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      We fundraised for weeks for this trip. I sat through more bake sales and car washes than any one person should ever have to attend. It was for a good cause, though. This year’s middle school jazz band finals were being held at Lost Worlds Mythical Beasts ResortTM, which meant a four-night vacation at the scariest place on Earth. They had better rollercoasters than the parks in Florida and better animals than the fancy California zoos. 

      The story was that back in the genetics boom during the early part of the century, when most of the geneticists were working on important stuff like curing cancer and diabetes and bringing extinct animals like the polar bear back to life, this group of mad scientists decided to use their grad school educations for less noble purposes. They decided to open the world’s most insane zoo/theme park, but instead of normal animals, they genetically engineered all those crazy animals you find in myths. Admittedly, little kids find riding around on the back of a live unicorn pretty amazing, but most of the park isn’t that tame. 

      The first morning there, after band rehearsal for that night’s competition, my roommates and I went straight to the European zone. I nearly peed my pants when the minotaur rounded a corner and bellowed in my face. Evan, Samir, and Jason nearly fell over, they were laughing so hard. Even the minotaur’s handler, an old white guy dressed like a Spartan warrior with the circle shield and the helmet with the horse-hair Mohawk, even that guy cracked a small smile. The minotaur didn’t find it funny. Although it had a man’s body, the minotaur had a bull’s head. It was kind of hard to tell what he was thinking, but he seemed almost as put out as me by all the laughing.

      The handler pulled out his short sword when the Minotaur looked like he might want to do more than bellow. The creature had lowered his head until his horns were level with Evan’s chest. The other guys stopped laughing then, like someone had cut the sound off on a video game.

      The minotaur’s right leg began stamping while his left fist hit his right hand. As a group, we backed up to the huge bush that made up the maze walls, but we had wandered into a dead end. The minotaur had us trapped.

      The Spartan handler stepped between us and the beast. His sword kind of glowed and even buzzed, like it was filled with bees. The minotaur turned his head away from the sword and took a step back. We followed from a safe distance as the handler and his electric sword herded the minotaur back down the passage and into a different branch. After that, we hurried, basically running, until we found the center of the maze and its elevator back down to the main park level. 

      “Insane,” Evan said once we’d gotten back out into the park. “That was insane. Did you see Aaron’s face? I thought he was going to pass out when the monster yelled at him.”

      I smiled and tried to laugh, but I couldn’t quite manage it. I didn’t say anything, not even to point out that we’d all been scared when the minotaur looked like he was going to charge us. I might be staying in the same hotel room with these guys, but we weren’t friends. We got along okay, but I wasn’t the guy they texted when they needed a fourth to play video games.

      “Oh, look,” I said, trying to sound casual and disinterested and like I wasn’t changing the subject. “There’s the Aviary.” I’d been trying to get the guys to go there with me since we’d gone through the metal detectors at the front gate. So far, they’d dragged me through the Forest of Fear with its goblins and vampires, waited in line for almost an hour for a lame 4-D movie about genetic engineering, and then there was the Minotaur’s Maze. The Aviary though, that was the thing I wanted to see. Or to be more specific, it had the creature I wanted to see.

      “The Aviary?” Samir asked. “Do we have to do that today? It’s just going to be a bunch of lame birds.”

      “I kind of think it’ll be more than birds. Isn’t it supposed to have everything that flies?” I asked.

       Jason shrugged. He pointed at the map projecting out of his park wristband. “Look. On the other side of the Aviary is the Serpent’s Scale. It’s supposed to be the tallest backwards roller coaster in the world.”

      “We don’t have time for both before we have to get back to the hotel to change for tonight’s competition.” Samir started walking off towards the Serpent’s Scale. “Let’s do the roller coaster today.”

      I was torn. On the one hand, the Serpent’s Scale was supposed to be awesome. There were no less than four hundred YouTube holograms of kids throwing up all over the thing. Part of me also wanted to just go with the guys, be a part of the group for once. 

      I started to follow them, but I glanced back at the Aviary with its pictures of flying silhouettes painted on the side. I could almost feel my desire to fit in with the guys flying off like the creatures in the pictures. It was like something was calling me to go inside.

      “I think I’ll pass,” I said. “I’ll meet you guys back at the room before we have to go to the band competition.”

      The guys didn’t even notice I’d stopped walking. I doubted they heard me.

      “Whatever.” I turned and got in line for the Aviary. The place was actually a huge ride that took you through the different creature exhibits. While I waited in line, I tapped on the glass at the tiny fairies until a security guard made me stop. The genetic engineers who’d made all the things here had really gone all out. They had managed to create humans about the size of my hand with huge orange, brown, and gold wings like the ones on a monarch butterfly. The little naked people flew from a bunch of different trees to some bird houses someone had built in the center of their exhibit.

       After only about 10 minutes, I sat down by myself in a row of a car with a whole family in front of me. The family could have split up, but they preferred to cram onto one seat rather than sit with me. It was almost like they were some of the kids at school. 

      One of those Academy Award–winning actors, whose name I didn’t remember, narrated the ride. Some of the flying exhibits were as lame as the guys had thought they might be. The phoenix wasn’t having a burning day, so it just looked like a giant red parrot. The griffins were molting, so it was hard to see much more than a flurry of feathers as their lion paws scratched at the eagle wings. The angels were having a philosophical debate over some obscure point in Islamic theology that used a bunch of vocabulary words I didn’t know. 

      Finally, we got to the main event. First they had some small flying serpents, and then there was a wyvern about the size of a grizzly bear. It flapped its wings and spit saliva at the glass as our car rode past, but it didn’t try to move from its perch in a dead tree. 

      The car rounded a corner and slowed down to a crawl. We drove into what looked like a cave with fake electric torches, the old-fashioned kind from a medieval castle. The floor had been made to look like it had been covered in gold coins. I leaned over the edge of my car as far as I could without falling out. I didn’t want to miss a thing.

      In the very center of the pile of coins lay a huge green dragon the color of wilted spinach. Its head rested on its front paws with its long spiked tail wrapped around its long body, partially covering its wings. Although the creature was clearly based on a huge lizard (the dragon was bigger than a small house), it kind of resembled a cat. Two plumes of smoke drifted out of the man-sized nostrils at the end of the dragon’s snout. Both eyes were shut tight, as if the dragon was asleep.

      Our cars moved slower than a baby crawls, but the dragon didn’t move.

      “What’s the matter with it?” asked one of the girls sitting in the row in front of me. “Is it sick?”

      Bored, came the answer in my head. I jerked back, nearly knocking my chin on the side of the car. I glanced at the family, but they didn’t seem to have heard.

      “What?” I said.

      The dragon opened its eye closest to our car. The red eye with its golden pupil stared at me for a moment before the dragon winked.

      Bored, the dragon said, shutting his eye.

      My mouth moved up and down, but I couldn’t seem to make any words. The car turned the corner, and the ride’s narrator started listing a bunch of dragon facts. At no point did the ride say that dragons could talk. In people’s heads. Or that they winked.

      Somehow I got myself off the ride and back to my hotel room. I put on my suit for the competition and grabbed my trombone in a bit of a daze. I needed to snap out of it for the performance, but I kept hearing the dragon’s voice in my head. It had sounded a bit like the crackling of a fire. Even though he’d only said a few words, they had popped and snapped like wet wood does when thrown on a bonfire.

      No one noticed that I was out of it. I’d never been so grateful that my classmates seemed to find me invisible. “I heard a dragon’s voice in my head” was a one-way ticket to the school psychiatrist.

      By the time the competition was over, I had mostly convinced myself that I had imagined the whole thing. A dragon winking, or even weirder, talking to me? To me? What had I been thinking? I probably should have eaten more than popcorn and caramel apples all day. 

      We finished next to last in the rankings. Ms. Bidwell, our band director, wasn’t real thrilled, but most of us weren’t upset. This meant we wouldn’t have to compete at the championship competition tomorrow or in the winners’ concert the night after. With no more rehearsals or performances, we would have two more full days for exploring the parks. I should have been excited. Instead, my insides curled in on themselves like the edges of a paper that has been singed by a flame.

      The next day I followed my roommates to the African part of the park. We saw things like the Ninki Nanka and the Sphinx. I rode the water ride even though the weather wasn’t warm enough, but I couldn’t seem to get excited like the other guys. Samir tried to push Evan out of the boat, but I barely managed to smile. Although the others thought the water was cold, I was the only one of us who spent the rest of the day shivering as if I would never be warm again. When the guys wanted to go back over to Europe to ride the Serpent Scale, I refused. I wanted nowhere near a dragon, even a fake roller coaster–shaped one. Instead, I took the shuttle tram back to our hotel.

      The warm shower helped with the shivers. With the room to myself, I ordered a pizza from the hotel cafeteria. Once it arrived, I crawled into bed with my root beer and food and watched the new vampire wizard horror movie.

      At three that morning, I finally admitted that I’d made a colossal mistake. In the movie, the vampire had used her magic to appear in the middle of a victim’s room right before she ripped out the person’s throat. With her teeth.

      Every noise in the room kept waking me up in a panic, convinced teeth hovered next to my neck. There seemed to be a lot of noises too, more noises than last night. The closet, especially, sounded like it was possessed. There were bumps and groans, and twice it had sounded like the thing had actually sighed. 

      Finally, I had enough. I picked up my trombone case and crept to the closet. My three roommates slept on, without even moving. Samir snored every few minutes, but otherwise the room was now silent. It was like picking up my trombone had sent the closet back to sleep. 

      I stood frozen in the darkness. Feeling more than a little silly, I hoped my roommates didn’t wake up. They probably already thought I was weird enough. I’d never be able to explain this. 

      Rolling my eyes, I took another step and threw the closet door open.

      Somehow, I managed not to scream. A strangled gurgle fell out of my mouth, but it wasn’t loud enough to wake my roommates. I had expected to find an empty closet, or maybe if I was unlucky, a closet with a rat. I had not expected to see a small dragon curled up on the closet floor.

      This dragon looked exactly like the giant one from the Aviary exhibit, only it was about the size of a Great Dane. Somehow it had squished itself into our dinky closet. It even sort of managed to look comfortable. Just like the dragon at the park, it had both eyes closed and its head on its front paws with its tail wrapped around his body like a giant cat. Two plumes of smoke drifted out of its nostrils.

      “What the—?” I whispered.

      Finally, the dragon said, opening its eyes. 

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      Bored, said the dragon. I told you before.

      “Wait. You’re the same dragon? But that one was huge.”

      The dragon sort of shifted its shoulders as if shrugging. Glamour.

      “What does that mean?” 

      The dragon looked at me for a moment as if thinking. Then it shrugged again. I put pictures in human heads. They see me big. I stay me. I’m not giving you picture now.

      My hands still holding up my trombone case sagged down until my case touched the floor. I slumped down beside it. I could not believe there was a dragon in my room. I would not believe it.

      Believe it, said the dragon. I’m here.

      And it read minds. My head dropped into my hands. I should have been excited. I had loved dragons since I was a small child. Some kids collected dinosaur fossils and facts. Other kids were excited by the different types of space shuttles that ran between Earth and the different Moon colonies. I had been obsessed with dragons. It was the whole reason I’d been focused on the Aviary that first day at the park. But that was before I had the hot breath of one breathing down my neck.

      My head snapped up, and I slid back on my butt as fast as I could until my back ran up against the bed. I hadn’t noticed the dragon leave the closet. It had been close enough to eat me.

      Bored, the dragon said again. Not hungry.

      “Why are you here?”

      Bored.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I interrupted. “You said. But, why are you here? In this room? Right now? With me?”

      Oh. The dragon stood in front of me, its head bent down so its red eyes were level with my brown ones. It was even more terrifying than when the minotaur had threatened us with his horns. You hear me. You answer me.

      I froze. In some ways, this scared me more than the smoke coming from its nostrils, the smoke that implied the dragon could exhale fire. I froze because I understood the dragon, understood not being heard, understood no one seeing the real me even when I was right there.

      I relaxed my death grip on the blanket hanging off the bed. I hadn’t realized that I’d half tried to hide beneath it. “So,” I said, “you’re bored. How can I help?”

      The dragon’s lips parted, showing all of its teeth, sharp pointed things that looked like they should be attached to a giant sewing machine, not to a living creature. My heart started racing again until I realized that the dragon was trying to smile.

      Explore, the dragon said, its fire voice crackling in my mind. We go together.

      I bit my bottom lip, thinking. I glanced over at my roommates, the kids who hadn’t noticed tonight when I wasn’t at the movie by the pool, the kids who were just like every other kid I knew at school. I thought of my parents who hadn’t once checked up on me during this trip, the two people who hadn’t noticed when I hadn’t come home for dinner last week because they forgot to pick me up after our extra band rehearsal.

      The dragon tilted its head, listening to me think, a patient expression in its red eyes.

      Slowly, I started to smile. “Exploring, huh? So when do you want to go?”

      

      Elliot Addison writes books and short stories for children and teens. One of the many professional International Mysterious Persons (or I.M.P.s), Elliot records the stories, both real and imaginary, that happen all around us everyday. Elliot lives somewhere in the world with people who are most likely family but perhaps are not.
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      Lana Badousek had lived in many different kinds of places—an old warehouse, a lighthouse, a log house, and a geodesic dome home, but never a mansion, especially not one with thirteen rooms. It was located in the middle of the Piney Woods, choked by overgrown vines and a forest of towering trees. The mansion was something out of a fairy tale, or more like a nightmare. Lana wandered around, wondering how she was going to survive living here for however many months while she and her mom flipped the mansion from rags to riches.

      “Chin up, sweets. This is a true diamond in the rough, and it will be our ticket to greatness,” Mom said, setting down several bags by the front door, careful not to break the coffee pot. Lana only had one suitcase full of clothes, as well as her backpack stuffed with books.

      “Maybe your ticket to greatness, but not mine,” Lana said, her voice nearly vanishing in the mansion’s cavernous entrance. The place was so trashed that she could almost imagine wild beasts lurking in the hallway ahead, ready to pounce. Lana gulped.

      “The place will be feeling homey soon enough,” Mom said.

      Even if the old-fashioned wallpaper hadn’t been slashed and the flooring torn up, Lana doubted the mansion would ever feel homey with its oversized rooms and the long, daunting corridors. “Maybe we could stay at a hotel,” Lana said before coughing.

      The further they explored in the mansion, the harder it became to breathe with the musty odor hanging in the air, almost like a skunk had sprayed inside at some point. Or perhaps a ghost skunk haunted the place. After Mom had purchased it, Lana had heard all kinds of rumors about the mansion being haunted.

      “We’ll be fine,” Mom said after a long pause. Lana wondered if it was because her mother had some doubts, too. “How else am I supposed to be inspired without truly feeling the pulse of the place? Plus, you know the drill by now. We stay where we work to save money.”

      Lana’s throat felt tight, even after she caught her breath from the coughing fit. The thought of so much work ahead was overwhelming, and what would happen if they couldn’t fix the mansion up and re-sell it for a profit?

      Mom was putting all of their savings into investing in this place. Sure, Mom won it at auction for a fraction of the supposed value, and sure, she was an accomplished architect and home designer who was sought after, but this place seemed impossible to fix.

      “You’re lacking vision, sweets,” Mom said, as if reading Lana’s mind. “We’ll bring in some air fresheners, and we’ll pull an architectural Cinderella. You’ll be amazed.”

      Lana sighed and suppressed another cough. Then she crunched on something as she walked into the kitchen. Broken glass. Several of the windows had been shattered. “Diamond in the rough, huh?”

      Mom rolled her eyes, which made Lana feel like she was the mature one on their team of two. Ever since Mom had showed Lana a picture of this place on the Internet, she’d had a weird feeling about it.

      Sometimes, Lana liked how she got a chance to travel across the United States to buy properties with her mom and transform them into something amazing, home- schooling along the way. But more and more, she felt like she was leaving pieces of herself in each house that they flipped. Lana had a feeling there might be nothing left of herself after this project.

      “Are those footprints?” Lana asked as they continued crunching through the shards of glass.

      Mom adjusted her glasses on the bridge of her nose. “Hmm … maybe from the realtor?”

      Lana knelt down to get a closer look. “Maybe if the realtor was barefoot and had monkey toes.” She saw small red spots that appeared to be blood. Someone … or something … had surely cut themselves on the glass.

      “Hmm,” Mom repeated and left it at that.

      That night, Mom and Lana set up camp in one of the enormous living rooms, after clearing out the junk and spraying all kinds of chemicals in the air to make the stench more tolerable until they could find a permanent fix.

      Without proper working heat, the January chill settled in the mansion, and the trash bags they taped over the many broken windows offered no insulation. No matter how many blankets Lana piled on top of her, she couldn’t warm herself with the chill coming from inside the air mattress.

      Mom could sleep through major demolition projects, but even she tossed and turned, which kept Lana feeling unsettled. Then she heard a whistling sound, something high-pitched and mournful.

      Lana shot up, her air mattress squishing beneath her. There had to be something lurking in the forest outside. With the taped windows, a predator could easily crawl through and attack. How long would it take someone to find their dead bodies in this run-down mansion in the middle of the Piney Woods?

      The whistle noise rang out again. This time it sounded even more sorrowful. The noise that followed could only be described as animalistic sobs. Goosebumps prickled Lana’s arms. The cries weren’t coming from outside. They were coming from inside. Upstairs perhaps. Was something hurt?

      “You hear that?” Lana asked Mom, shaking her awake.

      Mom stirred just as the cries stopped. “Get some sleep, sweets, and stop letting that imagination of yours run so wild.”

      Lana fumed. There was possibly something wild running in their mansion, not in her mind. Whatever creature or thing it was, it sounded like it needed help. Lana gathered her nerves and walked down a long corridor.

      “Hello?” she called out, her voice echoing in the darkness.

      Nothing.

      Bump! Lana ran into an old piece of furniture and lost her footing on the uneven flooring. She barely caught herself from crashing to the ground with a thud. There wasn’t enough light to continue exploring for now.

      Mom was softly snoring when Lana crawled back into bed. The air mattress felt even colder now. Lana shivered.

      Something was inside the house.

      Something was hurt.

