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            CHAPTER 1

            Encounter of a Weird Kind

         

         After all the times she had insisted that something was out there, after all the times no one believed her, after the lifetime of sniggering she had endured – tonight, Lucy Sladan would prove she was right.

         With a CLICK, she loaded a roll of film into the old camera she had “borrowed” from her parents. She needed proof, the kind that was hard to fake. People of the world, she thought, prepare to learn the Truth.

         Her skin tingled with excitement. She still couldn’t quite believe it. Just the night before, while taking the dog out for a gallop in the woods, 2Lucy had seen something in the sky; something that looked remarkably, amazingly, like the out-of-focus flying objects pictured on her favourite website: TheTruthHasLanded.org.

         A flash of lightning outside the round attic window cast jagged shadows across the sloped walls. For a fleeting moment, Lucy’s bedroom seemed full of motion. She twisted a lock of purple hair and counted out six Mississippis before she heard the corresponding rumble of thunder. Pushing her plastic-framed glasses up the bridge of her nose, she reread a highlighted article in yesterday’s newspaper:

         
            SECOND DISAPPEARANCE

IN STICKY PINES

            Beloved candy-store owner, Mandy Millepoids, 66, has been reported missing. He was last seen birdwatching in Molasses Grove on the evening of September 1. Meanwhile, police are still searching for factory worker Alastair Chelon, 37, last seen fishing at Black Hole Lake on August 17. Authorities are looking into sightings of large wild animals in the area. 3

         

         Wild animals, Lucy scoffed. She knew the truth. These guys weren’t attacked. They were abducted. By ALIENS.

         She imagined the article they would write about her tomorrow: Lucy Sladan, 12-year-old genius, rescues missing Sticky Pines residents while awesomely confirming once and for all the existence of extraterrestrials. Former critics are amazed and deeply apologetic.

         All she needed to do now was sneak out without getting caught.

         A knock on the door sent the newspaper flying out of her hands in a dozen fluttering pieces. Her nine-year-old sister Willow entered without waiting for an invitation. Lucy wondered why she bothered to hang the “Keep Out, Unbelievers” sign on the door.

         “What are you doing up here?” asked Willow. “Listening for radio signals from space?”

         “Too much cloud cover.” Lucy glanced at the clipping from The ET Bee pinned to the corkboard above her desk. The headline read: 4“Do Aliens Use Bad Weather to Hide from Sight?” Lucy knew the answer: You bet they flippin’ do. She gathered up the newspaper and put it back together in no particular order. “I think I’m gonna hit the hay early tonight.”

         “Your bedtime’s not for two hours,” said Willow.

         “What can I say?” Lucy stretched her arms and yawned, fairly convincingly. “I’m bushed.”

         “You’re not in your pyjamas.”

         “I was … just about to change.” Keep it together, Lucita. Sneaking out is all in the details. She had googled it.

         Willow kicked a pile of dirty clothes and hopped over to sit on the rumpled bed. “Did you hear there was another Bigfoot sighting?” She chewed the strings of her pink unicorn hoodie. “Dad says Sasquatches only eat boys, but Mom says they’re equal opportunity.”

         Lucy snorted. “Please. Only babies and tourists believe in dumb stuff like Bigfoot.”

         “You believe in fairies,” Willow sneered. 5

         “I believe in transdimensional beings who’ve been MISTAKEN for fairies.”

         “Whatever.” Willow rolled her eyes. “Errol ran off after dinner again. You’re not supposed to feed him people food.”

         “Eating only dog food is boring, Will.” Lucy checked the clock. “Did you want something?”

         “Mom and Dad wanna know if you’re gonna come make up songs with us,” said Willow.

         Three nights in a row? “Thanks for the invite, but like I said, I’m bushed.”

         “It’s only eight o’clock,” Willow complained. “What are you, five?” She picked up a toy Yoda from the bookshelf and started messing with its ears.

         Lucy snatched the precious Jedi out of her hands. “OK, time to go.”

         “I wasn’t gonna break your doll.”

