whooped as it shot off away so fast that I could barely follow its trail.

      The Tarvagnomian ship loomed over us. For a terrible moment I thought they’d set their sights on us, but they must have been changing their coordinates because a second later their ship roared off after the runaway craft.

      “Like throwing a ball for a dog,” Emily said as we watched the lights of the Tarvagnomian ship fade and vanish among the twinkling stars.

      “Yep, and they won’t stop chasing it until it heads into the black hole,” Jive said.

      “But won’t they return for their other ship?” I asked, glancing back to the darkened craft beside us.

      “Probably not,” Jitterbug said. “But even if they do, it won’t be here.”

      “Plus, they won’t be a serious threat once the ZAP’s been destroyed,” Jive added.

      “They’ve had a nice little run-in with some fighter jets now too,” Stroll said. “I don’t think they’ll want to risk that again. Not when they’re vastly outnumbered.”

      “Does this mean you’re leaving?” I asked. I suddenly realized I’d miss them.

      “It’s best we find a new world to hide out on,” Jive said.

      “We’ll sure miss this place,” Stroll added.

      “Could you drop us off at home, before you go?” Zach asked, glancing around the dark field. “Otherwise we’ve got a major walk, and I don’t think my feet can take any more punishment. Not after all the running around we’ve been doing.”

      “Sure thing,” Jive said. “We need to pick up Bop anyway and break camp.” He gave a long, wistful sigh.

      “I loved that little tin can home,” Jitterbug said.

      “Okay, let’s go,” Jive clapped her hands. A moment later the lights on the darkened craft switched on and the field gleamed like a fairground.

      We strode up the ramp and once we were ready to take off, our sneakers began to glow as we stuck to the floor. The craft rose up and hurtled across the darkened fields and roads before cloaking itself and landing at the back of the campsite.

      “We should give them a hand.” Emily suggested. We filed into the RV and carried their belongings out to the craft. The last thing they brought onboard was Bop. He hobbled up the ramp with his cane, looking resigned and maybe a little guilty.

      “Where to now?” Jive asked.

      “Langley, please,” Jacob said. “But…”

      “But what?” Stroll raised an eyebrow.

      “Can we take one last lap around the island?” Jacob asked. “I mean, it’s not like we get to fly in a UFO every day.”

      “Or night,” Zach added.

      “Let’s give these cool cats the whole kit and caboodle!” Jitterbug said.

      We took off, and zipped along the coastline, under Deception Pass bridge and around the island at lightning speed. Our sneakers glowed, our hair stood on end and Zach, Emily and Jacob’s smiles were wider than I’d ever seen them. Soon, we set down on the beach in Langley, right where my adventures had begun.

      “Abracadabra” Jitterbug giggled as she flicked a switch and our shoes unstuck from the floor. “Thank you!” She hugged us and Jive did the same. Stroll patted our shoulders, and Bop even raised his cane as he mumbled what might have been, sorry.

      “Okay, back to earth,” Emily sighed as we climbed down the ramp.

      “Or sand, to be exact,” Jacob added.

      We stood there on the dark beach as the tide lapped across the shore and the craft rose above us. Then it lit up like a Christmas tree and flashed one last time before hurtling off toward the stars at a dizzying speed.
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      We saw the lights the moment we got up to First Street. A news crew stood on the corner, their camera fixed to the sky. Across from them I saw Thor, Suzi and Benjamin. As soon as they spotted us, Thor rushed right over. “I knew it!” he cried.

      “Knew what?” I asked.

      “You just came out of that UFO!”

      “What UFO?” Zach asked.

      “I didn’t see anything?” Emily added.

      “Me neither.” Jacob shrugged. “What are you doing here, anyway?”

      “Are you saying you didn’t see the lights or hear those sonic booms?” Suzi raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

      The reporter noticed us huddled together and hurried over, bringing the camera and microphones with him.

      “Tell us about the unusual events you witnessed tonight,” the reporter, who I vaguely recognized, said, his voice filled with authority. He wore an expensive coat and smelled of make-up. I didn’t like him much.