      Lana ruled out the possibility of a ghost. She was determined to help tomorrow morning, even if Mom didn’t believe her.

      

      Lana woke to the smell of coffee. Had she really been able to fall asleep despite her chills?

      “Good morning, sweets,” Mom said, passing her a smashed cinnamon roll wrapped in plastic.

      Lana always looked forward to flipping the kitchen on every home improvement project so they could finally eat real food. Not that she was complaining about the packaged junk since she needed the energy. She ate the roll in two bites, the sweetness tickling her taste buds.

      Mom emptied the pot of coffee into her travel mug with her business logo nearly worn off. She rattled off all kinds of projects that she couldn’t wait to get started on, such as new wood flooring, repairing the walls, adding cabinets, etc. “Why don’t you start by gathering some of the trash around here?” Mom asked Lana, though it seemed like more of a demand.

      Given the sprawling size of the mansion and the state of disrepair, this could take ages. Lana looked her mother in the eye. “I’ll get to it later,” she said.

      Mom was quiet, but her expression seemed like it was daring Lana to repeat or explain herself.

      Lana chose her words carefully. She’d been thinking about this for a long time, as far back as the lighthouse or maybe the log home project. “Mom, this is your passion and I support you, but I’ve been feeling overwhelmed, and I need to focus on my work more.” Lana pointed at her backpack full of books that hadn’t been touched since the whole mansion mayhem started.

      Mom’s lips tensed, and she gripped her coffee mug tightly.

      Lana stood taller. Given her recent growth spurt, she was nearly the same height as Mom. “It’s not like I don’t plan on helping you, but I need more time to be me.”

      The tension in Mom’s face released. She almost smiled as she said, “Wow, sweets, you’re growing up way too fast. I’ve got a team of contractors coming over later and things might be a little noisy then, so why don’t you do your own thing for now?”

      Lana didn’t move for a moment, frozen as she processed things—had this conversation really taken place, and had it really gone so well? Before Mom could change her mind, Lana grabbed her backpack and took off down a creepy corridor to find the staircase. While she planned on getting some studying in, she first needed to solve the mystery of what lurked in the mansion.

      The banister had somehow been ripped off, so Lana walked carefully, the steps creaking underneath her slight weight.

      As soon as she reached the top, she heard a small cry. The skunk-like, musty odor was even stronger.

      “Hello? Anyone here?” Lana called out.

      Mom was making a racket downstairs, but Lana heard a soft whimper in reply come from one of the upstairs bedrooms. It was followed by a knocking noise.

      Lana knocked in return. Her knees knocked too, uncertain of what she might find. She followed a trail of dried blood drops.

      The knocks continued, and there was a low, guttural groan. It was coming from the master suite, the door closed. Did Lana dare go inside?

      She hesitated for a moment, until the whimpering picked up. Was it a puppy? The sounds seemed too apish to be a dog or a cat. Lana’s hands shook as she opened the door. It better not be an injured skunk about to spray me, she thought to herself.

      Lana slowly opened the door, and she flinched as if she was about to be attacked. The only assault was a nasal one from the strong odor. The room was eerie with the tall ceilings and decaying wood furniture.

      “Are you in here?” Lana asked. Was she losing her mind?

      Knock. Knock. Knock. KnockKnockKnockKnock.

      The sound came from the corner of the room with a winding staircase next to a closet or storage room. Large boxes full of who knows what blocked the closet’s entrance.

      “I’ll get you out, but you better promise not to kill me,” Lana said. Yes, she definitely felt like she was losing her mind.

      Lana was thankful for the strength she’d gained in her arms from all of the house repair jobs as she moved box after box out of the way. The creature continued to groan and make other strange vocalizations.

      The last box might as well have been packed with lead, given its enormous weight. Lana struggled to move it. Just as she was ready to give up, she budged the box the slightest bit.

      A hand covered in blackish-brown, raggedy fur reached out. Lana gasped and jumped back. Had the previous owners of the mansion left a chimpanzee behind?

      “I’m not going to give up,” Lana said to the ape … and to herself.

      When the ape shifted its weight in the box, Lana was able to tip it over. This was unreal—something from storybooks and fables, not from the life of an ordinary girl.

      The creature crawled out of the box, the air ripe and musky. Lana steadied herself to keep from passing out.

      This was no ordinary ape.

      It looked like the drawings she’d seen of Bigfoot, only this one stood before her in the flesh. It looked younger, with babyish facial features. The beast cried out, this time a happy tune.

      “How in the world did you get yourself trapped in there?” Lana asked. “How in the world do you even exist?”

      The beast reached out to touch Lana’s forehead as if saying thanks. Lana wasn’t sure what to do. What to think. She wished Mom had been there to see Bigfoot so she’d know that she wasn’t hallucinating.

      Before she formed her next thought, the creature fled, crashing through the upstairs window. Glass rained down.

      Lana raced to the window, careful of the glass. She watched as the Bigfoot scaled the wall and raced off into the nearby forest, stopping once to look back in her direction. The creature’s eyes were so incredibly soulful. It was free. How long had it been living in and destroying the mansion until it had gotten itself trapped?

      Lana’s mind filled with questions. There weren’t any answers. There might never be.

      “You okay, sweets?” Mom asked as she stepped into the room. “I heard some glass break and thought I saw something run into the woods.”

      Lana had just opened one of the boxes to see what was inside.

      “Couldn’t stay away from work, could you?” Mom asked with a grin.

      Lana laughed from exhaustion and the absurdity of the situation. Mom was never going to believe Lana, but she would try to explain. Lana planned on using her free time to study Cryptids and to search the woods. Maybe this project was her own ticket to greatness as well as her mom’s, and it would prove to be more rewarding and exciting than Lana could ever imagine.

      

      Jessica Lee Anderson is the author of Uncertain Summer, Calli, Border Crossing, and Trudy, as well as a dozen chapter books and several easy readers. Jessica lived in Hawaii for several years as a young girl, but she calls Texas home now, and she lives outside of the Austin area with her husband, daughter, and two crazy dogs. For more information, visit jessicaleeanderson.com.
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      Gina Poirier pushed the puck ahead of her as she sped toward her opponents’ end. She noted the rasp, rasp of winger Nora McNab’s skates to her right and slightly behind her.

      Gina deked past the defenceman and glanced up. The opposing goalie flexed her knees and wiggled her catching glove as if to say, bring it on.

      Gina glided to her left, faked a pass, and watched as the goalie began to move across the net, in Nora’s direction. Then Gina fired the puck into the open left side.

      Nora approached with her hand upraised for a high five, and Gina saw her other teammates behind. She shot a triumphant glance at Coach Pellerin, who gave her a grudging nod.

      

      Gina chattered excitedly to her mother all the way home in the car. “Maybe now I’ll get more ice time,” she said.

      “Where was Katie Comeau tonight?” Gina’s mom asked.

      “Coach said she felt sick, couldn’t make it.” Gina shrugged and looked out the window. “That’s why I got to play centre on the top line.”

      “You did a good job, honey,” Mom said, smiling. “Maurice would’ve been impressed.”

      Gina sat silent for a moment. Whenever he could, her older brother Maurice had always come to watch her games. This year, though, he’d cracked the lineup of the team in Moncton, over three hours’ drive away from the Poiriers’ home town of Aptaqatg in north-eastern New Brunswick. For the length of the hockey season, he was staying with their cousins in Moncton.

      She felt happy for Maurice, but at the same time, she missed him. Of course, if he were sitting in the car right now, he’d be telling her all the stuff she’d done wrong. She could imagine it now. You missed your check on the other centre on their first goal. You want to make the national team someday, you need to play hard at both ends of the ice.

      Gina sighed. Truth is, she’d been cheating a bit on that play, thinking her defence would chase down the puck and spring her for a breakaway. She’d gambled and been wrong.

      Katie wouldn’t have missed her check, a small voice inside her insisted.

      Yeah, but Katie wasn’t there.

      

      “You missed a good game,” Gina overheard Nora say the next day at recess. Gina lengthened her strides until she caught up with her teammates.

      “Yeah, sorry,” Katie said, lowering her head. “I wasn’t feeling well.”

      “Hey, are you okay?” Nora asked. “You look—”

      Katie raised her head defiantly, and Gina saw the dark shadows under her eyes. “I look what?” Katie snapped, placing her hands on her hips.

      That’s not like Katie, Gina thought.

      “Hey, whatever,” Nora said, raising her hands, palm out. She turned to Gina. “Let’s go.”

      Gina shot a glance back over her shoulder, seeing Katie’s sour look. Sure, Katie wasn’t her favourite person. It wasn’t because Coach Pellerin had put her on the top line—what irked Gina more was the way Katie acted as though she thought she was better than her teammates.

      That aside, though, Katie seemed pretty easygoing, usually.

      Something wasn’t right with her, that was for sure.

      Gina grimaced. Whatever it was, she hoped it would get cleared up in a hurry. To win the first round of playoffs, they needed everyone on their game—including Katie.

      

      Friday night, Gina thought as she headed toward her room to get ready for bed. A whole weekend ahead, with no school. Plus, hockey tomorrow afternoon, the start of the playoffs.

      Gina frowned. She found herself torn between wanting Katie to be back for the next game and half hoping she wouldn’t be. With Katie, the team had a better chance of winning, and that mattered to Gina. The further they went in the playoffs, the more likely they’d attract the attention of scouts for the national development team. Ever since Micheline Audette from nearby Shippagan had cracked the Canadian lineup for the Olympics, Gina had dreamed about one day representing her country in international play.

      On the other hand, Gina knew her performance the other night wouldn’t be enough to convince Coach Pellerin to let her centre the top line if Katie showed up. And if she didn’t get playing time, it’d be tough to impress any scouts.

      Gina shrugged. If Katie showed, she showed. Nothing she could do about it.

      “Hey, Gina,” Mom called down the hallway after her. “Don’t forget to clean your room. Remember, I asked you earlier this week.” She paused, adding in a laughing tone, “If you don’t, the loup-garou might get you.”

      “Yes, Mom,” Gina replied. Still on about the loup- garou. She shook her head. She didn’t mind, really. The story of the loup-garou was a harmless bit of folklore parents in New Brunswick had been teasing their children with for years. Gina had looked it up, once, on the Internet. A legend, of course, with many different versions. The way her mother’s story went, if you did something bad, you might get turned into the loup-garou, which usually took the form of a wolf. Gina had read that according to some legends, the loup-garou could be another creature, such as an owl or even a pig. Gina snorted. Yeah, a pig would be pretty terrifying, wouldn’t it?

      The unfortunate person who became the loup- garou remained human by day but shifted form at night. The spell could last as many as 101 nights—that’s more than three months, Gina thought with a shiver as she did the math in her head. However, the spell could be broken if someone drew the loup-garou’s blood when the enchantment was in place.

      Afterward, both people involved must be careful never to speak of the incident—or they would both turn into the loup-garou.

      Someone must have had lots of time on their hands to make up stuff like that, Gina thought, shaking her head.

      Gina opened the door to her room and groaned inwardly when she saw the floor littered with various odds and ends, including a pair of rolled-up dirty socks, her favourite sweatshirt, the paperback novel she was currently halfway through, and—

      She sighed.

      Gina fired the dirty laundry at the white plastic clothes basket in the closet, one piece at a time, from different parts of the room, pretending she was playing basketball. She watched a pair of socks land within the confines of the basket and raised her arms in victory. Poirier’s hot tonight. Shooting fifty percent from the floor, she imagined an announcer’s voice saying. She wadded up a dirty T-shirt and arced a shot toward the target. It hit the rim and flopped into the closet. Gina shrugged. I’ll get it later.

      When the dirty laundry had been dealt with, Gina tossed her book on the end table, stuffed a couple of articles of relatively clean clothing into her dresser, and piled an armful of odds and ends she didn’t know what to do with in the corner of the closet.

      There, she thought. That should pass inspection.

      She’d just turned on the bedside lamp and settled in to read a few chapters of her book when she heard a tap-tapping on the window. Gina frowned, listening. No, not a tapping. The noise sounded more like a scrrrritch, as though someone were drawing their fingernails along a chalkboard.

      Annoyed and afraid at the same time, Gina padded over to the window, peering out.

      Two enormous yellow eyes looked in.

      The eyes blinked.

      Gina staggered backwards until she felt the bed behind her.

      A big grey dog—no, make that a big grey wolf. A huge grey wolf. Gina opened her mouth to holler for her mom and dad when she noticed a glint of yellow, reflected by the nearby streetlight, around the wolf’s neck.

      Wolves don’t wear jewelry, she told herself.

      She tiptoed closer, craning to see but cautious not to get too close.

      Yes, she was right. Around its neck, the wolf bore a gold chain with a heart-shaped pendant that dangled under its chin and bumped against its chest as it shifted anxiously.

      Gina leaned closer. The wolf had something clenched in its jaws. As Gina watched, the wolf fumbled with the object, then pressed it against the window glass with its right forepaw. A jagged-edged piece of boxboard, maybe from a cereal box, Gina thought, intrigued. On it was written something, although the handwriting looked childish, as if penned by someone just learning to form letters.

      Still, Gina could clearly make out the word written there. HELP.

      Gina straightened her shoulders and stood statue- still for a moment, warring with her fear.

      This could be just about the dumbest thing you’ve ever done, she thought as she walked over to the window. Well, maybe not so dumb, she told herself. I think I recognise that necklace. Gina undid the safety catches and turned the crank to open the window.

      With one smooth leap, the wolf jumped into the room, and Gina cranked the window shut.

      With a gesture of her trembling hand, Gina motioned toward the necklace.

      The wolf nodded.

      Gina reached out and grasped the heart-shaped pendant in her right hand. She turned it over and leaned forward to read the inscription. To Katie. Love, Mom and Dad.

      Gina stepped back and struggled to reconcile what her eyes told her was real with what her mind told her was impossible.

      The wolf watched her, yellow-eyed and panting nervously. Gina eyed the long teeth warily.

      “Can you talk?” Gina said, breaking the silence.

      The wolf shook her head.

      “Katie Comeau?” Gina whispered, feeling incredibly foolish.

      The wolf whined, low in her throat, then nodded once, slowly.

      Gina stood for a moment, thinking, arms crossed.

      No wonder Katie felt ill. If this is happening to her at night, it’d be hard to sleep, for sure—

      Another thought, unbidden, sprang forward. If I don’t help her, I’ll get to play centre on the top line—

      Gina blushed bright red under the wolf’s quiet scrutiny. No, she thought. If I were in her shoes, I’d be desperate for someone to help me.

      But how?

      The Internet had said something—what was it? To cure someone of being the loup-garou, you had to take some of their blood—cut them, for example.

      The idea made Gina feel dizzy. She always felt faint when she saw blood. She remembered the time at one of Maurice’s games when there’d been a fight and blood from a player’s nose had splashed onto the ice. Gina had almost passed out in the stands.

      Besides, she hated hurting anything. When she found a spider in the house, she usually captured it with a tissue and placed it outside. What Katie was asking her to do—

      “I can’t,” Gina said, spreading her hands. “You’ll have to go somewhere else.”

      The wolf stepped forward, then cocked her head and looked toward the door. Seconds later, Gina heard a noise.

      Footsteps, in the hallway.

      Gina motioned toward the closet. The wolf leaped in, and Gina could hear her burrowing under the clothes on the floor.

      Gina closed the closet door behind the wolf. Seconds later, a knock sounded on the bedroom door.

      “Come in,” Gina said, hoping her mother didn’t notice the hoarseness in her voice.

      “I came to say goodnight,” her mother said. “Hey, it looks great in here. You did a nice job.” She paused, rubbing her bare arms and shivering. “Did you have the window open?”

      “I caught a spider,” Gina said, squirming slightly at having to lie. “I let it out.”

      “Well, as long as you locked the window back up.” Gina’s mother smiled, then took a step toward the closet. Gina froze. Uh-oh, she thought as she watched her mother reaching for the knob.

      “Uh, Mom,” Gina said, stepping forward. “I—uh—I may have just thrown a few things in there, to get them off the floor. I’d rather you didn’t look.” She paused, then added, in a rush of words. “I’ll straighten the closet out tomorrow. I promise.”

      “Well—all right,” Mom replied, smiling as she dropped her hand back to her side. “Good night, then,” she said, her gaze lingering on the book on Gina’s bedside table. “Don’t read too late, okay? Big game tomorrow afternoon.”

      “I know,” Gina said, stretching and yawning. “G’night, Mom.”

      Gina waited until her mother’s footsteps had retreated down the hall, then raced to the closet door.

      The wolf poked her head out from her hiding place. “That was a close one,” Gina whispered.

      The wolf nodded, then padded along the carpet to the foot of the bed. She stretched, then shook herself with so much enthusiasm that a few hairs floated free.

      “Hey!” Gina protested.

      The wolf hung her head, though her eyes remained fixed on Gina.

      Back to the problem, Gina told herself, though she found the yellow-eyed gaze distracting, particularly when the wolf began to pant again, showing her teeth.

      “Look,” Gina whispered. “You need to trust me. I need to draw blood to break the spell.”

      The wolf gave a low growl.

      “I don’t like it either,” Gina replied. “But how can we do it?”

      And will I have the courage to get close to those teeth?

      Gina opened the top drawer of her desk, pulling out her jackknife—one of Maurice’s old ones, a hand-me-down. She’d used it to whittle sticks, but this— Gina shook her head, panicking.

      The wolf whined to get Gina’s attention. When Gina turned to face her, the wolf pointed with her nose at an empty pop can lying on the floor next to the trash container.

      “Yeah, maybe,” Gina said, thinking of the time she’d accidentally cut her finger on a similar can. “We could nick one of your paw pads with it.”

      The wolf lifted her right front foot. “Better use the other one,” Gina advised. “You’re right-handed, aren’t you?”

      The wolf switched paws.

      “Here goes,” Gina said. She moved the can until the razor-edged opening sat against one of the grey paw pads. She pushed. Nothing happened.

      Harder, Gina told herself. She gritted her teeth and twisted the can, pushing as she did so.

      Droplets of crimson blood oozed out of the paw-pad.