         “Figurine,” Lucy corrected. She scooted her sister out to the golden pine landing. “Tell Mom and Dad not to wake me up. It’s a school night.”

         “Fine.” Willow stuck out her tongue and, 6mercifully, headed downstairs.

         Lucy turned off all the lights and got into bed fully clothed. She stared impatiently into darkness until it was well past Willow’s nine o’clock bedtime. Nobody came upstairs to check on her. It’s time.

         She slipped on her hiking boots, red hoodie and grey rain poncho, grabbed her backpack and tiptoed down the stairs, keeping her feet on the inside edges to minimise creaking. Cautiously, she inched her way along the hallway of the weathered log cabin. She ducked behind the kitchen island to avoid being seen by her parents in the living room, then slid out the side door and into the garage. The twangs of her father’s banjo and her mother’s cackling laughter faded as she dipped under the garage door – always open halfway so that Errol could get in and out.

         Outside, a bolt of lightning splintered through the low clouds, the sky briefly resembling an undulating sea of jellyfish. 7

         Lucy headed into the ancient moss-draped forest. She had grown up in these woods, and she and Willow had given names to the most distinctive-looking trees.

         “Hey, Arnold.” She saluted a knobby blue pine that had fallen sideways but managed to find a way to keep growing; its contorted two-pronged trunk twisting to resemble a capital letter A. She steered clear, knowing from experience that its bark was thick with dark, glue-like sap. A gust of wind allowed its tangled branches to shudder in response.

         When the path came to a fork, she pulled out a hand-drawn map, oriented herself, then tramped off-road, straight into the shadowy foliage.

         Twice, she slipped on the muddy ground and nearly lost her balance. She picked up a fallen tree branch, shook off a yellow banana slug as big as her forearm and snapped off the narrow end to make a walking stick.

         Stabilised, she set off again, rain spattering her glasses. She wiped the lenses with her sleeve 8and scanned the patches of sky for any sign of unnatural activity. As she picked her way around a patch of brambles, she heard something out of place – a dull mechanical hum echoing above the forest. Lucy’s heart began to pound. This could be it.

         Squinting at the leafy shadows overhead, she ran towards whatever was making the artificial noise. It seemed to be hovering just over her head, hidden by the canopy. A glint of blue light darted across an opening in the leaves as the flying object she could not identify shot off deeper into the woods, the mosquito-like hum growing fainter by the second.

         Oh no you don’t! Lucy chased after it, twigs whipping at her cheeks. She leapt over an overgrown patch of ferns and slid on a slimy patch of mud, sprawling face-first on the soggy forest floor.

         Out of breath, she rolled on to her back, the rain falling on her face. She was in a clearing in the trees under the stormy sky. There was no 9sign of the Unidentified Flying Object. Come on, come on, I know you’re out there. She shivered. Her trousers were soaked through and she felt cold to the bone.

         Then she heard an unmistakable sound: footsteps. Lucy hopped to her feet and clutched her walking stick. Who would be crazy enough to be out here on a night like this? Besides me, I mean.

         CRUNCH. CRUNCH. CRUNCH.

         Something was moving through the trees behind her. Something big. Anxiously, she remembered the news report about “large animals” in the area. Maybe the missing people really did get eaten by a mountain lion…

         She brought the stick over her shoulder like a baseball bat and closed her eyes – then, “HIYAAHHH!” She spun at the darkness, swinging her staff blindly, hitting nothing. A burst of lightning revealed a large creature, wiry grey hair matted to its muscled frame, grimacing to reveal long, sharp teeth.

         Lucy dropped the stick. 10

         “Errol!” She had never been so happy to see the family wolfhound in her life. “Oh man, I’m sorry, bud!” She smiled with relief and took a step towards her shaggy pet. “C’mere, doggo.”

         But Errol wasn’t looking at her, he was looking past her, and he clearly did not like what he was looking at.

         Ears flat, he snarled in the kind of menacing display usually reserved for the weird guy who ran the candy store at the centre of town. The guy who disappeared the other night.