      “Yes, tell us!” Thor said. “They just came up from the beach where those lights were.”

      “We were out hunting sharks…” Zach said.

      “There aren’t any sharks around here!” Thor shouted, as the news crew watched the exchange.

      “Are too,” Zach said, “but they only come out at night. That’s why you didn’t know they existed. And I’ve got a question for you, alien boy,”

      “What?” Thor asked.

      “What do you call a UFO once it’s landed?” Zach raised his eyebrows. “Think about it, genius.” Then he looked at us and flitted his eyes to the side, as if telling us to go.

      “Nice one,” Jacob whispered. He turned to me and Emily. “Let’s get out of here while he has them distracted.”

      We slipped away as Zach puffed himself up and stepped in front of the camera.

      “We should contact the Society, let them know it’s over,” I said as we headed up the hill.

      “Let’s do that in the morning,” Emily replied, “I’m exhausted.”

      “Me too,” Jacob said.

      “But what about Ambrose Draven?” I asked. “We can’t let him get away with it again.”

      “We could report it” Emily said. “But all our evidence has flown off. Without that, who’d believe a bunch of kids claiming he teamed up with aliens from outer space? Besides, he wasn’t the driving force behind any of it. What could he could be charged with?”

      “Being evil?” I suggested as she reached into her pocket.

      “Technically, Em’s right,” Jacob said. “But you’re right too, he is evil. He’ll mess up again someday though and when he does, we’ll make sure he faces justice.”

      “Oh, no!” Emily said, as she held up her shuddering phone. The display read ‘Violet’ in what looked like an angry-red box. Emily shook her head as she scrolled through her notifications. “Whoa, this is like the thirteenth time she’s called.” She looked nervous as she answered. “Heh… hello?”

      I couldn’t understand a word Violet said, but by the shrill sound of her voice, it wasn’t good. Emily’s face reddened. “Well, we erm, we got a ride back. I… I meant to call you. You’re still there? You said we had one hour and you were…I know. Yes! Sorry! No,” she shook her head. “What weird lights? I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She let out a long sigh. “Yes, starting tomorrow, every chore on the list, I swear.” She ended the call. “Well, that’s me and Zach out of the picture for a while.”

      “Sorry,” I said.

      “Let’s hope nothing weird happens in the meantime,” Jacob added.

      We waited until Emily was inside her house before collecting our bikes from the lawn. I wasn’t looking forward to cycling up our hill in the dark, on my own, and Jacob must have seen that because he went out of his way to come with me. At least until we reached the edge of the woods.

      “See you soon,” he said, before adjusting his glasses and shooting back down the slope.

      “Later, you potato!” I shouted, and his laughter helped to distract me from the thick heavy shadows crawling along the road home.

      

      No one was around when I got back, apart from Wilson, who wagged his tail so hard it swept the carpet. I let him out and gave him treats before slumping onto the sofa and scrolling through the TV channels.

      “Wow!” I said as I spotted a clip on the local news, featuring Zach.

      He gave the camera a grave look and shook his head. “Nope, we didn’t see any funny lights, or night sharks for that matter.” I could tell by the glint in his eyes that he was frustrated giving up his chance at the limelight, but he was protecting The Society of the Owl and Wolf first, and that was the right thing to do.

      “Do you believe in the possibility of extraterrestrial life?” the reporter asked. “Or is it all fairy-tales and nonsense?” He nodded his head slightly, like he wanted Zach to agree it was just nonsense.

      “You’ve got no idea what’s out there, Daddy-O.” Zach said, pointing his finger at the guy, and I could tell he was struggling to stop himself from ranting.

      “Oh, really?” the reporter asked. “We’ve got a believer then.” He smiled and nodded to Thor. “How about you? Have you ever had any close encounters?”

      “Many!” Thor said.

      “Give me a break!” Zach said quickly, “Don’t waste your time on him, I’ve got something for you.”