      Then, suddenly, it was Katie and not a wolf sitting in front of Gina, with a dollop of blood rolling down her pinky finger.

      “Bandages in the bathroom,” Gina mumbled. “Next room over.” Then she passed out.

      

      Gina woke up to find Katie peering down into her face.

      “Found them,” Katie said, lifting her left pinky finger so Gina could see the bandage wrapped around it. “All good.”

      “We can’t talk about this. Ever,” Gina whispered.

      “Fine by me,” Katie replied. She hesitated. “Look, I know I haven’t been the best teammate—”

      “Forget it,” Gina said, waving her hand. “I could have been better, myself.” She paused and bit her lower lip. “Maybe tomorrow’s game can be a chance for a new start.”

      Katie nodded. “Friends?” she asked, extending her right hand.

      “Friends,” Gina agreed firmly, reaching her own hand out to shake Katie’s.

      

      The next morning, a rapping on the door woke Gina up.

      “Come in,” she said drowsily, blinking as she checked the time. 9 a.m. I slept in.

      “Breakfast is ready,” Mom said.

      “I’ll be right there.”

      Gina swung out of bed and grabbed her robe.

      What a weird dream, she thought, shaking her head. But it felt so real.

      Gina looked at the carpet at the foot of the bed, noticing a bit of fluff on the floor. She bent down and picked it up.

      Animal hairs. Grey ones.

      Gina glanced out the window and gasped. In the soft earth under the window, she could clearly see paw-prints mingled with marks left by running shoes.

      Gina smiled as she made her way down the hallway toward the kitchen. Nothing to stop Katie from showing up for tonight’s game.

      To her surprise, Gina felt happy about that. Sure, that likely meant she wouldn’t get to play centre on the top line.

      But she’d gained a new friend. That counted for something.
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      Jamie ran down the wooded path, whacking tree trunks and slicing through leaves with the thick branch he carried. He was pretending it was a sword, swooping it down on his imaginary foes, crying out in triumph as each met his untimely end. It was his favorite time of day. School had ended, and the afternoon stretched ahead of him, waiting to be filled with video games and cookies.

      “Watch out!”

      He turned in surprise at the voice to find his classmate Ingrid standing just off the path beside him.

      “What do you want?”

      She pointed at a mound of dirt near his feet. It was tall, almost as high as his knees. He squatted down beside it to get a closer look. It wasn’t a mound of dirt at all. It was more like a sandcastle, with tiny towers, a carved gate, and teeny little windows.

      “Did you make this?”

      She shook her head. “No, it’s a fairy house. You have to be very careful not to damage it. They get real mad if you do.”

      “Fairies aren’t real!” Jamie said with a laugh. “Only babies believe in fairies.”

      He lifted his branch high.

      “No! Don’t!”

      Jamie swung the branch with all his might and pulverized the castle, sending the dirt flying across the path.

      “There. I told you. They aren’t real.”

      Ingrid shook her head, backing away, her eyes wide. “You’ll be sorry.”

      He laughed and kept running down the path, swinging his branch the whole way home.

      

      That night, Jamie thought of Ingrid again as he was getting ready for bed, picturing her frightened expression as she backed away from him on the path.

      “Fairies,” he muttered, kicking his dirty jeans and T-shirt across the floor into his closet. “Who still believes in fairies?”

      He crawled into bed and turned off his light, still shaking his head as he fell asleep.

      

      Morning was Jamie’s least favorite time of day. It was the longest possible amount of time before more video games, and he’d nearly cleared the eleventh level last night. He knew he’d get it on the next try, and that was hours and hours away.

      He rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and went to his closet. It smelled funny this morning, all damp and moldy like Grandpa’s basement. He reached for a pair of jeans from the top of a folded pile on the shelf. They were wet. How could they be wet? He dug through the pile, but every single pair of pants was wet, even his shorts. He reached for the dirty pair he’d kicked into the closet last night, but they were wet too.

      All of his shirts were wet, even his socks and underwear. But when he ran his hand along the wall, it was dry. The carpet was dry. Only his clothes were wet.

      “Jamie! Hurry up, we’re going to be late!” His mother’s voice rang all the way up the stairs from the kitchen.

      Oh no. What was he going to tell his mom? He could hear her already stomping up the stairs. She pushed open the door and looked him over.

      “What is taking so long? Get dressed!”

      “Uh …”

      His mother pushed him aside and went to the closet. She reached for a pair of jeans, her hand jerking away as soon as it touched the wet fabric. “What?” she reached for a different pair, then another, and another. She ran her hand along his T-shirts then turned back to him, her face red. “What did you do?”

      

      Ingrid Bella didn’t look up as Jamie crept into class and handed the tardy note from his mother to the teacher. His sneakers were still damp despite their time in the dryer with the rest of his clothes, and they made small squeaking noises as he trudged to his desk.

      He stared at her, hoping she’d glance over at him, but her eyes remained glued to the teacher.

      “Pssst.”

      Nothing.

      She sat two rows ahead of him and refused to turn around, even when he tried getting a friend to pass her a note. She wouldn’t take it. She ignored the tapping on her shoulder until his friend gave up and passed it back to him with a shrug. All he could do was glare at the glossy black braid hanging down her back.

      

      “Hey! You!” shouted Jamie.

      Ingrid looked up from her spot on the swing set as Jamie strode across the playground toward her at recess. He’d been held back by the teacher, who wanted to give him a handout he’d missed at the beginning of class.

      “Do you know how much trouble I was in this morning? I’m grounded! From video games! For a week!” He stared at her, but she only looked confused. “I was about to beat the eleventh level! Do you know what that means?”

      She shook her head. “What do you want?”

      “I want to know what’s going on. Yesterday I knocked over a pile of dirt, you told me I’d be sorry, and today I’m grounded. Did you sneak into my house last night and soak all my clothes?”

      Understanding dawned on Ingrid’s face. “Oh.” She gave him a weird look. “You think I broke into your house? I don’t even know where you live. I tried to warn you, remember? I told you not to.”

      “Not to what? Knock over a fairy house? Fairies aren’t real. Everybody knows that.”

      She shrugged and moved to get off the swing set.

      “Wait! Fine. So, let’s say they’re real.”

      She sat back down and began to swing, kicking her legs.

      “How do you even know about fairies anyway?”

      “I don’t, not really. But there are duendes at my auntie’s house in the Philippines, and my mom says fairies are a lot like that. If you show them respect, then they give you blessings. If you don’t, then they curse you.”

      “How do I make them stop?”

      “I don’t know. Try leaving them an offering. Tell them you’re sorry.”

      Jamie nodded. “Okay. I’ll try.” He had to do something. Maybe if what he offered was nice enough, they would help change his mom’s mind, and he could play his video games again.

      

      It would have been a good idea to ask Ingrid what to offer the fairies, but Jamie hadn’t thought about that. And anyway, he still wasn’t totally sure he believed they were real, so he tried begging his mother to let him play his video games, but she refused. He offered to do the dishes in exchange for just an hour of gaming, but she said, “No deal.”

      He even agreed to play a board game with his sister, hoping his mom would see how worthy he was of his video games. Nothing worked. Fairy bribing it was.

      That night before bed, and after checking that the house was locked up tight, he brought a plate of cookies up to his room with him. He figured if he liked them, maybe the fairies would too.

      He put the plate on the floor in front of the closet door.

      “I’m really sorry I kicked over your house,” he mumbled. He turned out the light and crawled into bed.

      It had to work. It just had to.

      

      For the first time in a long time, Jamie jumped out of bed when the alarm went off instead of hitting snooze five times. The plate in front of his closet was empty.

      With a whoop of joy, he pulled open the door and grabbed his favorite yellow T-shirt from the hanger. It was dry!

      He yanked it over his head and went to put his hands in the sleeves. They were sewn closed. He yanked at the edges of the fabric, but the thread was strong. It wouldn’t tear. He pulled off the shirt and checked the others. Sure enough, all of the sleeves were sewn closed. It was the same with all of his pants. They were all sewn shut at the ankle.

      Inside one of the pockets was a delicate piece of paper. It was nothing like the paper in his notebooks. It was almost see-through, like tissue paper. On it, in elegant script, were the words:

      

      You didn’t think it would be that easy, did you?

      

      Jamie looked from the note to his closet. He was in so much trouble.

      

      It was lunch time when Jamie finally made it to school. He found Ingrid out in the woods near the playground, the same woods he’d been running through just a few days before.

      “It didn’t work.”

      “I didn’t say it would.”

      “They sewed all my clothes shut. My mom had to take me to buy new ones before I could come to school.” His face turned red. “I had to go to the store in my pajamas.”

      Ingrid looked like she might laugh, but she bit down on her lip instead. “I’m sorry. What did you try? Did you apologize? Did you give them an offering?”

      “Of course I did! I said I was sorry and put out a plate of cookies, which they ate.” He rubbed a hand over his face. “I’m grounded for two weeks now.”

      “Cookies? You tried to give them cookies?”

      “What was I supposed to give them?”

      “I don’t know, but not cookies.” She looked up at the leaves overhead, as if the answer was hidden there. With a sigh, she turned back to him. “All right, come on.”

      “Come on where?”

      “The library. We’re going to find the answer.”

      

      Jamie followed Ingrid back into the school to the library. She led him past the picture books and down an aisle where one of the shelves was marked folklore. There seemed to be books about folklore from all over the world.

      Ingrid pulled down a book and started paging through. “Here we go. Fairies. You’re supposed to leave offerings of cream or milk. Sometimes cakes or breads.”

      “You’d think cookies would be close enough,” Jamie said.

      Ingrid rolled her eyes at him.

      “Fine. I’ll try it.”

      “It wouldn’t be a bad idea to build them a new house too. Maybe they’ll like it enough to leave your closet.”

      Jamie nodded. He didn’t dare complain. At this point he was willing to try anything to get his video games back.

      

      That night, he snuck out of his room to the kitchen after his mom went to bed and poured some milk into a bowl. He grabbed another plate of cookies as well, just to be safe, since they did eat them last time.

      He placed them both in front of the closet door and got down on his knees.

      “I’m really, really, really sorry. Please give me my clothes back. I didn’t mean to wreck your house, or at least, I wouldn’t have if I’d known someone was living there. I’ll make you a new house, I promise. Just please stop messing with my clothes.”

      There was no sound from his closet, only his clothes on their hangers and the lurking shadows. He got up off his knees, turned out the light, and got into bed. What was going to be wrong with his clothes tomorrow?

      

      The alarm was still ten minutes away from going off when Jamie woke up the next morning. He’d had a terrible sleep, starting at every noise, wondering if it was the fairies.

      He crept out of bed and went to his closet. The plate and bowl were empty.

      With a tremor of fear, he pulled the closet door open and reached for a pair of pants.

      They were dry.

      He checked the legs.

      They weren’t sewn shut.

      Ever so carefully, he pulled them on, checking for rips and stains and mud. Nothing. He put his hand in the pocket, where a small piece of paper waited.

      

      We have a few thoughts on the new house you’re going to build us … (And keep the offerings coming!)

      

      Next, in tiny script, was a list under the heading Demands, which Jamie didn’t bother reading. He was too relieved. He had his clothes back! And his video games!

      He ran all the way to school after eating breakfast and looked for Ingrid everywhere, finally finding her in the library with her nose tucked in a book.

      “I did it! They liked the milk and cookies!” He waved the note at her.

      She took the note from him, a smile on her face. “That’s great.” The smile faded as she read the note. “Wait, did you read the list of their demands for the new house?”

      “Not in detail, no.” He wasn’t going to tell her that he hadn’t read it at all.

      She handed the paper back to him. His face fell as he read it. “Where am I supposed to get a tiny telescope? And a miniature hot tub?”

      “I don’t know. But I suggest you tell your mom to stock up on milk and cookies while you figure it out.”

      “You’re kidding me. I seriously have to fulfill all of these demands?”

      Ingrid stood up from her chair and tucked her book under her arm. She gave him a smile as she left the library. “Looks like it. Either that or you’ve got new neighbors.”
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      Josie could smell the change in her room.

      She noticed it as soon as she went up there after school. Dodgy trainers, the comforting pong of Leonard, her dog, and something else. The new smell was spicy and dry, but she couldn’t work out where it was coming from.

      She gave the dog a gentle nudge on the behind.

      “Go on, boy. Solve the mystery.”

      Leonard headed straight for Josie’s closet, sniffing at it and looking puzzled. After a moment he scratched at the door with one paw …

      And something on the other side scratched back.

      Leonard jumped in surprise and sneezed.

      Josie was a practical girl. There wasn’t supposed to be anything that moved in her closet. Whether it was a raccoon or someone playing a joke, she would be prepared. She grabbed her baseball bat from the corner, and, armed and ready, she tugged open the closet door.

      “Oh.”

      She stared. She knew exactly what it was. How or why it was in a twelve-year-old’s bedroom closet was a mystery.

      Leonard edged forward, sniffed, and sneezed again. Josie could feel her own nose prickling at the musty waft from the closet, like stale cinnamon.

      Wedged between sweaters and boxes of old toys was an Egyptian mummy. It was tall and battered, with loose ends of bandage hanging off here and there. It would have been rejected as a film prop. Arms crossed over its chest, it leaned at a slight angle, its head against a heap of clothes on the top shelf.

      Leonard, who considered the mystery solved, wandered off to chew some furniture before Josie’s mother got back from work.

      Josie prodded the mummy with the baseball bat. It didn’t move. She was sure she’d heard a noise, though. She sat down on the floor. If this was a practical joke, who had done it?

      There was always her friend Robert, of course. As a fellow “reject” (which covered anyone in their year who didn’t seek popularity or attention), he and Josie shared a love of weird stuff. Into science fiction—and chunky and asthmatic—Robert was shunned by the “in” people. But she couldn’t see how Robert could have got hold of such a thing, or why he would hide it in her closet …

      “Shut. Door. Please.”

      She looked around.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Shut. Door.”

      The second time, it was obvious that the words came from the mummy. One dark brown eye had opened, like a prune with a glint in it.

      Despite her surprise, the mummy didn’t seem very threatening. Josie was young, fast, and armed. And Leonard was around. She was fairly sure that he would take to a dry stick-shaped leg as easily as he did to a dry leg-shaped stick.

      “Uh … what are you doing in my closet?”

      “I am. Hiding.”

      A dead Egyptian (who smelled like an old cinnamon cookie) was hiding in her bedroom. Okay. She pushed the closet door so that it was only half open and pulled out her phone.

      “Robert, are you busy at the moment? You might want to come over.”

      

      Half an hour later, they were in conference, sitting on Josie’s bed. After a hefty blast on his inhaler, Robert nodded. He pulled out some horror DVDs he had brought, and they stared at the covers.

      “It does look like a mummy,” he agreed. “And it definitely spoke?”

      “Yes. It said it was hiding.”

      Anyone else at school would have argued. Robert went over to the closet and opened the door wider.

      “Do you have a name?” asked Robert.

      The mummy’s head tilted slightly.

      “Menkhep.” The voice was dry, hollow.

      Robert looked excited.

      “Are you a mighty pharaoh?”

      “Archi. Tect. Builder.”

      Josie thought that was slightly disappointing. A fabulous relic of the past in her closet, and he was a drywaller.

      “What are you hiding from?”

      “Every. Thing.” The mummy shivered.

      It was a slow conversation, with very long pauses. Peanut butter sandwiches were made in between sentences, though the mummy didn’t seem to want any.

      Menkhep was on the run. Or on the stumble. Josie doubted that he could run anywhere. After countless centuries of what seemed to be a pleasant sleep, he had been dug up and placed into a case to be displayed in museums. He hadn’t minded that. People stared; he dozed, safe in his comfortable case.

      Then, quite recently, he had been shipped here, to the small museum in Josie’s hometown, and the trouble began. A stranger started asking about the new display. He said he was an expert. He asked to have the case opened and started coming in at night to do “studies.”

      Those studies had involved breaking off one of the mummy’s toes, then another, then a finger, and taking away pieces of the wrappings. They also involved a lot of muttering and chanting, some of which Menkhep thought sounded familiar. Familiar from very long ago.

      “Man. Took. Pieces.”

      Menkhep moved one arm. Some of the bandages, and the little finger from his right hand, were missing.

      Robert and Josie made sympathetic noises.

      “Left. Place. Not want. To lose. More.”

      “You wouldn’t,” they agreed.

      They decided to ignore the unlikely fact that a mummy could wake up, think, or move at all. He was here, and that was that. Even Leonard, who pottered in to “borrow” a peanut butter sandwich, seemed to have taken it in his stride.

      The mummy’s tale was fragmented, like scraps of an ancient parchment. The mummy was trying to escape the strange man but had spent too much time in his coffin. “Sarcophagus,” insisted Robert.

      Josie was beginning to understand. This Menkhep was like Mrs. Gumster, who lived across the street. She couldn’t leave her house, even though she was a lot fitter than the mummy. Agoraphobic, that was the word. Being away from his safe place had proved to be a terrifying experience.

      Staggering through the night, confused and lost, the mummy had found the garage door open at Josie’s house. With Josie on a sleepover and her mother on night shift, the bewildered Egyptian wandered around the empty house until he found a nice enclosed space.

      Josie’s closet.

      “How come you speak English, Mr. Menkhep?” Robert was flicking through screens on his phone.

      “Listen. Many years. Many. Years.”

      Josie and Robert considered the matter.

      “I suppose you can stay here until we work something out,” she said at last.

      But the mummy had gone stiff again. Maybe he was asleep. She pressed the closet door quietly shut.

      Robert put down his phone. “I found this site online. They used to use bits of mummy as medicine. Long time ago, mind you. And for magic.”

      “Magic. That chanting and so on. I bet that man wants to do something magical—and probably not in a nice way.”

      They sat on the bed and watched some of an old horror film, keeping the sound turned down low.

      “See?” She nodded as a man put on ancient Egyptian robes and started chanting over a sarcophagus.

      Robert paused the film. “That wouldn’t be a good thing, then.”

      “Not for Mr. Menkhep if they’re going to keep stealing his fingers—and maybe other bits.”

      Their imaginations supplied the mummy’s head on an altar or his arms being waved around by hooded figures.