         “What is it?” Lucy’s smile faded. She wasn’t sure whether she wanted to see what was frightening the forty-kilo dog, or if she should rethink her life choices and run home, not stopping until she was in bed with the dinosaur covers pulled over her head.

         Curiosity won out over her sense of self-preservation. Slowly, she turned around.

         What the…? For a moment, she forgot to breathe.

         Not six metres away, cloaked in shadow near 11the edge of the clearing, stood a massive hunch-backed figure staring up at the sky. It looked almost human, except for the stringy, tangled hair that hung wetly over its pot-bellied body, like some kind of golem made of moss.

         From where Lucy was standing, it looked like those pictures in tourist traps throughout the valley. The ones they sold to suckers.

         Holy. Flippin’. Crudballs. “Bigfoot?” she whispered.

         The creature swivelled its head like a grotesque bird of prey, its massive body motionless. It issued a low, insect-like hiss from deep within its throat. A bolt of lightning flashed, revealing wide-set black eyes on a blunt, bulldoggish face.

         That doesn’t look like any Bigfoot picture I’ve ever seen… Her heart thundered in her chest. She was unable to move; out of awe or fear, she couldn’t say.

         Errol barked ferociously and lunged towards the hideous thing. The monster unhinged its froggish head and let out a dissonant wail, like a 12wolf being attacked by a swarm of bees.

         Whoa.

         Errol panicked and bolted through the trees, whimpering pitifully as he ran towards home.

         “B-buddy?” Lucy swallowed. Errol was gone.

         The monster tilted its head and stared at Lucy, its muscular, too-long arms hanging limply at its sides. She couldn’t leave, not now. Not without proof of what she’d seen.

         The bipedal beast swivelled its gaze back to the sky. Lucy strained to see what it was looking at, but saw nothing beyond the swirling gloom.

         Then she heard it – the eerie electrical humming sound. Following the noise, she spotted something hovering high above the clearing: four ghostly blue lights set in a diamond formation.

         Her skin prickled. This was it, the supernatural proof she had been searching for. A real-life UFO and a freaky Bigfoot, both at the same time! She could already picture the image on the cover of Weird Enquiries Weekly. This was by far the 13greatest day of her life.

         Regaining the ability to reason, she dug the camera out of her backpack and unscrewed the lens cap with shaking hands. If she pulled this off, she would be a hero. They might even rename the town in her honour. Welcome to Sladanville, where things get weird!

         She brought the camera to her eyes. Crudberries. She could see nothing but darkness. Hastily, she checked to make sure the camera’s flash was on. She was going to need it.

         The exquisitely weird creature whined like a walrus and pointed at the hovering lights, its crooked finger raised as if in awe.

         Don’t worry, Ugly, I see it too.

         Lucy took a deep breath. She pointed the camera, hoping to get both the creature and the UFO in frame. This is going to be epic…

         She fumbled for the trigger, and pressed. The flash went off. The creature screamed. There was a blinding bright light, a tremendous, deafening boom and then, darkness.

      

   


   
      14
         
            
               [image: ]

            

            CHAPTER 2

            Stranger Danger

         

         Lucy came to, shivering and soaking wet. Her ears were ringing and her brain was throbbing. She groped at her surroundings, a vague impression of light and sound floating in and out of her hazy memory. Did I finally get abducted by aliens? Her fingers closed around a handful of mud and twigs. She was still in the forest. How disappointing.

         With some effort, she forced her eyelids open, one by one. She found herself staring into a pair of angelic blue eyes surrounded by a hazy halo of yellow.

         Oh cripes, am I dead? 15

         “Thank goodness, you’re alive!” said a far-off-sounding voice coming from the direction of the eyes.

         That settles that question. Lucy grunted and tried to stand, but her legs wouldn’t cooperate and she collapsed next to a purple-veined fern. She managed to get to her feet and felt pine needles stabbing through her waterlogged socks. For some reason, she was no longer wearing shoes.

         “Are you OK?” said the blurry yellow being.

         “Blarghgle,” said Lucy.