      “And what might that be?” the reporter asked as if he was talking to a little kid.

      “Solutions,” Zach said. He whipped out a business card and held it up to the camera. “Zachary Brillion, one in a trillion, no job too big or too small! If you've got a problem, jump on the phone and make sure to give me a call.” Then he winked, grinned and shook the card from side to side.

      “You’ve got a live one there,” I heard the anchorman say, then they played some spooky music that sounded like it came from an old sci-fi show. “But all joking aside, we can reliably inform our viewers that despite rumors, spread by colorful characters like Mr. Brillion here, Whidbey Island certainly isn’t under any alien invasion. The military have confirmed that the dramatic sounds heard earlier were simply sonic booms made during a training exercise. As for those lights in the sky, perhaps we’ll never know.” He gave the camera a long, cheesy grin, and segued into a story about nesting otters.

      I turned the TV off and went upstairs. My good mood faded as I glanced down the hall at Jamie’s door. His lights were off so he was probably out, but it didn’t lessen my fury.

      “He’ll be sorry, one of these days,” I told Wilson as I strode to my room and changed into my pajamas. I was about to pull my curtains closed when I glanced up at the stars and thought of Stroll, Jitterbug and Jive, and even Bop. “Good luck guys,” I said.

      As I pulled the cord to draw the drapes closed something shot over the house, and soared through the branches.

      “What…” I froze. The silhouette cast upon the moonlit lawn had looked like an old woman hunched upon a stick. Then, in the distant darkness, the sound of cackling laughter echoed through the trees.
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        Chapter One

      

      

      

      The man in the long red robe stood by the window as storm clouds rose from the south and a shadow fell across the land. He watched as the gathering darkness swallowed the crescent moon and extinguished the twinkling star. "It will be tonight then," he said. Black silhouettes dashed across the distant snowy landscape, like letters inked upon paper. They vanished beneath the city gates, then reappeared as they wound through the empty streets.

      His spirits dropped and the room grew cold, despite the roaring fire blazing in the hearth. He jumped as someone rapped upon the door.

      Eldos Stark, his faithful elven servant entered, a flicker of disgust upon his usually stony face. "You have visitors, m'lord."

      "Show them in."

      "Are you certain?" Stark raised a coppery eyebrow. "They're trolls."

      "Trolls or not, please show them in." For nothing will stop them from entering, if that is their will.

      Three grizzly wizened figures pushed past Stark, their dark garb leeching the color from the elf's bright green and red livery. Stark turned on his heels and retired to his quarters.

      "Good eventide old Father Christmas," one of the trolls said, his black eyes narrowing below his wild, bushy eyebrows. He ran a grimy finger through his long beard and a slow, unpleasant sneer creased his face. "The master awaits you upon the hill near the border."

      "Very well. I'll make my way there."

      The trolls continued to stare in silence.

      "Fine," Father Christmas said. "I'll travel with you, if that is your will."

      The trolls gave a sharp nod and turned. Their long pointed shoes clacked and thumped down the stone steps as he followed.

      A mighty black sled harnessed with a team of six wolves waited just outside the palace door. Their fur was the color of charcoal and sleet, their eyes flashes of green. Father Christmas climbed aboard and wedged himself on the seat beside two of the trolls. The third sat cross legged upon a pile of furs and seized the reins.

      They travelled in silence through the city and out the gate, crossing the snowy wastes toward the great forest.

      Father Christmas shivered as they passed beneath the trees. The lands had never looked so dark or so fearsome as they did upon this freezing, bitter night.
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        * * *

      

      The wolves raced across the frozen lake and up the tall snowy hill that stood on the border between the land of Christmas and the black lands beyond. A giant pine tree rose from the crest and he saw Krampus leaning back against its trunk. He wore a long sleek black coat and his bright yellow-orange eyes gleamed below the dark silhouette of his horns. Krampus gave Father Christmas a fox-like grin. "You missed our last meeting." His voice was low yet gruff. "And the one before that."