      “Yuck. I have to go. Dad will be home soon, and he wants to play basketball again.”

      His father was always hopeful that Robert would suddenly find an interest in sports. And always disappointed.

      They parted with a promise to come up with a plan at the end of the week. The next two days of school were what the principal called “fun” tests, which wouldn’t affect their grades. No one but the principal thought this was fun, not even the teachers.

      Josie said nothing to her mother, who worked on the ambulances. She came home tired most days. Or nights. Sometimes they watched TV or played a board game; sometimes her mother had to crash out soon after eating. Josie understood. And having the mummy around was quite pleasant. He said very little and asked for nothing but to doze in the closet. Once she got used to the odd smell, Josie found it quite reassuring.

      “Are you sure I can’t get you anything?” she asked on the second night.

      “Tired. Thank. You. Not moved. For so many years.”

      He probably needed to get fit again, Josie thought, but she couldn’t imagine Menkhep doing aerobics. A leg would probably drop off.

      She did drag a spare mattress into her room and suggested he sleep on that, which would be more comfortable. He managed five minutes on it and then had to get back in the closet.

      “Too much. Space,” he moaned and pulled the door shut on himself.

      

      It was Friday morning when the front door bell rang, minutes before she had to go to school. Puzzling over a lost pencil case, Josie answered the door without thinking.

      “Yes?”

      The man on the porch was tall and wore a suit. He had the sort of smile adults used when they hated children but didn’t want to show it. Wide and artificial, too many teeth.

      “Hello, dear. Is your mummy in?”

      Caught off guard, Josie made a mess of things.

      “No! There’s no mummy here, never has been.”

      The smile exposed even more teeth.

      “Ah.” He rubbed the side of his nose. “I only speak to … mummies, you see.”

      He gave a damp cough.

      “How did you get it here?” he said. “No, that doesn’t matter. What matters is that it is mine. I’m sure you don’t want that dry old thing in your way, so let’s see about removing it.”

      He reached into his jacket and pulled out a wallet.

      “Ten pounds, perhaps? For the inconvenience. You can tell your parents you found the money.”

      “I don’t take anything from strangers,” she said firmly and shut the door in the man’s face.

      “He knows about Mr. Menkhep,” she said to Leonard, who had utterly failed to be any sort of guard dog.

      How the man had found out where the mummy was, she couldn’t imagine. Maybe he had some clever way of following the smell. Even Josie’s mother had asked if she had bought a new air freshener.

      She texted Robert. “Skip school. Meet me here.” It wouldn’t be the first time—she used her mother’s old phone to send texts to the school secretary.

      They held their meeting in the kitchen, not sure what to say to the mummy himself.

      “We could move him.” Robert took an extra drag on his inhaler, in case things got too exciting.

      “Wouldn’t help. If that man could find Mr. Menkhep hidden in my bedroom, he can probably find him anywhere.”

      “The bits,” said Robert. “Maybe he can track him through magic, using them. Use a finger or a toe to work out where the rest is.”

      It made as much sense as anything else.

      “So what do we do?”

      “Well, he can’t say anything to your mother, can he? He can’t ask, ‘Please, can I have the Egyptian body in your daughter’s closet, the one from the museum?’ And I bet he won’t go to the police.”

      Josie took the point. “He’ll have to steal the mummy, then.”

      “Which means breaking in to your house.”

      “Then we could go to the police.”

      “Which would be too late for Mr. Menkhep.”

      They looked down at the dog. Leonard dropped the carrot he had stolen from the vegetable rack and tried to look useful. It didn’t help. Neither did talking it over with the mummy, who groaned and seemed to accept his fate.

      “Let him. Take me. Then. Not. Your fault.”

      A knock on the front door interrupted further talk.

      This time Josie pushed Leonard into position, and she had Robert with her. The three of them faced the tall man on the porch. Josie noticed the cream-coloured car across the street. That didn’t belong to anyone around here. He must have been waiting and thinking. No doubt he’d seen Robert arrive—and no adults.

      “Look, kids, I’m trying to be nice. I don’t know how you got it here, but you don’t own that mummy.”

      “Neither do you,” said Robert. “If anyone has any rights here, the mummy belongs to the museum.”

      “I have an arrangement with them,” said the man sharply.

      Josie scowled. “I bet it’s not legal.”

      That seemed to hit a nerve. The tall man made himself taller.

      “I will take it, if I have to.”

      He reached to grab Josie’s arm, but she avoided him. This time, Leonard edged forward, bristling, and gave a low growl. The man kicked out but missed.

      “Hello, Mrs. Gumster,” said Josie in a loud voice and waved.

      The man looked round.

      In the window opposite, Mrs. Gumster waved back. She held up a phone in her other hand, making it obvious.

      “She’s probably written your license plate down.” Josie smiled. “She doesn’t get out, but she has very good eyesight.”

      Trapped between a growling terrier, two stubborn children, and Mrs. Gumster, the man said something rude. He glared, and strode to his car. The cream- coloured car pulled away, and peace returned.

      “Whoa!” Robert leaned against the door.

      “Breathe slowly.”

      They all went back inside.

      Robert, when he was breathing properly again, had three points to make. One, the tall man didn’t seem to know that the mummy could move by himself. Two, the man probably wouldn’t give up. Three, they had no idea what to do next. He had a fourth point, when he got to the end. The dental appointment excuse, supposedly sent by Josie’s mother, wouldn’t get them out of afternoon classes.

      “He won’t do anything today,” said Josie. “Mrs. Gumster’s sitting at her front window.”

      So they packed up their school books, feeling frustrated.

      

      Josie tried to think how to tell her mother what was going on and failed. They spent a normal weekend together, but her mother was back on long shifts.

      “Can people be dead for a long time, but not really dead?” asked Josie over Saturday night hamburgers.

      Her mother nodded, mustard dripping from her chin.

      “Sort of. They might be in what we call a coma, where they seem as if they’re almost dead.”

      “And do these coma people ever wake up?”

      Her mother wiped away the mustard, letting Leonard lick her hand.

      “Sometimes. We don’t always know which ones will wake up, though. And I’m afraid that some people never do.”

      “They die, then?”

      “Uh, yes, that can happen. Why do you want to know, pumpkin?”

      “School project,” said Josie quickly.

      In her bedroom, she sat next to the closet and kept her voice low.

      “Mr. Menkhep, did you … die back then? In Egypt.”

      “Do not. Remember. So long. Ago. Priests chanted. Like. The man. Who took some. Of me.”

      It was a long speech for the mummy.

      “We still don’t know what to do,” she admitted.

      “Fate. It is. My fate. Then. The man will. Use me.”

      “For what?”

      No one had said what sort of magic this could be, if that was what it was.

      “In my. Day. The priests could. Work wonders. Turn birds. To gold. Water to. Wine. Make people do. What the priests wanted.”

      She sat cross-legged by the closet and sighed. That would be enough to get most people excited.

      “So, he probably wants to do that sort of stuff, using you.”

      “I. Think so. But I. Am not a priest. I do. Not know. Very much.”

      A rumble told her that the mummy was slipping into his deep sleep again.

      The cream car didn’t return Saturday or Sunday. But it was odd that Robert wasn’t at school on Monday morning. And when the principal announced that Robert Davis was missing and had not been seen since heading for the school bus, Josie had an attack of the shivers. This couldn’t be a coincidence.

      They interviewed her, as his best friend. Had anything unusual happened recently? Had Robert been worried about anything, at home or school? She didn’t know what to tell them. In the end, she mentioned the tall man.

      “He was asking for directions. I didn’t like him,” she managed to say. Half a truth. “The lady across the road saw him and his car.”

      They took all this down and a description.

      “May be nothing. Kids skip school all the time.” They said this with lips that were reassuring. Their glances were anything but.

      She was allowed to leave early. Her mother was on call from the ambulance bay, so Josie told the school that she would go to her uncle’s, but she didn’t. She went home and hugged Leonard.

      The man just wanted the mummy. He wouldn’t hurt Robert, surely?

      Half an hour later, her phone rang. It was Robert’s number, but not his voice.

      “I have your friend,” said the man. “You will place the mummy in your back garden after dark, behind the fence. It must be there at midnight. When you wake up, it will be gone, and your friend will be safe at home.”

      “I’ll tell the police. They know about you, your car—”

      “A car.” The tall man’s voice was colder. “And what I chose to look like when I came to your house.”

      “How do I know Robert is okay?”

      “Why would he not be? I don’t want him. I do not want either of you, so don’t be stupid.”

      “Why do you want the mummy so much?”

      “It is a link to a time of power. If I study the remains, I can master the arts of the Egyptian priests and speak to the past. You wouldn’t understand, little girl.”

      The line went dead. She tried ringing back, but it looked like Robert’s phone had been switched off.

      The closet door creaked open. A dark eye glinted.

      “I do not. Want. Your friend. Hurt.”

      “He wouldn’t dare,” said Josie, flushed with anger.

      “I am. Not worth the. Risk.”

      She looked at the mummy.

      “What if he wants a whole arm next time? Or something important from you? We shouldn’t let him get away with this.”

      The mummy stepped forward, but not too far from his safe place.

      “Tell me. What he. Wants.”

      Josie explained. It had struck her that she had no obvious way of stopping the tall man if he was that determined and if he really could alter what he looked like and swap cars so easily. This wasn’t a TV detective show. And the only adult she could talk to about this was Mr. Menkhep himself.

      She ran through ideas in her head. A trap, some sort of anonymous tip-off that the man would be coming to the back of her house that night? How would she explain the mummy? Where was Robert being held? She could never risk anything happening to her friend.

      The man might even have real magic.

      “All that chanting, what he did when he was taking parts of you. Was that some sort of spell?”

      The mummy was silent for a long time. Just as she was thinking that he had fallen asleep again, he spoke.

      “Many. Spells in. Those days.”

      “But you don’t know them, remember them?”

      His response wasn’t helpful. He had been a builder, an architect. He had built places for grain, and fine houses, and a couple of small temples for a prince. He knew more about bricks than he did about spells.

      She could make up a bundle that looked like a mummy, ask for Robert to be let loose first? No, he wouldn’t fall for that. He would know, if he’d already been able to track the mummy to here …

      “Mr. Menkhep, this man has bits of you. If he can find you, why can’t you find them?”

      “Find. Them?”

      “Your finger, your toes, your wrappings, anything he’s taken from you. They’re all part of you.”

      And she outlined her plan, going over it again and again until the slow brain of the mummy understood. It was mad, but so was having a talking mummy in your closet.

      

      Nine in the evening, a cloudy night, and Josie had a thin figure in an old overcoat alongside her as they trudged the streets. She’d found a hat for him as well, left over from one of her mother’s parties, which covered most of his bandaged head, but the mummy was slow and frightened. She kept having to urge him on.

      “It won’t be long.” She tried to sound soothing.

      “Can. Not move.”

      He had stopped again.

      “Yes, you can. You made it all the way from your case to my house, a few days ago. We’ve hardly gone any further than that. And we’ll have you back in my closet again soon, for as long as you want.”

      How that would work she had no idea, but it seemed the best thing to say. The mummy was acting like Robert did when an asthma attack was coming on. Which reminded her to check that she’d brought a spare inhaler.

      “There.”

      He lifted one arm, pointing to a badly lit street behind a filling station. There was very little traffic. She knew the area. There was going to be a new shopping centre here eventually, and the old houses could be rented for a few months at a time.

      “I can. Feel me. Over there.”

      They followed the mummy’s instincts, turning towards a run-down house at the end. There were dim lights on. Creeping from one straggly bush to another, she sneaked up to a window and peered in.

      The man was sitting at a table. He had an old book in his hands, and he was muttering to himself. He looked annoyed. He was trying to read it, she thought, and not doing so well. That made her feel better. Maybe he wasn’t that good at what he was doing.

      There was no sign of Robert. Josie was never scared, not really, but tonight she felt close to it. Her friend might be somewhere else; the tall man might have a gun or even have some thugs with him.

      Suddenly her plan seemed stupid, but it was too late to back out now.

      She clenched her fists and went to the rear of the half-derelict property. There was a big black truck parked there, but it was empty. She went back to the house. One of the windows was half open. It would do.

      She signaled the mummy.

      Mr. Menkhep took off his hat and coat, going as slowly as ever. Dropping them in the bushes, he lay down on the path to the front door. There was a soft rustle as he crossed his arms and stopped moving, the picture of any old mummy dragged from a museum display and dumped.

      Josie slipped to the front door. Ring and run. It was a silly game, but tonight …

      She pressed the bell twice, quickly, and ran to the corner of the house.

      The door opened, slowly. The man looked around, frowned, and then saw the mummy on the path. He was cautious but at last came out. As soon as he knelt down by the mummy, she dashed to the back and was through the window, into the house. Hall and kitchen—nothing; same for the back room. She knew that Robert wasn’t in the front one, so she dashed up the stairs.

      “Robert,” she hissed. “Where are you?”

      She heard a muffled thump from the room on the left. The door wasn’t locked.

      Robert was tied to a chair with a cloth wrapped around his mouth, gagging him. Josie thought she could have escaped from that set-up easily, but he’d never been the athletic type. With one finger to her lips, she untied the gag.

      “What?”

      “Shush. Plan.”

      The ropes around his arms were harder to untie, but she had him free at last. She handed him an inhaler, and he took a grateful blast.

      “Come on.”

      They crept to the top of the stairs. The tall man was dragging the mummy into the hallway.

      “You’ve given in?” Robert looked at her with big eyes.

      “Wanted to make sure where you were and that you were safe first.”

      She pushed him behind her and went forward.

      “I’ve called the police,” she said in a loud voice.

      The man looked up.

      “It doesn’t matter. I’ll take this thing,” he nodded down at the mummy, “and be long gone.”

      Josie took a step down and thwacked the baseball bat against the palm of her hand. The tall man laughed in that unpleasant way of his.

      “You’re going to fight me?”

      “Not me,” said Josie.

      A rustle and a soft creaking sound came from by the stranger. The mummy was getting to its feet, prune-eyes fixed on the one who had abused him.

      “This is Mr. Menkhep,” said Josie. “You haven’t been very nice to him. He can talk and walk, which you never bothered to find out.”

      Robert, stiff from being tied up, hobbled to her side.

      “We think you should give him his bits back.”

      The man stared at the mummy, then the children, then the mummy again. For a second she thought he was going to run, but instead he began to chant, like Father Brannigan did at church, but not Latin. Something older. It didn’t sound nice.

      The mummy hesitated, and Josie’s stomach lurched. She’d relied on him helping them. Maybe he just wasn’t strong enough to stand up for himself.

      “Come on, Mr. Menkhep!” shouted Josie. “This is your chance!”

      The mummy lifted his head, looking up at Josie and Robert.

      Robert nodded encouragement. “This guy doesn’t know that much about spells,” he called down the stairs. “I’ve had to listen to him. He took parts of you because he wasn’t getting anywhere. Ritual, he called it.”

      The tall man faltered in his weird chant, then started again. Josie, feeling desperate, started down, gripping the bat in both hands. Maybe she could get his shins.

      “He thinks he knows magic,” she said, more positively than she felt. “But Mr. Menkhep, you ARE magic!”

      A silent moment, and suddenly the hallway smelled of cinnamon and strange perfumes. The mummy drew himself up and pointed at the tall man.

      “I want. What you took.”

      A sharper, brighter glint came into his eyes.

      “I am Menkhep, son of Amenem. I am not. Yours.”

      And he himself began to chant, rustling words which filled the hallway. Josie and Robert watched, amazed, as the electric lights crackled.

      “I built. A temple to Isis. By the Great River.”

      The house creaked and groaned around them, and fragments spun in the air—a wizened finger floated from the front room and came to rest in its place on the mummy’s hand, followed by other things. Toes and lengths of bandage appeared, a small clay amulet, which landed on the mummy’s chest, and a dull metal ring, which settled on another finger.

      “Yes. I remember.”

      No longer so tattered and torn, the mummy pressed one hand to the man’s chest.

      “I do not like you,” he said. “I do not. Like it that you threatened. These children.”

      Swifter than they had ever seen him move, the mummy picked up the tall man in both hands, as if he weighed nothing, and threw him out of the open front door.

      The man landed badly, with a groan.

      “GO,” said Menkhep from the doorway.

      The tall man looked stunned. They watched as he staggered away into the night.

      Josie and Robert grinned at each other.

      “I don’t think he’s ever seen the real thing,” said Robert.

      “I remember.” Menkhep looked at his hands, working the finger which was now back where it belonged. “It is good. To be whole again.”

      “Did you really call the police?” Robert asked Josie.

      “No.”

      “So you just hoped that Menkhep would be able to manage if he was pushed?” He took a blast on his inhaler. “You’re mad.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Josie was. Right. She is clever.”

      On the street, all was quiet. Menkhep went outside and picked up the hat and coat.

      “I am going back. To my case now. For a long sleep.”

      “You could stay in my closet a bit longer,” said Josie. “If you want.”

      She suddenly felt sad.

      They walked together towards the museum in silence. Near the back of the museum, the mummy stopped.

      “I do not mind. People just looking. And I must rest. Think for myself.”

      He placed his hands on their shoulders.

      “But you can come. Late, when there are. Not many people there.” It was almost possible to see a smile, somewhere in the complicated wrappings around the mummy’s mouth. “And we shall talk. Friends.”

      “Friends,” agreed Josie and Robert.

      They watched as Menkhep opened the back door and slipped inside.

      “We never asked how he got out in the first place,” said Robert.

      “We never asked a lot of things.”

      Her friend stiffened. “Oh. How are we going to explain what happened to me—to my parents, the school, and everyone?”

      Josie felt her sadness slip away.

      “I have no idea,” she said with a grin. “But it should be fun.”
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      It was lunchtime at Casey Middle School. At the bell, the cafeteria, whose long tables and benches had been empty and silent, was flooded with schoolkids—me among them—looking forward to eating and hanging out with friends before being herded back off to classes in twenty-five minutes.

      “Sasha!” squealed my friend Bethany, glomping onto to me from behind with an enthusiastic hug. “I just love your pink collared shirt! Is it new? Pink is SO your color. And it looks great with these black capris you got just last week!”