         “That doesn’t sound very promising,” said the voice. “I should probably call for help.” The bell-shaped blob moved around her, a small glowing object in its hand trailing light in the darkness. “Ugh, there’s never any reception in this town. How do you people survive?”

         Lucy flinched as something pointy was shoved into her hand, then chirped with glee when she realised it was her glasses. She put them on and the world came into glorious focus. She was still 16in the clearing. Standing before her was a clean-cut boy about her age wearing a fancy yellow raincoat and galoshes. The matching rain hat was too big for his head, making it look about twice the normal size. He grinned as if she looked just as ridiculous to him as he did to her.

         He extended his hand. “My name’s Milo Fisher. What’s yours?”

         Fisher… Why does that name sound familiar? Lucy opened her mouth to speak but a wave of nausea hit. She bent over and retched the remains of her dad’s meatloaf on the soggy forest floor. When she was done, her headache was gone and there was a warm hand rubbing gently between her shoulder blades.

         “Do you need an ambulance?” asked Milo. “Are there even ambulances out here?”

         Lucy laughed. “Yeah,” she croaked. “There’s ambulances out here. But let’s not get one. I’m OK.”

         “I can’t believe you survived that,” he continued. “I’ve never seen anything like it, and 17I’ve seen pretty much everything.”

         Survived what? The events of the evening came back to her in a series of hectic images. Lucy focused on two in particular. The big hairy creature. The hovering lights. She took a step and stumbled, latching on to Milo’s outstretched arm.

         “Camera,” she said. “Where’s my camera?”

         “I think you should sit down,” said Milo.

         Lucy started digging through the leaves on the ground. “You don’t understand. I need my camera, and I need it now.”

         Milo held his shiny platinum smartphone up high. “Still no reception,” he sighed.

         “Reception is for city folk,” said Lucy.

         “At least it’s not raining any more. The storm stopped right after you got hit.”

         Lucy looked up at the night sky. It was true. The clouds had parted, the mossy forest was again alive with the sound of insects and amphibians. Above them, an endless sea of stars twinkled in a moonless sky. Below, the mud remained, and 18she was covered in it from head to toe.

         “Camera, camera, camera,” she repeated through chattering teeth. “Where is it? It can’t have just vanished.” She tripped over her hiking boots three metres from where she had regained consciousness. Milo, stronger than he looked, caught her around the waist.

         “Sit down, will you?” he said. “You’re in shock or something.”

         Lucy sat on a tree stump and rubbed her hands together to keep them from shaking.

         Milo marched off, using his phone as a flashlight. He picked up something from the ground and unfolded it. “Did you draw this map yourself?”

         “Yeah.”

         “Wow. It’s really detailed. What do the red Xs mean?”

         “They’re potential sightings of … uh, nothing. Can I have it, please?” asked Lucy.

         “Of course.” He handed it over, then located one of Lucy’s boots. A slow trail of clear slime 19dripped down from the toe. “Ew,” he grimaced.

         Lucy wrinkled her nose. “I must’ve stepped on a banana slug.”

         Milo stuck out his tongue and resumed his search. “Um … is this what you meant by ‘camera’?” he asked, holding out a rather soggy-looking Fuji point-and-click.

         “Yes!” Lucy grabbed the precious device out of his hands. “Nooo,” she moaned.

         “What?” asked Milo.

         “It’s all wet,” she whimpered. “My life is over.”

         “Just buy a new one like a normal person. I think they sell old ones like this at antique shops.”

         Lucy took a deep breath. “It’s OK, it’s OK,” she repeated to herself. “Maybe the film inside isn’t damaged.” She flipped the camera over and her heart dropped into her stomach. The back panel was open, water dripping everywhere. The camera was toast. The picture was ruined. She dropped to her knees and punched the ground 20with all her might.

         Milo tossed her backpack at her feet. “I think you might have brain damage. We need to get help. Can you walk or should I carry you?”

         “Carry me?” Lucy looked at him sideways. They were practically the same size.

         He nodded cheerfully.

         She took note of his perfectly coordinated rain gear, none of which was appropriate for hiking in the woods. She had never seen him before, and people so smartly dressed hardly ever came to Sticky Pines. What horse did this kid ride in on?