      "I was preoccupied."

      Krampus nodded. "I see you've been living the good life. You've certainly grown in width since we last met. But your tailor has done a wonderful job of tucking most of it away." Krampus stroked the tip of his long goatee beard. "So you built your machine then."

      "Indeed. It's been bliss. My elves and I only have to put in a few nights worth of work now. When I think back on how we used to toil away for months on end….  Well, let’s just say, we've come to appreciate the same extended break you yourself enjoy for the better part of the year."

      Krampus's smile widened, revealing his long, curved teeth. "Does it still irk you that my role only requires a performance on one evening of the year? I'd work every single night if it were up to me. Because unlike you, I relish my responsibilities."

      "If only we could have swapped places," Father Christmas said.

      "Quite. I'd sell my ancestor's teeth for the reputation you enjoy. Hardly a soul knows who I am, and those who do are terrified. I'm as reviled as you are loved."

      Father Christmas gave a short, bitter laugh. "I may well be known, but there's plenty who don't even believe I exist. I'm lampooned, made into a caricature, my identity assumed by countless imposters. Would you settle for that?"

      "Perhaps," Krampus said. "But I didn't summon you here for this."

      "So there's no time for idle conversation and friendship?"

      Krampus's smile faded. "I want my gold. Every single gram. A year and a day has passed. You promised I'd have it back within six moons, when you borrowed it to build that machine. It's given you the easy life you dreamed of, as made evident by the girth of your belly, but now it's time for you to repay me."

      "I...I can't. Not tonight. Give me more time and I'll have your gold. And more still. I'll-"

      Krampus's tail lashed the tree trunk and a long claw caught the moonlight as he held up a single finger. "I've given you more than enough time. A deal is a deal."

      "I'm sorry." Father Christmas felt his face flush. "I don't have the means to pay you. Not right now."

      "Then when?" Krampus's purred but a hard edge crept into his voice.

      Father Christmas shrugged. "Don't worry, everything will be well. I'll work night and day-"

      "Time has run out." Krampus loomed over him. "If you can't pay me now, then we'll have to leave it for chance to decide." He pulled a deck of cards from his pocket. "We'll play a simple game. We will each cut the deck and whoever holds the highest card will win."

      "Win what?" A sinking feeling passed through Father Christmas.

      "If you win you can keep my gold without any further complaint or demand. But if I win, you hand me the key to Christmas."

      "But it's not mine to give."

      "And neither is my gold yours to keep," Krampus growled. "Now play the game, allow chance to decide. The deck is stacked in your favor, luck favors the good and noble, and I'm neither of those things."

      "And if I refuse?"

      "Then by the rock and the stone, I'll have my trolls throw you into the darkest pit beneath my mountain. And there you'll fester until I gather the goodwill to release you."

      "I see," Father Christmas said. The hill and the dark lands surrounding it were making him feel very small indeed. Small and vulnerable. He averted his gaze as the trolls glared down at him, their eyes as hard as flint. "Let's play then." Father Christmas said.

      Krampus nodded and held up his deck of cards while lightning lashed the clouds and thunder rumbled across the lands.

      No matter what her uncle said, Gabrielle Greene was certain she'd heard wolves. She gazed through the flurries of snow that fell like soft curled feathers, toward the distant wooded hills and mountains. An icy wind screeched from the east and with it came another chorus of howls.

      She glanced to the jagged mountains, and imagined the beasts descending, lean and grey, with slathering tongues and wicked-cruel teeth. She wished she could howl back, to tell them to keep away from her and Percival. To warn them that even though she lacked claws and fangs, if they threatened her or her brother, she'd tear them apart.

      But if they wished to devour her cousin Matilda, she was fine with that.

      "Mind out little girl." A man in a long coat bustled past Gabrielle and hurried into a bright snug shop.

      "I'm not a little girl," Gabrielle called out. "But you're definitely an idiot." She muttered as she swiped a snow flake from the tip of her nose. It seemed like it had been snowing from the moment they'd arrived, and even though they had only been in this town for a few weeks, it felt like years. "Is it ever going to stop?" she asked, half expecting her brother to chime in.