      Bethany, as always, was dressed to kill in a sleeveless green blouse and a blue and green plaid wool kilt.

      “Yes, it’s new, Miss Fashionplate.” I smiled as I broke from the hug and gave a twirl. “SO glad my outfit meets with your approval,” I finished in a lightly mocking tone.

      Bethany stuck her tongue out at me and then smiled.

      “Hey, girls! Over here!” Our mutual friend, Jackie, called out and waved us over to join her and the other kids at the blue and grey table, we usually hung out at lunch.

      We’d just begun eating what we’d brought from home when Judy, the new girl who’d started classes here only a week ago, sat down at the other end of our table from us with her filled red plastic lunch tray. Alone.

      “Psst. Sasha, look who’s here again,” whispered Bethany to me with a grin on her face. “She always reminds me of that dirty-faced Charlie Brown character—what was he called again?”

      “You mean Pigpen? The one that always has a cloud of dirt around him? I could see that,” Jackie interjected in a low voice. Then she and Bethany giggled.

      Out of the corner of my eye I saw Judy hunch her shoulders. She’d clearly heard us, and knowing that made me feel kind of embarrassed about my friends’ conversation. “I mean, she looked so nice the first day,” Bethany went on. “That cute white sweater shirt and the blue and white flowered pants with the blue ballet shoes.”

      “Didn’t she spill paint on them in art that first day?” Jackie asked.

      “Yeah, she did,” Bethany replied. “The next day, though, she wore clothes that looked like they’d come from her clothes hamper. And as the week’s gone on, her clothes have gotten worse and worse.”

      “And she seems to only have a few different pieces. I mean, look at her—she’s wearing the exact same clothes today that she wore yesterday,” Jackie added.

      I took a quick glance at the new girl. Judy’s purple blouse had deep creases all over it; her blue jeans had some stains and dirt marks scattered on them; her long brown hair tied back in a ponytail had a couple of knots in it; and her worn-looking red sneakers looked like they hurt her feet. I felt bad for her.

      “You know, maybe we should lay off,” I said lightly, looking away. Changing the subject, I said, “Hey, what did you think about problem number three on our science homework last night?”

      “Oh, don’t even get me started,” Bethany said dramatically, and then my two friends started in complaining about Mr. Hanscomb. My diversion was successful, because we spent the rest of the lunch period wondering aloud why he always graded everything so hard. We even got the rest of the table to join in the conversation—except for Judy. I kept looking at her sideways from time to time as I ate and talked, though, and it made me feel a bit better to see that she slowly relaxed her shoulders as she had her lunch.

      When the day ended, I headed for the school library to do some research for a science project before taking the late bus home. I pushed open the wooden door, and except for the librarian behind a closed glass office door, the place was deserted—not a single kid sat at any of the tables or in the multicolored beanbag reading chairs. And there were no librarians around putting away any books, either. It wasn’t really surprising, though, since it was Friday. But as I headed towards the reference section shelving I heard a strange, soft noise being repeated over and over. Curious, I homed in on it.

      I discovered Judy in the back of the library, sitting at one of the long wooden reference tables with a couple of books piled on either side of her. She had her head face down in her arms on the table, and she was crying quietly into them.

      “Ummm. Hi there,” I said awkwardly. “Are you, ummm, okay?”

      Judy stopped crying immediately but didn’t look up. “Go away, Sasha,” she said in a muffled tone before sniffing loudly.

      I dug into my purse and pulled out the small package of tissues I kept in it and put it on the table in front of her. “You can have this if you want. I don’t mind.”

      “Go away.”

      “Ummm, okay, if that’s what you really want,” I said slowly, feeling uncomfortable. I started to turn away, but the title of one of the books, Really Real Riddles, caught my eye and made me stop. “Oh, you like riddles?” I asked in surprise. “Me, too!”

      At that Judy looked up. “No, I hate them!” she blurted out, her face turning red and scrunching up into a ball of hate. “They make my life miserable! Oh, how I WISH we’d never moved here!”

      I couldn’t just walk away after an outburst like that. I slowly drew out the padded wooden chair opposite her and sat down. “I can kind of understand that moving is something to hate, but why do riddles make your life miserable?” I asked. “Me, I love riddles. I’ve always loved riddles and brain teasers and stuff like that. I may not get them right all the time, but I do love trying to pit myself against them.”

      “Oh, sure, it’s all fun and games for you,” Judy scoffed, slumping back in her chair. “But they have real consequences for me when I don’t get them right!”

      “Huh? How?”

      But she just clammed up and sat looking at me, scowling. After about a minute of the silent treatment, I shrugged my shoulders. “Fine. If you don’t want to talk about whatever’s bothering you, then I’ll just leave you to your problem.” I stood up. “Alone.”

      The word “alone” seemed to jolt her. “No, please, wait! I’m—I’m sorry!” she said hurriedly, reaching out a hand towards me.

      I sat back down again. “So, you wanna talk or what?”

      Judy opened her mouth, then shut it again, obviously thinking hard. I waited.

      “You won’t believe me. You can’t believe me. I hardly believe it myself, and it’s happening to me,” she finally said in a miserable-sounding voice.

      “Try me,” I urged.

      “What kind of books do you like to read?”

      I was thrown for a second by the question, but I answered it. “I like reading mysteries and fantasy stories, mostly.”

      “Fantasy? Great! Do you read myths, too?”

      “Yeah,” I said, scrunching my forehead in confusion at her questions. “I’ve read some Egyptian, some Greek—”

      “That’s good enough,” Judy broke in. “You may have trouble swallowing what I’m about to tell you, but I swear to you this is what’s happening at my house.”

      Judy went on to spin a tale worthy of the old-time Greek poet, Homer. She talked about how her father had gotten a promotion at his company and how it had come with the need to move not just to a new town but to a new state. Her parents had shopped over the Internet for a house and settled on one that had belonged to an old scholar of ancient history who’d died not too long before they’d started house hunting. Upon moving into the house, she’d been allowed to pick her own bedroom, which turned out to have been the old scholar’s den. And in that room there was a closet that she discovered, to her regret, was still occupied.

      “What do you mean, ‘occupied’?” I asked, breaking in.

      “There is a,” she hesitated, then said in a rush, “there’s a miniature Sphinx living in my bedroom closet. And it won’t give me my clothes in the morning unless I can answer a riddle!”

      I looked at her in disbelief.

      “It’s true!” she nearly shouted in an angry voice.

      “Shhhhhh!” the librarian said from across the room, having just come out of her office.

      Judy lowered her tone and leaned in towards me. “It’s true. Do you think I like looking like this every day?” She gestured disdainfully to her clothes and hair.

      I had to give her that—I couldn’t imagine wanting to look like that at school even one day. “Huh. So, what, you can’t answer the Sphinx’s riddle?” I asked. “The answer, by the way, is ‘Man,’ you know.”

      “Huh?”

      “The Sphinx’s classic riddle is ‘What goes on four feet in the morning, two feet in the afternoon, and three feet in the evening?’ The answer is ‘Man’ because as a baby he crawls on all fours, walks upright as an adult, and as an old man he leans on a walking stick,” I explained. “It’s in many Greek mythology books.”

      “No, no, no. I knew that one, actually, and that’s why I looked nice for my first day of school. But now it’s a different riddle every day,” Judy replied, sinking back into her miserable voice. “And I only get one shot at it. If I don’t get it right, and I haven’t since I answered the first one, I’m shut out of my closet!”

      “Wait a minute. In mythology, if you answered the Sphinx’s riddle, she threw herself off a cliff and died. How is yours still there?”

      “The Sphinx did that. I said ‘a Sphinx.’ Obviously it can’t be the same one, if that one died,” Judy replied, sniffling. “Besides, that one was way bigger than humans, and this one is smaller than me.”

      “Can’t you just push past her, or something, if she’s smaller?”

      “I tried, but there’s some sort of force or something that stops me at my closet door.”

      “Couldn’t you, I don’t know, tell your parents about her or something?” I asked.

      “I did! But they couldn’t see the Sphinx when they opened the door, even though I could! They stood there making a show of looking all around inside when I could see it plain as day not three inches in front of their faces, smirking at us. I’ve begged to change my bedroom to a different room in the house, but my parents think I’m making it all up because of drama over the move and refuse to talk to me about it. They think I’m wearing clothes from my dirty clothes hamper as a form of protest or something. I hadn’t done all my laundry before the move, and it turns out that that was a good thing. Otherwise I really would have nothing to wear!”

      “Why can’t they see her?”

      Judy shrugged. “I have no idea. Maybe it has to do with being an adult or something. But I can’t wait that long if that’s the case!”

      “So that’s why you have the riddle books here and why you hate riddles,” I said. “You’re trying to memorize riddles as ammunition against the Sphinx.”

      She nodded. “Do you believe me?” she pleaded suddenly, her face going still.

      I sighed. “Well, it does seem pretty far-fetched, but yeah, I think I do. Although I’d like to see it for myself.”

      “You can come over!” she said eagerly. “It’s Friday! Maybe tomorrow you can help me get clean clothes out for the next week?” But then Judy’s face fell. “Wait, that won’t work. My mom would just hang up anything she finds lying around my room in my closet again, which would mean I wouldn’t be able to get to them.”

      “What about putting stuff from your closet into a bureau or something?” I asked, but Judy shook her head.

      “I have a walk-in closet. So my bureau with my things on it, like my hairbrush and hair clips and stuff, is in there and being guarded by the Sphinx.”

      “How did she get in there to begin with?”

      “I don’t know. It won’t talk to me if I don’t get the riddle right. And I was too flustered getting everything I needed for the first day of school to think about quizzing it about its life,” Judy said defensively.

      I held up my hands. “Whoa, whoa. I’m just asking.”

      “Sorry. So, will you come over tomorrow and help me?” Judy asked, her eyes pleading again.

      “Sure. Let me see about this Sphinx, and we’ll figure out what’s up with her,” I said, pushing back the library chair and standing up.

      

      Saturday morning at 9 a.m., after having first explained to my mother that I was going visiting at a new friend’s house, I knocked on Judy’s front door with an old-fashioned brass lion-headed door knocker mounted on it. The house had turned out to be an old Victorian that had been painted tan and green at some time in the past. From the outside it looked to me like a place an old scholar, and a miniature Sphinx, would live. Judy and her mother answered my knock pretty quickly.

      “You must be Judy’s school friend!” Judy’s mother, who looked remarkably like Judy, said with a pleasant smile.

      “Yes. Nice to meet you, Mrs. Caymot. My name is Sasha Delmon,” I replied politely, shaking her hand.

      “Nice to meet you too,” she started to respond, but Judy, who was dressed in the same clothes as yesterday and the day before, grabbed me and said, “Okay, Mom, we gotta go talk school stuff. We’ll be down for lunch, okay?”

      “O-okay,” said her mother, clearly startled as Judy practically pulled me from her mother’s grip and dragged me up two flights of red-patterned carpeted stairs to her room and shut the door behind us.

      Inside Judy’s white-walled bedroom there were still a few boxes left to be unpacked, but the things that were out were neatly arranged on decorative shelve; her bed with its flowered comforter was carefully made, her homework desk was organized, and the rest of the room was clean. There was such a contrast between Judy’s room and Judy’s appearance that it made me believe her story all the more. She strode over to her brown closet door and threw it open, making sure to stand to one side so I could have a clear view inside. My mouth dropped open at what I saw—there with a large enough body to block the entrance stood a tan- furred lion-bodied animal with white bird wings and a brunette-haired woman’s head. A Sphinx for real!

      “You can see me?” the Sphinx asked me after I gasped.

      “Yes, I can,” I replied in wonder.

      “Hmmm. I’ve never had to deal with more than one person at a time before. Well, the conditions still stand, young ones: Once a day, when you are before me, you must answer a riddle to get by me. No assistance may you be given in answering the riddle. And if you aren’t correct, you will be denied entry. And if you leave before answering, you are conceding defeat for that day.”

      “What is your riddle?” Judy asked with suppressed eagerness.

      “At night they come without being fetched; by day they are lost without being stolen.”

      I smiled, but Judy’s face fell. “I didn’t see that one in any of the books!” she muttered.

      After a few seconds of quiet the mythological creature said, “Answer me, child.”

      “Don’t pressure me! There was never a time limit on answering in mythology!” Judy retorted.

      The Sphinx was silent. Judy stood there for some minutes more, the look on her face slowly going from eagerness to defeat.

      Finally I cleared my throat. “May I?” I asked.

      “Sure!” she said, brightening, followed by the Sphinx’s sharp “No!”

      I looked at Judy and mimed her moving to one side. She did, and I stood in her place in front of the Sphinx, who frowned at me.

      Looking at the creature, I asked with confidence, “Why did you say no? I get one try by the conditions you already laid out. You said nothing about only one person each day answering your riddles. As long as Judy doesn’t help me, I can make my guess.”

      The Sphinx grumbled and then said in an annoyed voice, “Proceed.”

      “‘The stars’ is the answer to your riddle.”

      The creature suddenly shrunk to the size of a teacup Chihuahua and stepped to the side of the closet, looking unhappy.

      “Yippee!” Judy yelled excitedly. “Thank you, thank you, thank you, Sasha!”

      While Judy rushed into the closet and busied herself getting her hair brush, hair ties, and all sorts of clean clothes and other things, I crouched down and asked the Sphinx, “Why are you even doing this to her?”

      “My long-time companion died recently. I have had no one to talk to since then until this family moved in. But the parents don’t see me, and so I can’t riddle them,” she replied sadly. “The only one who can see me is this girl. And now you.”

      “But the scholar saw you?” I pressed.

      “Yes, his beliefs in his work resonated with my being and allowed me to materialize here. And the girl has beliefs in mythology as well, which is what allows me to be here still. You must have them, too, because you can see me. Anyway, my companion and I had long gotten past the riddle stage, and we were working together on the uncovering of ancient truths of mythologies and how they relate to the present world. But he died before our work was complete, and now I am reduced to riddling this child to keep my spark of material life going.”

      The first part of what she’d said sounded really interesting, but that second part …

      “Without riddles you will die?” I asked, flabbergasted.

      “It’s more like that without belief and purpose I will dematerialize, rather than without riddles.” She shrugged her furred shoulders. “Riddles are just how I’ve always communicated with strangers at first.”

      “You’re talking with us now,” I pointed out.

      “You answered my riddle correctly.”

      Judy, holding an armful of colorful clothes and shoes, exited the closet and said over her shoulder to the Sphinx, “Well, can’t you go somewhere else and bother somebody else instead of me? I hate riddles! I always have!”

      The Sphinx looked sad, and I swear she shrunk a little more in size. “I would, but where would I go?”

      “I don’t care!” Judy said with a huff, laying her booty carefully on her bed. “You’ve made me miserable this whole week, and I don’t want you around! I don’t want to have to fight to get into my own closet every day!” She picked up a pretty orange blouse and paired it with a pair of brown striped pants. I made sure not to look as she changed into clean clothes for the first time in a week. The Sphinx meanwhile lay down on the closet floor looking like the large stone Sphinx does in Egypt and closed her eyes.

      Feeling sorry for both of them, I impulsively said to the creature, “I’ll take you!”

      “What?” the Sphinx said, opening her eyes and looking at me in astonishment.

      “Well, why not?” I replied. “I’ve always loved riddles. And what you just talked about, Sphinx, about uncovering the truths of mythologies? That sounds like something I’d like.”

      Judy came over to me in her fresh clothes, and I saw hope blossom in both sets of eyes.

      “Really?” they both asked at the same time.

      “Yes, really. So, how can I take you with me, Sphinx?”

      “Do you swear upon your honor that you will work with me and believe in me?” she asked in a solemn voice.

      “I swear,” I said, holding up my right hand.

      The Sphinx held up a tiny paw in turn, and we touched palms. I felt a faint shiver go up my arm, and then she shrunk to the size of a sparrow. Before I could get worried about the shrinkage, she flew up and landed on my shoulder. The pleased look on her face reassured me that everything was okay.

      Judy smiled too. “You are the best, Sasha! Let’s be friends for always!”

      “A pretty name, Sasha,” the Sphinx said. “I cannot wait to begin researching with you!”

      “Do I have to go through the riddle stage, or can we just do them for fun?” I asked, standing up.

      “I think, given the circumstances, we can skip the riddling stage,” she replied with a smile.

      “Girls!” Judy’s mother’s voice floated up the winding stairs. “Do you want a snack or anything?”

      Judy and I looked at each other. “Sure!” we both replied.

      Before we left the room, I asked the Sphinx, “You’re sure Judy’s mom won’t see you even though you’re not in the closet anymore?”

      She nodded. “I believe so.”

      Judy opened the bedroom door. “Coming, Mom!”

      The three of us went down the stairs happily: Judy’s problem was solved, the Sphinx’s problem was solved, and I now had a fascinating future in front of me and two new friends.

      

      Susan Bianculli wears the titles “Mother” and “Wife” most proudly. Another is “Author” for  The Mist Gate Crossings series, as well as several short stories in several other anthologies. Check out susanbianculli.wix.com/home for more information.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Jonathan Lahr]
        

      

      What I wanted to do on my one day off from school was play some basketball and video games. Instead, I got pulled into going to my dad’s “Take Your Kid to Work” day.

      “I’m bored,” I said to my dad while I spun in his leather office chair. Dad continued to type away on his computer.

      The day didn’t start boring though. When I walked up to the front of my Dad’s work building, I watched the crowds of suited men and women flooding into the building. The humming of copy machines and clicking of keyboards was different than the marathon of school. The noise was like a mini city, condensed inside a box. Everybody smiled at me, asked my name, and genuinely cared about my answer.

      Then, I got locked in an office room as Dad read stacks of papers, combing through them like they had clues to a treasure. There were no X’s or dotted paths, only big numbers and confusing words like “defaulted loans” and “bankruptcy.”

      “I’m almost done,” Dad said as he clicked the enter button on his computer and turned around. “Just a couple more minutes, and we’ll head out for lunch. How about that?”

      I nodded, excited to finally break free of this dull prison. Dare I say it—I may have actually missed going to school.