         Lucy sat back on the tree stump. “I’m OK,” she said. “I just need to get home.” She put on her boots, brushed herself off and stood up. She did a couple of jumping jacks. “See?”

         Milo looked doubtful, and the jumping jacks made Lucy’s headache come back.

         “You know, you never actually told me your name,” he said.

         “Oh,” she said. “Lucy Sladan.”21

         Milo held out a hand. “You’re supposed to shake it,” he said, after a moment.

         “Right.” She put her hand in his and he shook it matter-of-factly. Yeah. You’re not from around here. 

         “Well, Lucy Sladan,” said Milo, “you look pretty good for someone who just got struck by lightning. Aside from all the mud and sticks and stuff.”

         She stared at him blankly. “Struck by what now?”

         “You’d think you’d be on fire or something. Is your hair supposed to be that purple?”

         “Did you say lightning?” Lucy dug around in her backpack for a pen and her notebook, which she opened to a relatively scribble-free page. “Start from the beginning,” she said. “What exactly did you see? Also, where did you come from and what are you doing here?”

         “Whoa. Wait a minute.” Milo raised his palms. “I don’t see a badge, officer. Why don’t you start?”22

         “Me?” Lucy crumbled a clump of dirt that was caked to her eyebrows. “I live over there,” she pointed over her shoulder, “and I’m out here because I was looking for…” She paused, pondering the events of the night and how improbable it all seemed. He’ll never believe me. 

         “What’s the matter?” asked Milo. “Is it a secret or something?”

         Lucy scowled. “I hate secrets. If everybody knew the truth the world would be a better place.”

         “That’s a bold statement.”

         She took a deep breath. “I was out here chasing a UFO, OK?” She paused for the inevitable laughter.

         “A UFO?” said Milo.

         “Unidentified Flying Object,” said Lucy.

         “I know what it means.”

         “I also saw a big hairy creature that might have been a Sasquatch.”

         “A sask-what?” asked Milo.23

         “The famous cryptozoological creature?” said Lucy.

         “Crypto-zoo-a-huh?”

         “Bigfoot.”

         “Oh, right. Wow,” said Milo. “UFO. Bigfoot. That’s … wow.”

         “You must have seen it. It was just over there.” She ran to where the creature had stood moments ago, arms outstretched to indicate its enormous size. “And the UFO was right up there,” she pointed.

         Milo shook his head. “All I saw was a jagged flash of light and your flying body. I didn’t see any Bigfoot.” He smirked.

         There it is. “You don’t believe me.”

         “Well, I mean, come on,” he chuckled.

         How predictable. Nobody would ever believe her. Not without proof. Proof she still didn’t have.

         “Forget it,” said Lucy. “Thanks for making sure I wasn’t dead or whatever.” She shoved her broken camera into her backpack and 24stomped off.

         “Hey, wait a minute!” Milo chased after her.

         “Sorry,” she said, hopping over a fallen log. “I don’t bring home strangers.”

         “I’m not a stranger.” Milo jogged to catch up. “We’re practically neighbours. And, feel free to laugh at me,” he smiled, “but I was out here doing an art project.”

         Lucy hoisted her backpack higher on her shoulders. “An art project?” she asked. “In the storm?”

         “I was trying to capture the nuances of the lightning.”

         Lucy skipped around a log and on to the path that led back to her house. “Where’s your paintbrush?”

         “I’m not that kind of artist,” he said. “I was following the storm when I stumbled into your clearing. It’s a shame I didn’t get a picture of you being electrified. I could’ve won a Pulitzer.” He hopped gingerly over a bullfrog. “I was taking pictures with a slow shutter speed, but they kept 25coming out all blurry. Then I figured out how to use the ISO—”

         “Wait a minute.” Lucy stopped. “You have a camera?”

         “Indubitably.” He pulled an expensive-looking digital camera out of his coat pocket.

         “You have a camera.” Lucy dropped her bag and stared at the boy as if seeing him for the first time.

