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To Annalee, who showed me the stars.
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I have a ball of starlight inside me. A globe, containing a billion bright pinpricks. It’s always been there, since I was a baby—but lately I’ve been chewing up the inside of my own mouth waiting for it to burst out of me. Sometimes I feel all these little suns whirling, like they’re getting ready to emerge from the hollow of my collarbone.


My whole life has been leading up to this, and I can’t stand the waiting.


* * *


I’m dangling by my waist from the side of the highway bridge. All the blood rushes to my head as a sixteen-wheeler truck rushes past, so close that I can feel the air disturbance and smell the fumes. The bridge quivers, and so does my heart. I feel like I’m going to pass out.


“Anything?” asks Rachael Townsend, who’s holding my belt in her strong grip.


“Nothing,” I gasp.


“Maybe you’re not scared enough,” Rachael says.


“I’m definitely scared enough. This . . . isn’t working.”


Rachael helps me pull myself upward, back behind the rusted old railing. I collapse on the hot cement walkway, next to a graffiti tag with a picture of a snarling puma.


“Okay.” Rachael smiles, sitting cross-legged on the walkway with her eyes looking wide and extra green in the midday sun. She’s dressed like a fourth-grader, as usual, in corduroy overalls and a long-sleeved stripy shirt. “So it’s not reacting to fear. Or adrenaline.”


“And we know it’s not triggered by anger,” I say, “or it would have activated when Lauren Bose put dirt in Zuleikha Marshall’s new shoes. For sure.”


“Is Lauren Bose still harassing Zuleikha Marshall? And the school is doing nothing?” Rachael shakes her head. “ This is why I’m being homeschooled.”


“Yeah. And yeah, the administration is both-sidesing the hell out of it. Makes me want to scream.”


“Okay.” Rachael reaches into her backpack and pulls out a folder. “So I’ve personally seen your rescue beacon light up on three separate occasions, and you’ve told me about four other times.” She shows me a chart, with beautiful handwriting and amazing doodles showing different versions of me with a bright blue-tinged glow coming from my sternum. Because Rachael is the greatest artist of all time.


Each cartoon version of me is labeled with things like:


 


1. Tina about to go to junior prom with Rob Langford


2. Tina right after cops broke up our flashmob outside the slumlord offices


3. Tina finds out she flunked trig midterm


 


“I got a D on that trig test,” I protest. “I did not flunk!”


“So I don’t see a huge pattern,” Rachael says. “I mean, it’s supposed to turn on when you’re old enough for the aliens to come get you, right?”


“They’re taking their sweet time.” I drag myself to my feet. “My mom keeps saying it might not happen until I turn eighteen, or even twenty-one. She just doesn’t want me to leave. As if it would be better for me to just stay trapped here forever.”


Rachael stands up too, and we walk back toward her rust-colored old Dodge hatchback. She’s being quiet again, which . . . a lot of being friends with Rachael is learning to interpret her many flavors of silence.


Like, there’s the “I’m mad at you and you won’t find out why for a week” silence. Or the “I’m figuring something out in my own head” silence. The most common is the “I need to be alone” silence, because Rachael has major hermit tendencies. But this silence is none of those, I’m pretty sure.


We drive for a while, without even any music. I’m one-quarter wondering what’s up with Rachael, but three-quarters obsessing about my rescue beacon and why it won’t just spill all the stars already.


At last, when we’re stopped at an intersection near the upscale mall and the tech campus, Rachael glances my way and says, “I wish I could go too. When the aliens come to collect you. I wish I could come along.”


I just stare at her. I don’t even know what to say.


“I know, I know.” Rachael raises her hands from the steering wheel. “It would be ridiculous, and I would be useless up there in space, and there would be creatures trying to kill us, and it’s your destiny, not mine. But still. I wish.”


I want to tell Rachael that she’ll have a way better life down here on Earth. She’ll go to art school, find a new boyfriend to replace that loser Sven, publish tons of comics, and win awards. She’ll have adventures that don’t involve things like an alien murder team trying to kill her. She has plenty of reasons to stay.


Unlike me. I don’t have any real friends at high school, since Rachael dropped out. And the only thing I have to look forward to here on Earth is more people talking down to me. More bullies and creepers at school. More feeling like a bottomless pit, crammed with garbage emotions.


When Rachael drops me at my house, I just say, “I wish you could come too.”


“Yeah.” She smiles and hands me the folder. “Here. You should have this. Maybe it’ll help.”


She drives away. While I stare at a painstakingly annotated chart full of cartoon Tinas—each one bursting with pure dazzling light.


* * *


A few hours later, Rachael and I are already chatting again:


Chat log, Aug 19:


Trashstar [5:36 pm]: its gonna happen soon. i can tell. the beacon. it’s gonna light up.