      “You know what? How about you get us some water?” Dad said as he reached into his black desk drawer and pulled out two blue water bottles.

      I took the bottles from him, jumped off the chair, and walked out the door. I turned left down a short gray corridor and headed for the water fountain at the end of the hall. As I walked down the hall, the ceiling light flickered.

      When I got closer to the fountain, a lady in a blue jacket brushed past me, eager to fill her water bottle. She looked over her shoulder but didn’t look down at me. I looked back, but there was nothing there, only people waiting by the copy machine. I stopped behind the lady and waited patiently for her to finish.

      I kept my eyes down, staring at her sleek high heel shoes. There was nothing else to look at in the hallway since the walls had no pictures on them. The slush of water silenced as the lady removed the bottle and turned around. I looked up at her, her blue eyes more scared than gentle. She flashed a short-lived smile and headed off.

      I looked to the water fountain and stepped forward. The water fountain was taller than I initially thought, the push button just below my eyes. One day I hope my growth spurt will kick in, and I might catch up with the rest of the kids my age. At the top of the fountain was a small hole, activated by a round black dot. I believe it was called a sensor. I put my bottle on the floor and threw Dad's up on the base of the fountain.

      I heard a click, and water began to pour into the bottle. I watched as the water slowly climbed to the top. Once it neared the top, I pulled it off. I carefully placed the bottle on the ground by my foot and repeated the process with my water bottle. As the water climbed, I wondered if there was a way to trick the water fountain with my hand or something. Once my bottle was filled, I pulled it away and held my other hand in front of the sensor. The water continued to pour, as if I never moved the bottle. I knew if Dad saw me he would be furious for wasting water, but I’d been curious to see if it worked.

      I removed my hand from the sensor, and the water promptly stopped. I adjusted the water bottle in my hand and leaned down to pick up Dad’s. My hand fluttered in the air, unable to find the top. I looked down and realized why. There was no water bottle.

      I spun around, thinking it was behind me, but it wasn’t at my feet. I looked behind me and saw nobody in the hall. But I did find the water bottle. It was halfway down the hallway, standing defiantly in the middle. How did it get there?

      I walked over to the water bottle and examined it. It looked untouched: no fingerprints, no water trail, nothing. I crouched down and looked closer. I noticed that there was some water … missing. Just under a thumb’s length was gone.

      I wrapped my hands around it when I heard a small shriek. My hand shot back as I looked desperately for the sound. I looked up, but there was nobody there. I blinked a few times, and as I looked, a door farther down the hall on the other end of the building opened slightly and slammed shut.

      I picked up the water bottle and walked past my Dad’s office to the other end of the building. I slipped past a few workers, walking along like usual, and stopped at the door.

      The sleek yet off-center sign read: Maintenance Closet.

      The wood door didn’t look any different than the others, except the outside of the handle was slightly scuffed. I grabbed the handle, pulling it down, and the door clicked open. Light peeked over my shoulder into the dark room, only making a few buckets and cleaning supplies visible inside. I slipped inside and searched for a light switch. After a few seconds, I found it and flipped it on.

      I closed the door behind me and looked around. Six levels of steel shelves wrapped around the small room, each shelf full of random items. Duct tape, rags, brushes, canned food, even a stuffed giraffe. It looked more like a junk collector’s garage than a maintenance closet.

      I put my water bottle on an empty corner of the closest shelf and looked at the giraffe. I lifted the giraffe off the shelf, and I heard another sound. It was a soft whimper, like a puppy, coming from the far corner of the room under the bottom shelf. My eyes raced to the corner, but I didn’t see anything. I slowly scanned the room again, but I couldn’t spot any animal in the closet.

      Trembling, I put the giraffe back, and the noise stopped. I took a deep breath and made a bold decision. I walked toward the corner. With each step, my heart pounded, and I held my breath. I knelt down and listened as rapid little pants, like a winded puppy, escaped the corner. I blinked and heard light steps dart to the other corner. I saw nothing.

      Then, I had an idea. I backed up from the corner and grabbed my Dad’s water bottle. I slowly took the bottle, placed it at the center of the room, and sat down.

      “You can have the water,” I said, wondering if I was talking to myself. I waited a few seconds and heard nothing.

      “Really, take it.” I slid the water bottle forward on the cement floor. I sat up straight and smiled, waiting for whatever it was to take it.

      A few more seconds passed, and this time I didn’t hear the creature … I saw it. The little creature appeared out of nowhere and walked to the water bottle.

      It was no bigger than a squirrel, but it looked more like a baby kitten. Big floppy ears and wide quarter-sized eyes sat square in its brown fur. It approached the bottle on all fours, its thick tail swaying side to side, and then stopped. The creature stared at me a moment, its eyes gleaming off the light. It placed its front stubby paws on the bottle, readjusting as it tried to grab ahold of the bottle. Its arms were short, but not for long.

      In an instant, its arms stretched around the bottle like stretchy gum. Latched around, the creature scaled the bottle as it drove its tail into the ground and slid up the bottle. Once it reached the top of the perfectly balanced bottle, the creature stuck its lizard-like tongue into the water and sucked it up. In seconds, the water was gone.

      “You were just thirsty, weren’t you?”

      The creature’s tongue shot back in its mouth and jumped off the bottle. The creature looked at me and gave a small squeak.

      “What’s your name?” I asked even though I knew it probably couldn’t speak. The creature sat down, its tail lying flat on the ground with its front paws holding it up. It wiggled its butt on the ground, lifted up its paws, and started waving them around. I had no idea what it was doing, but I thought of a great name for the creature: Marshmallow.

      After Marshmallow stopped gesturing, it pointed at me (at least it seemed that way). I looked around me, unsure what to say. I didn’t know if it could understand me. So I shrugged my shoulders.

      “I don’t know what you are saying,”

      Marshmallow held its paw over its face, like it was disappointed by my lack of alien comprehension. It looked back at me and waved. I waved back, and Marshmallow shook its head in approval. Marshmallow pointed at me, then to its head, then back to me.

      It was then it hit me … Marshmallow was deaf! It couldn’t understand me because it couldn’t hear. I once had a classmate who was deaf, but we hadn’t learned a lot of words in the few weeks he was at our school. The only ones I remembered were fire, water, and hello.

      I signed, “Hello,” back to him. Marshmallow smiled and signed it back to me.

      “That’s all I know.” I spread my arms out, pointed to myself, and quickly to my head. I hoped it understood, or we were going to be here forever.

      Marshmallow signed something back, but it looked like it understood. Marshmallow looked to the empty water bottle and pushed it towards me. Marshmallow looked up at me and signed, “Water.”

      “You want more,” I paused, remembering Marshmallow was deaf, and signed water back.

      Marshmallow nodded and ran to the shelf. Marshmallow swiftly jumped shelf to shelf and started knocking over buckets, bottles, and other empty containers on the ground.

      “You want me to fill all these with water?” I said, remembering to sign water after I said it.

      Marshmallow nodded. I nodded back and pushed the pile of buckets and containers together. Marshmallow smiled and hopped in a circle. I grabbed the buckets first and carried them out to the water fountain. One by one, I put the buckets under the water fountain and filled them up. With buckets in both hands, I waddled back to the closet and placed them inside. Back and forth I went as Marshmallow followed along, occasionally jumping on my shoulder to watch the water fill the containers.

      After ten minutes of filling things with water, we had over twenty different full containers. Marshmallow maneuvered through the jungle of containers and marveled at their clear design. On the big buckets, Marshmallow would climb to the top and jump in, splashing around in the water.

      It was fun to watch Marshmallow smile and squeak for joy. Once it was done playing in the water, Marshmallow sucked the buckets dry, leaving only small drops of water at the bottom. I reached into the buckets and lifted Marshmallow out, even though I knew it didn’t need the help.

      I placed Marshmallow on the ground, and it shook itself dry, like a dog after a shower. Marshmallow signed water back to me. I nodded, grabbed my water bottle, and left to fill it up. Once it was finished, I took it off the fountain and started back to the room.

      I slowed down as a door opened in front of me. I looked up and saw Dad, his red tie hugging his shirt at his tie clip. Dad bent down and looked at the water.

      “Is this for me?”

      “No, it’s for a friend,” I said, trying to be as nice as possible.

      Dad laughed. “Oh, okay. Well, are you ready to go to eat?”

      My stomach growled at the mentioning of food. “That sounds great!”

      “Great, then after lunch I will take you home. I know you don’t want to be here.”

      “No, that’s okay. I like it here.”

      Dad rubbed my head, “You don’t have to say that. I know this place can get boring for a kid. Plus, your aunt is in town with your mom, and they might want to see you.”

      “Okay,” I said, bummed that I had to leave my friend. “Can I say goodbye to my friend first?”

      Dad paused a moment and looked at his watch.

      “Real quick, okay?”

      I smiled as I rushed around him and headed straight for the maintenance closet. I bent down and placed the water bottle on the floor.

      Marshmallow smiled and hugged the bottle. I dropped to my knees and waved for his attention.

      “Hey, I have to go,” I said as I motioned to myself and at the door.

      Marshmallow’s smile faded as it looked up at me.

      “I had a lot of fun today!” I said, hoping my excitement would carry over to his silent world. I knew it had to be sad when people left. I didn’t want to, but Dad wouldn’t be happy if I argued about it.

      Marshmallow’s eyes started to fill with tears, saddened that I had to leave. It was then I remembered another sign, friend.

      I made my two pointer fingers into a hook shape and hooked them together, like two friends hugging, and then pointed at Marshmallow.

      Marshmallow rubbed its face and signed friend back to me. I stood closer, lifted Marshmallow up, and gave a light hug. I felt its arms extend and wrap around me as we shared a goodbye hug. I let him down on the ground, and we waved goodbye as I opened the door and closed it behind me.

      “What are you doing in the maintenance closet?” Dad asked with his briefcase in hand.

      “Just putting some stuff away.”

      “Helping out the janitor. That’s nice of you,” Dad said as he motioned me along. “I think he will appreciate your help when he comes in today.”

      We walked down the rows of cubicles and computers, each person clueless to the world around them. I looked back, and at the door of my Dad’s office Marshmallow waved at me.

      I waved back, wishing I never said I was bored so I wouldn’t have to leave my friend.
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      After her grandmother died, Jessaline Dorfman’s parents inherited a lot of junk. Most of it was soft or fragile, the sort of things enjoyed by old ladies, dust mites, and cats the world over.

      “What are we going to do with all this stuff?” asked Mr. Dorfman.

      “We can’t just throw it away,” said Mrs. Dorfman.

      It had been Jessaline’s father’s mother who died. Jessa had called her Granny Dorf. Jessa herself was shy and rather plump. She had freckles on her cheeks that she wished weren’t there; her hair was more cowlick than curl. She kept to herself, and, mostly, that was how she liked it.

      “Some of it is nice,” said Mrs. Dorfman, a touch hopefully, opening a cardboard box—but quickly closing it again when a moth flew out.

      They picked out the things they liked—an antique lamp, the family photo albums—and held a yard sale for the rest. They sold most of the knick-knacks, many of the books, and some of the furniture. Everything that could not be sold was packed up and donated to the local thrift shop.

      Except for the box.

      “It’s not a box,” said Mr. Dorfman, correcting Jessaline when she asked. “It’s an old steamer trunk.”

      The steamer trunk was battered, had thick rusted hinges, and was painted a shade of yellow that had likely started off marigold but was now the color of old cooking grease. They had not been able to get the snap lock up, and secretly Mrs. Dorfman had hoped it would not sell.

      “There might be something valuable in it,” she said, as they stood around the trunk on the front lawn.

      Jessaline picked up one end. Almost empty, it was quite light; but something inside slid from one end to the other.

      “Why don’t you have it in your room?” suggested Mr. Dorfman.

      “I don’t want it,” said Jessaline.

      “You can use it as a stand or an arts and crafts chest, if you get it open,” said Mrs. Dorfman.

      “I. Don’t. Want it,” said Jessaline, very carefully. At nine years old she had come to learn that her parents sometimes needed things said to them more clearly.

      Mrs. Dorfman thought a moment, tucking a lock of hair behind her ear. “You can paint it any way you like, and I won’t say no.”

      Jessaline agreed to this. The trunk was brought up to her room and placed in the corner, and that night after dinner she unrolled her art kit. She squirted big blobs of red and blue paint onto her palate and started covering up the dingy yellow. It took a long time, longer than she’d thought it would, and she was only half finished when her mother called that it was bedtime. So, she cleaned off her brushes, pulled on her pajamas, and went to bed dreaming of what she would paint when the background was done. A dragon, she thought, and maybe a big tree in the middle, and clouds …

      She drifted off to sleep, painting the images in her mind, the paintings slowly becoming dreams. They were good dreams, and she did not hear the muted clunk or the soft, oily voice that rose from the corner of her room.

      I am the Creep ... I slither while you sleep …

      

      Jessaline woke up the next morning with a slight headache. She figured it must have been the smell of the paints. She went downstairs for breakfast, ate most of her eggs and all of her toast, and then returned to her room to get dressed. She stopped at her doorway and frowned.

      The box, last night red and blue, was yellow again.

      “It must have soaked into the wood,” her mother said, when Jessaline pointed it out. Her phone pinged with a text message at that moment, and Mrs. Dorfman turned away and went down the hall to answer it.

      “But I put it on really thick,” said Jessaline, but her mother was already gone. Grumbling, Jessaline began again. This time, when she finished, and the paint was dry, she used her mother’s huge can of hairspray, hoping the stiff shellac would fix it in place. Then she got to work painting figures: She started with the stars, and then a castle, and a forest. She painted a dragon with rainbow wings who wore a scarf and smoked a long pipe. She liked him; he looked like he sold used books, she thought, and so she painted him some to read. She turned on her music player and started singing along as she worked. But by midday, the sun was shining brightly, and Jessaline started feeling icky being inside. So, once again, she cleaned her brushes and went downstairs, leaving her music playing …

      The early summer air was sweet and blustery. She biked up and down the quiet road in front of her house, and as the day went on colored her driveway with sidewalk chalk. Some kids went by on their own bikes as she drew a large dinosaur. She kept her eyes down so she couldn’t be sure, but she thought one waved. Then again, she also thought one might have giggled, and she felt relieved when they were gone and she could draw by herself again. As the sky darkened to violet and gold, and twilight stole over her neighborhood, Jessa finally went inside, feeling full of good air and a little tired.

      She was taking off her boots and hanging up her windbreaker when she heard her father say, “Jessa?” He sounded annoyed. Confused, she slunk upstairs. She found him in her room, her mother was there too. They scowled as she came into the room.

      “How many times have we told you to take care of your things?” he said. And he held out her music player. The screen was smashed, and not just a little bit.

      “But I didn’t do that,” said Jessa.

      “And this is not what I meant when I said you could paint anything,” said her mother, pointing to the trunk. Instead of a wise, colorful dragon snuggled in books, there was a huge, brown worm curled around bones; in place of her vibrant, green forest were dead, black trees.

      “But I didn’t paint that.”

      Her father closed the curtains, and her mother folded her arms. They each said how disappointed they were and then left. Jessa could hear them downstairs. They did not talk, and they did not turn on the radio as they cooked dinner. She knew that they were very mad and hoped maybe dinner would take a long time so she wouldn’t have to go down.

      But as she thought and the room grew dark, Jessa heard a soft sound, a sound she would not have heard were it not so quiet: a muted, firm clunk, and a voice like wind in an attic.

      I am the Creep … Silence is golden when talk is cheap.

      She turned around.

      The trunk was open, just a crack. Two long eyes, red as red, stared out at her. Jessa stared back. She took a step back, and then another and another until she was in the hallway. She closed her bedroom door and went downstairs.

      “I can’t sleep in my room tonight,” she explained.

      Her mother, chopping an onion, did not look over. “Why?”

      “There’s a monster in there.”

      “Jessa, you’re too old for that,” said her father, shortly, seasoning a slab of beef.

      “I don’t think anyone is ever too old to be eaten by a monster.”

      Her parents looked at each other and then went back to their tasks. They didn’t speak to her again until after dinner, and then they had a family meeting about acting out. By the end, Jessa thought she’d rather take her chances with the monster.

      She turned on all the lights as she went upstairs and then slowly opened her bedroom door. She peeked inside. The trunk was closed again. Fast as she could, she hit her light switch, marched straight inside, and, picking up one end, dragged the trunk to the hallway.

      “And what do you think you’re doing?” Her mother was coming up the stairs. She pointed back into the room. “It’s not leaving your room until you paint over that nasty mess you made.”

      Jessa didn’t argue, knowing it’d be no good. She dragged the box back inside.

      “You might have to be in my room,” Jessa whispered at the box, angrily. “But I don’t have to look at you.”

      She pulled the toys and old clothes stuffed at the bottom of her closet out and shoved them under the bed. Then she pushed the trunk inside. But when she went to close the door, it jammed halfway shut. The trunk was too wide.

      “I never wanted you. Why’d I have to get you?” she said to the box. “Mom and Dad don’t believe me, but I can deal with you. I’m not in over my head yet.”

      She found the heaviest thing in her room (her old dollhouse) and set it on top. She tried to stay awake, reading a book in bed, but by ten o’clock her eyes began to itch, and by eleven her head was drooping, and by midnight she was fast asleep.

      When she woke, it was still night. Her lamp was off, but she could see through the dark to the darker place that was her closet. It was wide open, and so was the chest …

      I am the Creep,  said a voice. Water is shallow till it is deep …

      It had come from the foot of her bed.

      She could see something dark there, like the top of a shadowy head. It began to rise, to get bigger …

      “MOM!”

      Footsteps thumped in the hallway, and then her bedroom door flew open. The light burst on.

      “What’s wrong?” Her mother’s hair stood up in crazy corkscrews. She looked around the room and glowered. “Jessa, what did you do to your dollhouse?”

      Jessaline sat up. Her dollhouse was on the floor; the front was broken off.

      “The Creep must have knocked it off when it got out of the trunk,” she said. Her mother crouched to pick up the pieces.

      “I know you’re getting too big for this, but you know your Granny Dorf worked so hard to make you this house,” said her mother.