      I wish we were anywhere but here. Gabrielle had lost count of the times she'd made that wish. She was completely sick of this strange, creepy place.

      A din of rattling chains broke her thoughts. It was time to go home.

      Gabrielle glanced at the bookshop, expecting to find Percival with his nose pressed against its window, but there was no sign of him. "Percival?" She checked the shops. He wasn't in any of them. "How many times have I told you about wandering off?" she whispered, as she scoured the snow for his footprints.

      A cry rang out, and then it was gone. It came again, blown along with the wind as it whistled down a nearby street. Gabrielle glanced at the street sign with its odd, foreign words, and she knew exactly where Percival had gone.

      She ran down the narrow lane, passing coffee shops, chocolatiers, bars and boutiques. Then she spotted Percival, standing near the toy shop window. Two older kids loomed over him and one tugged at his satchel.

      "Get off!" Percival cried.

      The boy let go of the strap, sending Percival flying against the window. He struck it with a dull thud. Their laughter grew shrill as Percival fell, and lay crumpled in the snow. Percival held his hand up as the boy leaped towards him. The boy drew back his fist but froze as he spotted Gabrielle thundering along the street towards him. "Leave him alone!" she growled.

      The boys watched her from below their hoods, their expressions sullen. But when she stepped into the light of the shop window, they turned and fled.

      "Are you okay, Perce?" Gabrielle helped him to his feet.

      He nodded, his face either red from the struggle, or from embarrassment. Or both. He wiped his mousy-brown hair from his eyes. "I'm fine."

      The boys stood at the end of the narrow street, watching. Then one of them leaned down and moments later a snow ball hurtled towards her. Gabrielle sidestepped. It landed upon the ground with a soft thump and broke apart like a lump of confetti. "Halfwit." Gabrielle's breath billowed from her mouth like dragon smoke as she whisked the snow from Percy's sleeve. She just wanted to get home and take her wet socks off. But the boys were now compacting snow into balls of ice in their padded gloves, and she knew they wouldn't stop. Not until she confronted them and provided proof of her monstrous reputation. "Go home, Percival. Don't dawdle."

      "Ignore them."

      "I can't." She stood her ground as another snowball whizzed past her head. Gabrielle waited for the next to fall at her feet, before running straight at them. They fled, their boots better suited to the icy ground than hers, their jackets buffering them against the screeching wind. Unlike Gabrielle's limp, ragged coat and her hand-me-down shoes. She pulled her scarf over her mouth and sprinted down the lane, the falling snow glistening around her like static on an old television screen.

      The boys ducked around a corner at the end of the street. Gabrielle followed just in time to see them vanish down a gloomy alleyway. She slowed as she reached it, half expecting them to leap out and pelt her with ice-balls. Because that was what she would have done if the tables were turned.

      The alley was empty.

      Gabrielle ran past the dark doorways and frosted windows. Their mocking laughter seemed further away now. She emerged into a lane of closed shops, their interiors filled with formless shapes and restless shadows. It was an eerie place and her fury began to wane. She turned back and tramped through the snow, eager to be back among the warm glow of the street lights.
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        * * *

      

      Percival was gone by the time Gabrielle reached the toy shop and his footprints, with the distinctive star-shaped tread in the heels, led toward the market place. There was still a small circle of condensation on the shop window where he had stood and Gabrielle could see the ornate ship-in-a-bottle he'd been obsessing over since they'd first arrived. Why it sparked his imagination, she had no idea, but it did. She'd lost count of how many times he'd mentioned its intricate sails, and the tiny wooden captain and sailors. And how he suspected they'd sail away if they were ever free of the bottle. And how they most likely came alive at midnight and plotted their escape to distant shores filled with treasure and glory.

      Gabrielle checked the tag to see if the price had been reduced. It hadn't, but the fact the ship was still there meant she still had a chance to earn enough to buy it before Christmas.