         “Like I said,” said Milo, slowly this time, “I. Was. Taking. Pictures.”
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            CHAPTER 3

            Bigwoof

         

         Lucy awoke to a bright light and a metallic clatter.

         “Arise, young warrior, and face the day,” said her father, securing the metal blinds at the sunny attic window. He was dressed for work at the Sticky Sweet factory. His dark-green coveralls had his name, “Silas”, stitched over a juggling clown, the company mascot.

         “Five more minutes,” Lucy groaned, blocking the sunlight with her arm.

         “I thought you went to bed early last night.” Silas smoothed his black moustache in the full-length mirror.27

         “Indubitably,” mumbled Lucy. She sat up and immediately flopped back down again. “I feel super rested.”

         Silas switched on the clock radio at the head of Lucy’s bed. She flinched.

         “The weather station?” he asked. “Seriously?” He tuned it to classic rock, turned the volume up high and bobbed his head to the harmonica solo in “Run Through the Jungle”. “Eggs and toast are on the table, and you’re leaving for school in thirty minutes.” He left the room playing air guitar.

         Lucy stared up at a poster of an astronaut floating in space and replayed the previous night in her head. What were those lights in the sky? Was I really struck by lightning? What was that strange creature? And most baffling of all: What is the deal with Milo Fisher? 

         He had walked her home, using his phone as a compass and talking all the while. His family had moved to Sticky Pines about two months ago. He was in eighth grade, one year above her, and 28he was somehow aware that they had the same lunch period. He’d taken a lot of convincing to agree to let her see his photos.

         “They’re not ready to share,” he had insisted. “I need to edit them first, crop them, bring out the colour.”

         “Don’t do that,” Lucy pleaded. “I’m sure they’re perfect. You seem like a genius. You practically saved my life, right?”

         “I guess you could say that,” he said with a winning smile.

         She pulled the sleeve of his rain slicker. “Promise me you won’t edit them. The pictures have to show nothing but the absolute truth.”

         “Well…” He bit his lip. “OK. I’ll show them to you, unedited, if you agree to come over for dinner first. I only show my work to friends. Do we have a deal?”

         Milo held out his hand. Lucy shook it.

         An overwhelmingly enthusiastic Errol greeted them when they reached the Sladan family’s cabin on Foxglove Lane. 29

         The dog gave Milo a cursory sniff, then tackled Lucy and licked most of the mud off her face. She was annoyed that he had deserted her, but she couldn’t really blame him. Not everyone had the stomach to confront the very boundaries of this plane of existence.

         “Well,” said Milo, scratching the dog behind the ears, “I’d better get back before they notice I’m not on the premises.” He waved goodbye and disappeared back into the forest, the light from his phone leading the way.

         It occurred to Lucy that it was probably she who ought to have been walking him home through the woods that night. When she finally peeled off her muddy clothes and flopped into bed, it was well past midnight.
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         The school day dragged on. Each class seemed longer than the last. Lucy pinched herself to stay awake in English. As usual, she had been one of the only students to actually do the summer reading, and poor Mrs Stricks had to spend the 30whole class summarising.

         While the tie-dye-clad teacher was busy drawing a giant squid on the blackboard, Lucy passed an intricately folded note to her best friend, Tex, who was doodling at his desk three rows over.

         “X-ed the frontier once again,” Lucy had written, “and I’ve got PROOF. Deets @ lunch.”

         Tex gave Lucy a thumbs-up.

         “Mr Arkhipov.” Mrs Stricks pointedly cleared her throat. “Miss Sladan.”

         Tex quickly went back to drawing a dragon on his binder and Lucy returned to pinching herself to stay awake.

         At last, the lunch bell rang. Lucy stuffed her books into her still-damp backpack as quickly as she could.

         “Lucita?” said Mrs Stricks. “A moment, please?”

         “Uh-oh,” Tex whispered as he passed Lucy’s desk. “You are in trouble with the brain police.” He clapped her on the back. “Be strong.”31

         Lucy pounded her chest with a fist.