      “But I was trying to trap the Creep!”

      Her mother glared, angry now that she wasn’t scared. “Is that your monster’s name?”

      “It’s not my monster,” she insisted. “I just have it.” She got up and went to the closet. “See?”

      But the trunk was closed, and the lock was still rusted shut. Jessa stood in her pajamas in front of the closet for another minute after her mother left and then dragged the trunk back out.

      “You’re staying where I can keep an eye on you,” she told the box. She left the light on as she got back in bed and tried to go back to sleep.

      

      The next day, her dad helped her put the dollhouse back together.

      “What’s gotten into you, kiddo?” he asked. She could tell that he was trying to sound joking but that he was a little annoyed too.

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      “Everything okay?”

      She considered telling him about the monster again. “No, I’m fine,” she lied. “Just tired.”

      She played by herself again and blandly watched when the other kids rode by. She bet they didn’t have Creeps to deal with. She drew on the sidewalk because at least drawing still made her feel a little better. She wished she’d never inherited a monster.

      That night, she didn’t go to her room empty handed. While her parents were watching TV, she slipped one of her mother’s golf clubs out of its carrier in the garage. While there, she found a box of Christmas ornaments and fished out a small brass bell; she held it tight in her hand so it would not ring and kept the club hidden by her side as she walked past the TV room and said goodnight.

      The trunk was closed. Jessa hefted the club up on her shoulder, tip-toed inside, used tape to fix the bell securely to the rusted latch, and then crawled under her blankets—bringing the club with her. She read her book, and when she got sleepy, she turned off her lamp.

      She did not dream, and if she did, she did not remember in the morning. What she did remember was in the dark, in the quiet small hours the faint, fragile ting-ting.

      She was awake all at once, but she didn’t open her eyes.

      I am the Creep, said a voice. You’re too afraid to make a peep.

      She had gone to sleep with her back to the trunk. She had rolled over in her sleep. Afraid, she opened her eyes at last.

      The trunk was open, and from the dark crack were the two red eyes. They did not glow, but they seemed bright, reflecting an inner light, like rubies.

      “Go away,” she whispered.

      She couldn’t be certain, but she thought that she saw fingers now, long, shadowy fingers sliding out and down the side of the trunk. She felt a scream welling up inside of her, and before she knew what she was doing, she grabbed the club and threw it. The putter hit the side of the box, catching the hinge. The lid crashed down onto the Creep’s shadow fingers. And then it was gone. She sat up and turned on her lamp.

      On the floor were not six little fingers, but six little things: a key on a chain, a tarnished ring, the rope from a graduation hat, an expired credit card, a music cassette tape with most of the tape unwound, and a paintbrush. She recognized the brush. It was her best one. She picked it up, brought it to her kit, and put it back in its place. When she closed it again, she didn’t feel afraid anymore. She felt angry.

      “Don’t take my things,” she said.

      But the box was silent and still. She collected the remaining things off the floor and hid them in her bookbag.

      Her mother came to talk to her the next morning as she was digging around the huge collection of plastic containers in the kitchen cupboard.

      “Did you get up again last night?” her mother asked, pouring a cup of coffee.

      “No,” Jessa lied. It was just a little fib, though, she figured, and it didn’t feel too bad.

      “I thought I heard a thump.”

      “I didn’t hear anything.” Jessa found the container with clear sides and top she’d been looking for and held it up. “Can I borrow this?”

      “Borrow means give back,” her mother reminded her, which meant yes. She blew on her coffee. “Any friends you want to ask over to play later?”

      Jessa stacked the rest of the containers back and let her hair fall over her face.

      “No.” She pretended she didn’t hear her mother sigh. “Hey, Mom?” she said, changing the subject. “How do you get rid of a monster?”

      “I don’t know, Jessa,” she said, walking away, out to her office. “Maybe you don’t get rid of them.”

      Jessa didn’t go to bed that night. Instead, she took the not-finger-things from out of her bookbag, put them in the clear plastic container, turned off the light, and (with her mother’s golf club propped beside her) sat with her back to her door, watching the trunk.

      She sat for a long time and would pinch her ankle every time she got sleepy. Finally, well after midnight, the latch of the trunk popped open: clunk. The lid of the trunk opened. Two red eyes loomed out from the dark.

      I am—

      “You are the Creep,” interrupted Jessa. “But I am brave, and you’re just a heap.” She picked up the plastic container and shook it once. “You stole all these, didn’t you?”

      I am the Creep … What I take is mine to keep.

      “No, it’s not,” she said. She put the container down. “Why did you change my drawings?”

      The eyes stared at her.

      “Why did you break my music player?”

      Still, the eyes stared.

      “You don’t seem so tough.”

      I am the Creep … A mountain is small, until it is steep.

      “I don’t know what that means,” admitted Jessa. “But it doesn’t sound good. I think I’ll have to get rid of you in the morning.”

      The eyes slid to one side of the crack, then the other.

      A gift accepted, it said, is a gift you must keep.

      Jessa thought about this. “You don’t feel like a gift.”

      The Creep said nothing.

      Why did Granny Dorf have such an awful thing? Jessa wondered. She thought about her then. Granny had been a nice old lady. She’d had small wire glasses and liked big glasses of bourbon. She’d had the biggest laugh of anyone she had ever met, but she was quiet too. Some days, when Jessa would visit, they would go the whole day without talking. Jessa would draw, and Granny would carve one of her prize-winning ducks. It had been nice, but some days Granny didn’t want to see anyone at all. She’d be silent, and a little sad, and it used to scare Jessa a little. Jessa wished now that she’d gotten to know Granny Dorf better. Granny had always said Jessa reminded her of herself when she was young.

      “You probably knew Granny Dorf a long time, probably even longer than I did,” said Jessa at last. She didn’t know how she felt about that. She got to her feet, leaving the club where it was. “Goodnight, Creep.”

      Sometimes the wolf must count the sheep.

      “Okay,” she said and climbed into bed. She was already asleep by the time the lid of the trunk closed at last.

      

      Three weeks later, Mr. Dorfman came up to Jessa’s room and knocked on the door. He came inside holding a cheese and pickle sandwich.

      “That’s much nicer,” said her dad, admiring the reading dragon painted on the trunk’s lid. Jessa herself was reading a book about crows.

      “Did you know,” she told her father, as he passed her the plate with the sandwich, “that crows have a sense of humor?”

      “I did not,” said Mr. Dorfman.

      “They pull pranks on other crows, for no other reason than entertainment.”

      “I had no idea. They’re odd birds, aren’t they?”

      “Just misunderstood.”

      Mr. Dorfman looked out her window. A team of kids rode by on bikes and then disappeared down the street. He sat on Jessa’s bed. “How’s the monster problem going?”

      “I’m dealing with it,” she said, turning a page in her book. “I figured if Granny Dorf could live with a monster all those years, I can too.”

      He smiled, but a little sadly, and he then patted her on the head. He stood up and rolled up his shirt’s sleeves as he walked to the door. He did not notice a little white button pop off his cuff.

      “Just as long as you’re happy.”

      “Not happy.”

      Mr. Dorfman stopped and looked at her from the door. She smiled.

      “But not scared.”

      He shrugged and went back downstairs. When he was gone, she leaned forward and picked up the button from the carpet. She sat back down again in front of her steamer trunk and knocked.

      “Here, you can have this one,” she said as the lid squealed open. “He’ll never sew it back on.” Two long, shadowy fingers drifted out, wrapped around the button, and then slid back into the dark. As the lid closed again, she thought she heard a muffled voice say:

      If you do not sew … you cannot reap.

      She thought that perhaps crows weren’t the only misunderstood creatures with senses of humor, took a bite of her sandwich, and turned another page in her book.
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      I was supposed to sign up for an after-school activity today. Club, sport, whatever—it didn’t matter. Mom said if I was going to make friends at my new school, then I was going to have to “put myself out there” and “get involved.”

      Could there be two more terrifying phrases in the English language?

      I tried. I really did. I made it all the way to the gym before I freaked out. The double doors were flung wide open, but there might as well have been an invisible force field. Tons of people I don’t know? Fluorescent lights? Squeaky shoes? Yeah … I’ll pass.

      Turning to flee, I ran smack into Kevin. Literally. Bounced off his chest and landed butt-first on the sidewalk. “Excuse me, uh …” He trailed off, a puzzled look on his face.

      He had no clue what my name was, even though I’d been sitting next to him in science for the past two weeks. Like Lily-the-lab-partner was so hard to remember. I couldn’t find my voice to even remind him, though. I just jumped to my feet and mumbled a lame “Sorry.”

      The closer I got to the swamp, though, the better I felt. It’s so chill there—exactly what I needed. I couldn’t wait to get there. The warm brown water always rests calmly against the grass, never in a rush like it is at the beach. Cypress trees sprout straight out of the wetlands, with roots than run deep beneath the surface. They have these huge, fat trunks that fan out at the bottom like one of my grandma’s skirts. The outstretched branches form umbrellas overhead, capturing the heat and glow of the Florida sun. The burning rays soften as they mix with the cool, bladed leaves, and a mellow greenish gold light drips down.

      I spent the summer at the edge of that swamp, molding the mud like clay. Little people, animals, and plants all sprung to life in my hands, sculptures born from the earth. Lined up on the grass, they dried and hardened in the sun. I thought about taking them home, but it just seemed wrong, so I always gave them back to the swamp. It seemed to like it.

      It’s a pretty weird hobby, I guess. My sister started calling me Swamp Lily and asked me why a twelve-year-old was still making mud-pies. I called her Cheerleader Kelly and asked her why a sixteen-year-old was so stupid. Not my best comeback, but whatever.

      Today, the swamp perfectly reflected my mood. And not in a good way. Wrinkled candy wrappers and crushed soda cans had invaded the still waters—a jumbled mess, like my jumbled brain. Shaking my head, I waded into the shallow part, picking up the trash and tossing it onto the nearby grass.

      Leaning forward to get a particularly stubborn honey-bun wrapper, I lost my balance and fell face-first into the murky water. Thin, finger-like reeds brushed my face, and tadpoles tickled my eyelids. I tried to push myself up, but my hands slipped on the muddy bed, plunging me back down into the water. My nose and mouth filled with hot, liquid dirt that stole my breath and burned my throat. My heart raced, and I let out a bubbly, smothered shriek.

      The mud shifted beneath me, encircling my wrists and gripping them with the strength of human hands. In one rough movement, I was yanked to my feet, sputtering and dripping. By the time I’d wiped my eyes and looked around, no one was there. Just the slightest ripple in the ever-still swamp.

      I had no idea what had grabbed me. Helped me?

      I ran all the way home.

      

      I did not go to the swamp the next day. I’m just not down with creepy hands that rise up from the depths of the earth, no matter how helpful they are.

      I also did not have an after-school activity to go to, so I kinda just rode my bike around and around the neighborhood until I got bored and went home.

      Kelly met me at the door. Her face was flushed with rage, and she shook her cheerleading uniform at me like a mad and filthy pompom. “Seriously, Swamp Lily,” she hissed. “What is wrong with you? It’s like living with a toddler.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      “You know what I’m talking about. You wrecked my uniform, and you knew I had a game tonight.”

      “I didn’t touch your uniform.”

      “Really? Then whose muddy handprints are all over it? Mom’s? Yeah, okay.” She rolled her eyes.

      “I don’t know,” I answered slowly. “But it wasn’t me. I just got home, and I didn’t even go to the swamp today.”

      “You’re a liar.”

      “Am not.”

      Mom walked in at that exact moment. “You’re not what, Lily?” She looked from me to my sister, trying to figure out who started it this time.

      Kelly answered before I could even get my mouth unglued. “Lily ruined my cheerleading uniform. I left it hanging by the door, so I could come home, grab it, and change real quick before our first game tonight. But just look at what that little swamp creature did—I can’t wear this!”

      “I didn’t—“

      “Enough, Lily.” Mom interrupted. “I don’t have time for this. I’ve got to somehow get your sister’s uniform cleaned up, try to eat something, and then get her down to the stadium by six. I don’t have time for stories.”

      “I don’t tell stories.”

      “Really? So it wasn’t a story when you told me you signed up for the track team yesterday? And that you had practice today?” Mom’s mouth was set in a thin, hard line.

      This sounded like a trap. A trap of my own making, I have to admit, but a trap just the same. I racked my brain for a way out.

      There wasn’t one.

      “Because I went by the track on my way home,” she continued. “And you were nowhere to be seen.”

      Kelly gasped, like she was in absolute shock that someone would lie about their athleticism and school spirit. Then she shrieked and pointed to the white shag carpeting of the living room. “There’s wet, soggy footprints everywhere! Geez, Lily. Did you demolish the whole house?”

      Mom’s head swung around, following Kelly’s accusing finger.

      “I didn’t!” I shouted.

      “Go clean it up,” Mom said through clenched teeth. “I’ll take care of Kelly’s uniform. Then go to your room. This is ridiculous. I’m not taking you to the game tonight.”

      I don’t think that was as much of a punishment as she thought it was.

      

      It took hours to clean up the mess. It wasn’t just footprints like I’d thought originally. The walls were splotched with grimy handprints, and wisps of swamp grass covered the furniture like cat hair. And it all led straight to my room.

      Kelly must have set me up.

      I just couldn’t figure out why. Did she really hate me that bad? Was she scared I’d embarrass her in front of all her new friends, so she wanted to get me in trouble? Or maybe she was just a psycho. I didn’t know. The whole thing was really weird.

      I felt bad for Mom, though. The split with Dad and the cross-country move had been pretty hard on her. She didn’t need any drama from us right now. And I shouldn’t have lied to her about signing up for track. I can’t believe she bought it in the first place, though. I mean, has she even met me? I tripped three times just going up the stairs to my room.

      Which was also a mess. A thick layer of slimy earth paved a glistening, yet disgusting, trail to my closet. My arms ached from scrubbing, so I stepped carefully over it and threw myself onto the bed.

      I was almost asleep when I noticed the closet was breathing.

      Not like a human breathed, that simple in and out sound of a passing breeze. This breathing was gurgles and snorts, sloshes and bubbling. Over the breathing, I heard a series of thumps. They were soft at first, a polite and gentle knock. Then they got louder and faster. Something pounded wetly against the door with the desperation of a trapped animal. A muffled, rippling sob escaped the closet and pierced my heart. My hands shook, and I was about to throw up my own stomach, but I flung open the door anyway.

      And screamed. Then screamed again. After that, I screamed a little more. But then it got old, so I stopped. Whatever was hiding in the closet was much more frightened than it was frightening.

      Cowering against a row of colorful skirts and dresses was an obviously terrified creature. It was human in shape, but formed completely of mud and swamp reeds. Its damp skin glistened as filthy droplets of water ran down its legs, puddling on the floor. It looked like many of the figures I had sculpted this past summer—vaguely human, completely wild. I couldn’t believe it. A real, live Swamp Thing was hiding in my closet.

      Its eyes were sad two deep pools set back in its face. The mouth opened like a gash and inhuman gurgles poured forth. It was trying to tell me something.

      “It’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you.” It seemed necessary to comfort the poor monster, so I patted it awkwardly on the shoulder. My hand was disgusting after that, of course, and I’m pretty sure a water-bug skittered up my wrist, but it seemed like the right thing to do. I wiped my hand discreetly on my jeans.

      “You can come out of there if you want. It’s okay. Well, wait. Hold on, just one sec.” I ran to the bathroom and grabbed an armload of towels. I laid them on the ground, forming a path leading out of the closet. I beckoned the Swamp Thing. “Okay, come on out.”

      It followed me slowly, leaving a trail of slime across the row of towels. A quick glance into the closet showed that my clothes might never be the same again, but there were more important things to worry about now.

      “So. Um. You’re from the swamp, I guess?” That was pretty obvious—I was just breaking the ice.

      It nodded. Its thin line of a mouth turned up slightly at the corners.

      “What are you doing here, though?”

      A grimy finger raised and pointed directly at me.

      “Me? You came to see me?”

      It nodded again, the slit of a mouth turning downward. Sludgy water rolled like tears from deep-set eyes. I stopped thinking of the swamp creature as an It then. He was much too human and in too much pain.

      “Do you need help?”

      A low gurgling sound rose from his throat, sad bubbles forming and popping in his mouth. He ran a hand through his grassy hair, then felt around in his scalp as if searching for something. Wincing, he pulled a candy bar wrapper from his head and dropped it on the towel at his feet. From his chest, he pulled a crumpled water bottle. From his palm, an empty tube of lip gloss.

      His eyes met mine, pleading.

      “That’s horrible,” I said, blinking back tears as I plucked a soggy, half-eaten cookie from his cheek. “I’ll help you. I promise. I’ll get it cleaned up. I’ll make it nice again. I mean it.” That wouldn’t be so hard, right?

      The Swamp Thing croaked happily and nodded his head so fast filthy wet drops went flying and splashed my face.

      “Okay. But you have to go back to the swamp tonight. I’m a little worried you’re going to dry out, and there is no way I’m putting you in my bathtub. I’m in enough trouble as it is.”

      

      The next day, after school got out, I ran as fast as I could to the swamp. It was even worse than I remembered it. Fast food bags, soda bottles, and napkins floated in the water like rotting lily pads. It infuriated me—the way people could just come along and kill all the beauty.

      “It’s okay. I’ve got you.” I whispered.

      Frantically, I snatched up every bit of litter and tossed it into my trash bag. I had just finished and tied the bag off when a battered slushie cup came into view on the horizon. Now, normally I’m a big fan of the slushie, but this one about sent me over the edge. I crept towards it, a hunter stalking her prey. Carefully, I kept to the grassline along the shallows—I was not about to fall in again. The offensive cup was just within reach when I heard a familiar giggle.

      I followed it until I reached a small clearing along the opposite edge of the swamp. Kelly and a bunch of her buddies from the cheerleading squad and the football team were lounging on the grass. I got there just in time to see my sister laugh at something some guy in a trucker hat said, then chuck an empty soda can nonchalantly into the swamp.

      I jumped out from behind a water oak and shouted at her. “Kelly!”

      She squinted at me real hard, like she was trying to figure out who I was. “OMG, Swamp Lily. Is that you?”