      She walked toward the high street, smiling as she imagined the look on Percival's face when he unwrapped it on Christmas morning. "Hey!" Gabrielle jumped back as a passing car splattered her with wet icy slush.

      The market square was busy with tired-eyed locals and bright faced tourists, their cheeks rosy from either the cold winter weather or their own festive gluttony.

      "Hey!"

      Gabrielle turned to find a tall, fidgety looking boy approaching her. His hair appeared grey in the darkness below his hood. "Gabrielle Greene, right?" He used the same broken English as the other locals.

      "I might be. Why?"

      As he inclined his head, the shadows from his hood crept over his eyes. "I heard you can make problems go away. Is that right?" He stopped talking as a stream of people and a blast of jazz music spilled out from a nearby coffee shop.

      "Not here," Gabrielle said. "Meet me at the library tomorrow. Eleven o'clock. Bring money."

      "Right." The boy loped away.

      A rush of excitement prickled through Gabrielle. Word was still spreading, just as she'd hoped it would. She could still remember the first kid who had approached her when she'd first arrived in the city. A pudgy faced girl who had asked Gabrielle where she was from. And how her eyes had gleamed when Gabrielle had told her. At first Gabrielle had been flattered by the girl's interest. Until it became clear that the only thing she required from Gabrielle was for her to take the blame for a spree of thefts from the chocolatiers. In return Gabrielle received a payment. A very generous payment.

      There had been no reason she could think of not to take it. It wasn't as if she'd be staying in town for very long, and she could always do with money. But that had only been the start of her strange new venture and soon it seemed as if all the kids in the city needed someone to take the blame for their wrongdoings.

      Gabrielle crossed the road. She was startled as a high pitched scream came from the market square. Within moments the scream became laughter.

      A crowd of tourists surged through the market. Many clutched decorated cups, some in the shape of long red socks or scarlet and green striped canes. The scents of cinnamon, candied fruits, mulled wine and fried sausages laced the air. Gleaming festive baubles and tinsel hung from the stalls and glistened in the evening light. There were all manner of handmade goods on sale; blown glass stars, carved wooden nutcrackers, waxy scented candles and glittery holiday cards. Garlands and Christmas lights were strung up everywhere, twinkling silver, white, gold and red. Streams of voices rose around Gabrielle, tourists, shoppers, and vendors cajoling and barking for attention.

      She hurried on, eager to get to the other side of the market, but as she passed by a carousel of painted horses, she froze as something sprang from the gloom.

      The creature towered over her, horns jutting from its long, furry head. Fiery red eyes stared down from above its long wolfish snout. The beast brandished a clutch of birch sticks as its tail sloshed through the snow.

      It roared and bore down upon her, cackling as its claws reached for her face.
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      To read the rest of Krampus and The Thief of Christmas click here

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Island Scaregrounds is now available on Audible!
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      You’ve read the book, now experience the adventure in audio. Each of the characters have been brought to life in a entirely new way by the fabulously talented narrator J. Scott Bennett. Visit https://eldritchblack.com/audio-books to hear a sample now!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books by Eldritch Black

          

        

      

    

    
      The Pirates of Penn Cove

      The Day of the Jackalope

      The Island Scaregrounds

      The Mystery At Ebey's Landing

      

      The Clockwork Magician

      The Book of Kindly Deaths

      Krampus and The Thief of Christmas

      Spooky Stories

      

      Short stories (Collected in Spooky Stories)

      The Night of the Christmas Letter Getters

      The Mysterious Case of Spring-Heeled Jack

      The Ghosts of The Tattered Crow

      One Dark Hallow’s Eve

      Three Curses for Trixie Moon

      The Festival of Bad Tidings

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading The Mystery At Ebey's Landing! I hope you enjoyed the adventure!

      If you have a moment, please consider leaving a quick review on Amazon. Even a couple of sentences would be appreciated!

      Click here to leave your review

      All the best,

      Eldritch
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