         Tex paused in the doorway. “I will catch you in the cafeteria,” he said. “I cannot wait to hear your latest story.”

         “It’s gonna change your life!” she called after him.

         Mrs Stricks cleared a space between the stacks of paper on her desk and laid out her lunch. This included pesto pasta, an apple, three chocolate chip cookies and a can of Nu Co. Cola.

         “It’s the second week of school and you’re already passing notes in class,” she said, going for a cookie first. “Would you like one?” she offered as she took a bite. “The missus baked them from scratch.”

         Something Lucy appreciated about living in a small town was that everyone knew everything about everybody else. Mrs Stricks’s wife was known as “the Other Mrs Stricks” and she was a bit of an odd duck. Some folks said she was crazy, some even said she was a witch, but everybody agreed she was far and away 32the best baker in town.

         “Ooh, yes, please,” said Lucy. She accepted a cookie and took an eager bite.

         “Now, my dear,” said Mrs Stricks, flicking a stray crumb off her desk, “which medieval torture method do you think your mother would employ if she caught you passing notes in her class?”

         Lucy’s mother was the school science teacher, a fact that meant it was nearly impossible for Lucy to get away with anything other than scholastic perfection. “I’m super sorry, Mrs Stricks. I swear I won’t pass notes again. Please don’t tell my mom.”

         Mrs Stricks contemplated her cookie. “I’m concerned you’re letting yourself get distracted again, my dear. We don’t want a repeat of last year, do we? Falling asleep in class, forgetting to turn in assignments…”

         “No, ma’am,” Lucy nodded solemnly.

         “Try to stay focused on what’s really important this year, hmm?” 33

         “I will. I promise.” Lucy waved politely and hurried out the door.

         What’s more important, she thought as she ran down the hallway, lectures on books, or discovering things for people to write books about? She was pretty sure she had her priorities in order.

         She hustled over to the cafeteria, which perpetually smelled like every kind of food at once.

         Sliding her lunch tray along the railing, Lucy stood on tiptoe to see if she could spot Milo Fisher in the crowd. No luck. Hopefully he had made it home OK, what with monsters lurking in the woods and all. She was surprised she hadn’t noticed him before, seeing how … noticeable he was.

         The cafeteria lady handed her a plate of fried food and a carton of chocolate milk, and Lucy made her way to the back tables to sit with Tex.

         Alexei “Tex” Arkhipov had been her best friend since first grade, when his family moved to Sticky Pines from “the mothership”, which is 34what Lucy called Russia. They had eaten lunch at the same table since they hit the upper grades.

         Tex greeted her with a nod. “So what happened? Did you finally get abducted?”

         “I wish,” she sighed.

         “Did you get a boyfriend or something?”

         “What? No.” Her cheeks reddened. “This is way bigger than that.”

         “Big like the chupacabra living under your porch?”

         “That thing was way too nasty to be a badger.”

         “Big like the poltergeist haunting Hank’s Super Saver?”

         “It’s unusually cold in the frozen food section.”

         “Big like the sea monster in Black Hole Lake?” Tex splurted the contents of a fifth ketchup packet on his plate.

         Lucy scowled. She’d never live that one down. Tex’s mother still wouldn’t let them go out on the lake without supervision. But seriously, that log strongly resembled an abyssal sea serpent. Anyone with the tiniest bit of knowledge on the 35subject would have made the same mistake.

         “You really need to learn how to swim,” she grumbled.

         “Not in Black Hole Lake I do not.” He crunched a ketchup-coated fish stick.

         “Anyway,” Lucy grinned smugly, “it doesn’t matter.” She had spotted Milo across the room, cleaner and wearing far less plaid than anyone in a ten-mile radius. “My proof is here.”

         Milo waved as he pardoned his way past a table of curious athletes and cheerleaders. “You clean up nicely,” he said when he arrived.

         “Thanks,” said Lucy. “I showered.”

         Tex dropped his fish stick, splattering ketchup on to the faux-granite tabletop. Milo tapped his foot and looked around absently. After nobody said anything for a moment, Lucy realised she was supposed to introduce them.
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