      “Knock it off, Kelly. You know it’s me. And I’d rather be a Swamp Lily than a Swamp Destroyer.”

      “Ooh. Burn.” She laughed, but I could tell she was furious. Her cheeks flushed as she side-glanced at Trucker Hat. “What are you even talking about? Nobody’s destroying your precious swamp. Trust me, there’s enough mosquitoes and toads for everyone. Now, don’t you have a track meet or something to train for?”

      “No. I don’t. You know I don’t care about that stuff. But I do care about nature.” As cheesy as it sounded, it was true. A couple of her little friends giggled, but I kept on ranting. I was too mad to care how crazy I looked. “This is a great place, you know that? It’s full of really special creatures, creatures that you’ve never even heard of, never even seen. And you don’t even care. You don’t even see how you’re messing it up. It’s disgusting. Why can’t you guys just clean up after yourselves?”

      Kelly and I stood there glaring at each other. It must have gotten a little uncomfortable because Trucker Hat felt the need to step in.

      “Okay, kid,” he said, in a tone that implied I was, like, four years old. “That’s enough. Why don’t you go play or something?”

      Go play. Seeing red, I turned on my heel and stormed off. Naturally, the mud was slick, and I slid and fell flat on my face into the hot, murky shallows.

       I wasn’t scared when Swamp Thing’s hands lifted mine, but I sure was embarrassed.

      

      We were supposed to be studying pond water under a microscope, but instead Kevin seemed intent on studying me. And not in a “I just discovered my lab partner’s gorgeous” kind of way. More like a “Is my lab partner from Mars?” kind of way.

      Not in the mood. “What?” I snapped.

      He jumped a little, then goofy-grinned. “Did you really go off on a bunch of high-schoolers yesterday?”

      Not what I was expecting him to say. “What?” I snapped again.

      “My brother said some new girl came charging out of the swamp, yelling at them for littering.”

      “Trucker Hat,” I muttered, narrowing my eyes.

      “Yeah, that’d be him. He always wears that stupid hat.”

      Awkward silence.

      More awkward silence.

      “Anyway,” Kevin said. “I think what you did was pretty cool.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, it takes a lot of guts to stand up for what’s right. And I’m real big into the environment and stuff.” He rolled his eyes. “Unlike my brother.”

      “Really?” Ugh. One day I’ll be able to have a conversation with a boy that doesn’t consist of awkward silence, angry mutters, and repeating the word “really” over and over again.

      “Yeah. I was actually thinking about starting an environmental club here at school. My dad keeps bugging me to, like, get involved or something, but I didn’t see anything I really wanted to do on sign-up day.”

      “My mom does the same thing,” I said.

      “You get it then. So, you want to?”

      “Want to what?”

      “Want to start an environmental club with me?”

      “You don’t think I’m crazy? Yelling at everybody like that?” I couldn’t help but wonder if Trucker Hat had told him about my muddy face-plant or not. I’ll bet he did, but I sure wasn’t about to bring that part up.

      “That’s a good kind of crazy. Come on, are you in?”

      “Sure.” I gave him a goofy grin of my own. Swamp Thing would definitely approve.

      

      Two weeks later I found myself back in the clearing with the high-schoolers. Except this time, I wasn’t alone. I was backed up by 10 other members of the North Florida Nature Preservers, our middle school’s newest club.

      Every piece of litter created by the high-schoolers was snatched by a member of our posse and placed immediately into one of our big black trash bags. The entire time they hung out, we stared at them, as bug-eyed and obnoxious as possible.

      When Trucker Hat finished his soda, Kevin was right there by his side. “Let me get that for you, bro,” he said politely, dropping it dramatically into his bag.

      When Kelly popped a stick of gum into her mouth, I was there to get the wrapper. “I’ll take that,” I said, smiling sweetly up at her.

      It went on like that for about twenty minutes before they got sick of being babysat. Trucker Hat was the first to cave. Glaring at Kevin, who had just relieved him of his unfinished beef jerky, he said, “This is boring. Let’s go to Denny’s or something.”

      The rest of his crew jumped up, nodding their agreement. They seemed relieved to get away from us.

      Kelly hung back for a moment, slowly tying her shoe. When her friends had gone, she sidled over and gave me a friendly shoulder bump. “I’ll tell Mom you found a real after-school activity.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. I’ll tell her it’s a good one, and that you’re, like, a leader or something.”

      “Really?”

      “Mm-hm. I won’t tell her how cute your Kevin is, though.” She winked and darted off to catch up with her friends.

      

      I stole back to the swamp at sunset. The water was peaceful and warm, and the setting sun left orange tracks in the ripples.

      “Hi,” I said softly.

      The swamp swelled, and a muddy figure lurched to its feet. Swamp Thing stood, glistening in the day’s last light. Thick, murky water poured from his flesh, and toads sung on his shoulders. Shaking his reedy hair, he grinned a deep crescent of clay.

      “I’ll keeping watching over you,” I promised.

      He bowed, knelt, then plucked a swamp lily from the shallows. He held it out to me—its delicate, white petals glowing in the deep brown of his hand. The loveliness brought tears to my eyes. I took his gift and held it close to my heart. I think we understood each other.

      He had always shared his beauty, and I would always share my strength.
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      “Maggie, the witch is going to get me. Mom forgot to kiss me three times.”

      Anna’s voice was muffled by blankets, and I knew without looking that she was hiding under her covers. I sighed and climbed out of bed.

      “Nothing and no one is going to get you.” I walked over to my little sister’s bed and pulled back the covers. “Three kisses on your forehead.” I kissed her like Mom always did. “Pillow fluffed and blankets tucked in.” I fluffed and tucked. “And one song.”

      I sang her “Down in the Valley” because she was too young to know it was a sad song and just liked the music. By the time I was done, she was asleep, and I was awake.

      My closet was neatly closed, nothing in it but clothes and shoes and a toybox. Anna’s closet door was cracked open, and there was a light coming from it not much brighter than Anna’s night-light. I went to it and opened the door.

      Esther didn’t look like a witch. She wore a long blue dress with a white apron. She had a white cap thing on her head that looked like the ones we made out of paper to wear on Thanksgiving when I was in kindergarten. She wasn’t a pilgrim, though. I had asked. Esther said she was a witch, and even though Anna couldn’t see her, Anna said it was true.

      She sat in a rocking chair that shouldn’t have fit in the closet. She was knitting. Behind her, the back wall of the closet seemed further away and looked more like wooden boards than white paint.

      I sat down on the rug next to her. “How does she even know you’re here when she can’t see you?”

      Esther shrugged. “She dreams about me, most likely. Some people do.”

      “But why is she scared?” I had known Esther since I was younger than Anna, and I couldn’t remember ever being afraid of her.

      “People are usually afraid of things that are different or that they don’t understand.” Esther looked up from her knitting. Her dark eyes looked sad. “It’s time for you to go back to bed, Margaret.”

      She always called me Margaret. No one called me that, not even my parents when I was in trouble.

      I yawned. “Goodnight, Esther.”

      I climbed back into my bed, and when I looked over at Anna’s closet, it looked dark and empty.

      

      Most of the time, I fell asleep fast enough that I never saw Esther, but sometimes we would sit and talk in the nighttime. She wouldn’t teach me magic, and she never told me why she seemed so sad. Sometimes she would say something, and I would remember to look it up on Google the next day. Sympathetic magic. A planting moon, or a solstice.

      Anna didn’t talk about “her” witch as much, and I thought she had forgotten until Mom announced that I would be moving into my own room upstairs. Anna freaked.

      “I can’t stay in the room by myself! The witch will get me!”

      Mom bit her lip, like she was trying not to laugh. “Anna, there isn’t any witch. You’re a big girl now. You know better.”

      Anna shook her head, her fists clenched. “She’s in my closet after I go to sleep, and she’s scary. Why doesn’t Maggie take our room, and I’ll go upstairs?”

      Mom opened her mouth, then closed it. Our bedroom was right next to Mom and Dad’s. I bet she thought Anna was too young to be that far away from them, but she’d just called her a big girl.

      “Anna, maybe we can get the witch to move,” I said.

      Anna and Mom both frowned, but neither of them argued. Which was a good thing, since Mom didn’t believe in Esther, and I didn’t have any idea how to move a witch from one closet to another.

      That night I sang Anna to sleep again. I told her that I would never, ever let a witch get her. Then I sighed and went into her closet.

      Esther was churning butter tonight, thumping the long handle into the wooden barrel that held the milk. Light came from candles at the window where the back of the closet should be. I pulled Anna’s closet door closed behind me, and the room got even bigger. I sat on a braided rug on the floor and looked up at Esther.

      “Can you go to other rooms in the house?”

      She frowned slightly. “I go to other rooms in my house, but there are only three. The front room, the bedroom, and the root cellar. When I see your house, it’s always through your sister’s closet door.”

      It was hard to know what to ask. “Have you always been in this house? My house?”

      Esther snorted. “Your house is new, maybe forty years old. Before, there was a different house near this spot, and before that, another. My house burned down a long, long time ago.”

      I swallowed. “Is that how you …”

      “How I died? No, I died of old age, cowering in the shadows.”

      She sounded angry, as though there was something bad about dying of old age.

      I took a deep breath. “I need to help you move to another part of this house. I’m moving to a bedroom upstairs, and Anna is scared to have you in her room.”

      Esther stopped churning butter to stare at me. “How are you going to do that?”

      “Well … I thought … you’re a witch?”

      “My magic still works in my house. It doesn’t work in yours.” She looked at me, then shook her head. “And no, I’m not going to teach you. That isn’t allowed.”

      I blew out my breath in frustration. “Well, then it may take a little longer.”

      

      I convinced Mom that I needed new paint on the walls and new carpet on the floor, knowing that that would buy me some time. Then I sat down at the family computer to research spells.

      The Internet is pretty great for researching concepts, but not so good on specifics. Nine billion people on the planet, and none of them had recorded a spell for moving a witch who died centuries ago from one place in your house to another. I looked up every concept I could remember Esther mentioning and started to make my plans.

      There would be a full moon on the vernal equinox, which was a fancy term for the first day of spring. Every site I found agreed that it was a really special date, and it was two weeks away. Two weeks seemed like plenty of time, but I had school. Worse, I could only talk to Esther after Anna was asleep. And then I had to find something that would be both mine and Esther’s, part of both my current room and the new room.

      I deleted my search history and went back to my room. It had been my first room as a baby. I had insisted on staying in it when Anna was born. I was getting sick of sharing the room with her, but I also liked it. My handprint was still on the wall under the window, and my handmade blanket from Gramma was still on my bed. It would be weird to have a new room, even if Esther did move with me.

      I rolled the blanket edge between my fingers. There was a small hole in the blanket that Mom kept saying she needed to fix. I wasn’t sure how you fixed a knitted blanket, but Mom had a ball of the same yarn in her craft cupboard, down in the basement.

      I left my room and ran downstairs.

      

      Esther was willing to teach me how to knit. She repaired the hole in my blanket, then helped me start a scarf with the same yarn. She didn’t ask what it was for.

      She did tell me a little about her life. She lived alone on a tiny farm, and it sounded like she had always been afraid of being noticed. She had chickens and a few crops of root vegetables and one cow.

      “Is it different, now that you’re …” I dropped a stitch, trying to think of a polite way to say it.

      Esther took the knitting from me and showed me how to recapture the dropped loop of yarn. “Now that I’m dead? Not really. I’m not afraid anymore. But there’s a lot more to regret.”

      I wanted to ask why she was young when she had died of old age. I wanted to ask why she was stuck in this place and time, all alone. Her dark eyes looked sad, though, so I just kept knitting.

      Later, when I mentioned the upcoming equinox, she jumped a little and frowned.

      “You’re not really planning on trying to do magic, are you? And on the equinox?”

      “Why?” I asked. “Are you afraid I can’t do it?”

      She shook her head. “No, Margaret. I’m afraid you might succeed.” She sighed. “Haven’t you any sense? Magic is dangerous, and once you use it, there is always a price. A price to use it, and a price even if you don’t.”

      That didn’t make any sense. There are costs to things you buy. How could there be a cost to something you didn’t?

      

      The full moon, and the first day of spring, was on a Wednesday. Different sites argued about what Wednesday meant as a day, but it didn’t matter. The next time there was a full moon on either a solstice or an equinox, I would be over thirty. Anna would be grown up and out of the house long before then.

      It took almost the full two weeks, but I finished the scarf and then gave it to Esther Tuesday night. It wasn’t perfect, but she accepted it as though it was beautiful. My blanket, fixed with the same yarn, and the little remaining of that ball, I put into my new closet, neatly folded.

      On Wednesday, I couldn’t focus at all. As soon as I got home, I told my mom that I had homework and wanted to use my new desk, even though my new bed wasn’t set up in the upstairs room yet. I moved the blanket and extra yarn to the right side of the closet, and set up a circle around it. I couldn’t find a lot of the things listed online, but I had early dandelions, some poplar buds, and a bag of marshmallows to stand in for marshmallow root.

      Moonrise wasn’t until 6:48 pm. I pulled out my books and tried to do homework while I waited. I plugged my way through math and science, and even finished the vocabulary work due Friday, before Mom called me down to supper.

      Dad had just gotten home, and we shared the usual stories about our day. For the first time, I wondered if Mom and Dad left things out, too. Were there things in their day as hard to explain as doing a summoning spell on a witch?

      It was almost six-thirty when I went back upstairs. Eighteen minutes was forever, but too short a time to do anything. I sat cross-legged on the carpet in my closet, practicing the words I’d made up.

      

      “By the light of the moon and the light of the sun,

      My circle is set, my spell is begun.

      Like calls to like, and same calls to same.

      I summon my friend by the power of her name.”

      

      Then I called her name, three times. Three was always good, for spells.

      I practiced it over and over, rearranged the circle to make it neater, and tried to remember to breathe. Finally, it was time. I closed my eyes and imagined Esther in her rocking chair, the wood boards of her house, the braided rug on the floor. I said my words and called her name three times.

      I felt dizzy for a minute, and when I opened my eyes, I thought it had worked. Esther was there in her rocking chair, her house around her, and—

      There was no closet door for me to get home.

      “Oh, Margaret,” Esther whispered, staring at me. “What have you done?”

      

      I had thought that it might not work. I hadn’t thought that I might be the one pulled into another place.

      I put my chin up, which I usually do when I’m scared. “I promised Anna.”

      Esther huffed out her breath. “I doubt that Anna would think losing a sister a good trade for getting rid of a witch.”

      I took a shaky breath. “It’s still the equinox and the full moon for hours yet. Maybe I can do another spell to get back home. And if I can’t … well, then you won’t be alone anymore.”

      “I deserve to be alone.” Esther put her hands up over her face. “You don’t. You’re an excellent sister. You’re a good friend. I need to get you back home.”

      That word, deserve, caught at me. “How can you deserve to be alone? Did you do something … bad?”

      She laughed, but it sounded sad and angry. “No. I failed to do something. I was afraid.” She folded her hands in her lap and looked at me. “When I was the age you see me here, witchfinders came to my town. They mostly go for wealthy women with sharp tongues, because people will lie and call them witches. People want their land or to punish them. I was very careful not to have too much, not to make enemies. Some people weren’t as careful, and they were arrested. They were tortured until they confessed and then hanged.”

      She looked down at her hands. “And I could have saved them. I could have walked right into the meeting house and done my magic, proved that I was a witch, proved that they couldn’t be, because they couldn’t do what I could. I would have had to run somewhere else, would have lost everything, but I probably would have been able to escape. I was afraid. I did nothing. And four people died because of that.”

      I scooted forward on the rug until I could put a hand on Esther’s arm. “Not everyone is brave enough to stand up for others. It’s hard, and it’s scary.”

      Esther looked at me again and tried to smile. “It doesn’t matter that it’s hard. It’s part of the bargain, when one takes up the magic. Do no harm. Not just cause no harm, but allow no harm to happen if you can stop it.”

      “Oh.” I thought about that for a moment. “I think I can do that.”

      Esther nodded briskly. “The magic will find you a teacher, when you’re ready. So first, to get you home.”

      Esther’s house had lots more herbs than I had been able to find. Esther found tobacco flowers and mallow root, rowan berry and bark and leaf, and even a spoonful of rowan berry jelly that she saved out as she set up a spiral pattern around me. She wrapped the scarf I had made around my neck and then kissed me three times on the forehead.

      “Strength for the journey,” Esther said quietly as she held the spoonful of jelly to my lips. It tasted sweet and sharp.

      I blinked back tears. “I’m sorry,” I said. “What is going to happen to you now?”

      Esther smiled. “I’m not sorry at all. The magic will decide my fate, but I’m choosing yours.” She took a step back, then bowed to each of the walls before chanting something like Latin. She moved around the spiral in flowing, turning steps, and when she was in front of me again, she brought out a knife and cut the air. “Goodbye, Margaret.”

      I closed my eyes, dizzy. When I opened them, I was back in my closet. The scarf was gone, and so was the circle. The blanket my grandmother had made was still folded on the carpet.

      I opened the door and stumbled out to my desk, sliding down into the chair. The clock said seven-thirty. How could so little time change … everything?

      I packed up my books into my backpack, then headed down to my old room. Long after Anna was asleep that night, I stayed awake.

      Anna’s closet stayed dark.

      

      It was April, and another full moon, before I moved into my new room. It wasn’t a little girl’s room, like the one I’d shared with Anna. I had my own desk and bookcase. A digital clock that I had to set myself was on my bedside table. I had my own computer, a birthday present, and I’d already linked it to the family printer for school reports.

      I still looked around a lot before turning off the light. It was new, but it was good. Change wasn’t always bad.

      I clicked the light off and let my eyes adjust to the dark. Moonlight was coming in from my window, and under the closet door …

      I jumped out of bed and ran across the room. The door opened easily, and inside was Esther, knitting in her chair.

      I stepped inside slowly, closing the door behind myself. I was in Esther’s home again, but this time with the doorway back.

      Esther looked up and smiled. “It looks like the magic sent you a teacher.”

      I smiled back and sat down on the braided rug. “I’m ready when you are.”
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