Inkflinger [5:36 pm]: thats what u said last spring. and last winter. and five other times.


Trashstar [5:37 pm]: its different this time i swear


Trashstar [5:37 pm]: my mom is doing that thing again where she just stares at nothing


Inkflinger [5:38 pm]: oh man, i’m sorry


Inkflinger [5:38 pm]: what do u really think will happen when it lights up????


[Trashstar is typing]


[Trashstar is typing]


[Trashstar is typing]


Inkflinger [5:40 pm]: helloooo?!


Trashstar [5:40 pm]: i dont know


Trashstar [5:41 pm]: they didnt tell my mom much when they dropped me off


Trashstar [5:41 pm]: just . . . alien baby. massive legacy. evil murder team.


Inkflinger [5:41 pm]: i hope there’s a dragon that u get to ride on


Trashstar [5:41 pm]: like my own personal dragon


Inkflinger [5:41 pm]: ur personal dragon that u share with me


Trashstar [5:42 pm]: i’m pretty sure there will be at least a suit of armor


Trashstar [5:42 pm]: rocket boots!!!!


Trashstar [5:42 pm]: my theory is i’m the heir to a space casino


Inkflinger [5:42 pm]: u’ve had YEARS to think about this


Inkflinger [5:42 pm]: and space casino is the best u’ve come up with????


Trashstar [5:42 pm]: or maybe a wizard school


Inkflinger [5:43 pm]: its definitely either casino or wizard academy


Trashstar [5:43 pm]: pretty sure i’ve narrowed it down to those 2 options yea


* * *


This beacon is a part of me, like my liver or kidneys. Except sometimes at night, a faint growl wakes me—and I feel like I have a pacemaker, or some other foreign object, jammed inside my chest. And then I remember that my body isn’t the same as literally everyone else’s.


I fill our electric teakettle, with the switch jammed in the “on” position. And then I lean all the way over the side of my bed, so the steam is hitting the exact spot where the beacon is located. Mostly, the steam gets up in my nostrils and makes me choke.


My mom hears the kettle squealing. “What are you doing in there?” She peels back the curtain that separates my “bedroom” from the rest of the apartment. “Stop messing around. This is ridiculous.”


“It likes the steam! I can feel it reacting.” I cough and sputter.


“It’s an interplanetary rescue beacon, not a pork bun.” My mom turns the kettle off.


“I’m just so sick of ‘almost.’” I flop back onto my bed and bury my face in my knees.


Lately, my mom spends her time either trying to hide her tears from me, or acting like I’m already gone. Last week, I caught her folding the same shirt for five minutes, just creasing and tucking over and over until it looked like a paper football. She’s started calling up friends she hasn’t seen in ages, signing herself up for adult education classes, working on ways to move on with her life without me. But then, she’ll blow off some social plan that she spent hours making, just so she can sit at home staring into a Public Radio mug full of Chablis. I want to comfort her, or reassure her, but I don’t know how.


For all we know, the people who left me on Earth as a baby are all gone, and there’ll be nobody to answer the beacon when it does come to life.


“You could just stay here on Earth and have an amazing life.” She stares at her refrigerator door, with all the old photos and the terrible artwork I did in fifth grade. “You’re already helping people down here,” she says with the full force of her midwestern Presbyterian earnestness. “All of the things that you do with the Lasagna Hats, everything you make happen . . . Nothing could ever make me prouder of you than I already am.”


“Yeah.” I stare at the floor. I don’t know what to say. My mom knows I want this, more than anything, even though it’s going to destroy her.


My mom sighs and drinks from her wine-mug. “Just promise me one thing.”


“Sure. Whatever.”


For once, we are actually looking at each other. Her red hair has wiry streaks of gray, and her eyes have new lines around them.


“When the beacon lights up, you have to run.” Her eyes blaze, out of nowhere, with an intensity I’ve almost never seen before. “Run as if armies were chasing you. Because I’ve told you, the moment your beacon activates, monsters from beyond our world will try to kill you. They won’t stop. Keep running, until you’re sure you’re being rescued for real. Promise me.”


I kind of shrug it off, but my mom grabs my wrist. So I say, “Yeah, yeah. Of course. I promise. Jeez.”


* * *


That night I wake up, and there’s someone next to my bed.


All I can see at first is a pair of coal-black eyes, glinting in the moonlight filtered through the branches of the yew tree outside my tiny window.


Then I make out his face. Pale, like a ghost. Grinning, like a serial killer.


Something lights up in his hands. I glimpse a shiny metal tube with four wings on all sides, and an opening, full of bottomless darkness, aimed right at me. Somehow I know this is a weapon.


He stands over me, huge as a mountain, blocking out everything else. Even if I had the strength to rise, I would still be a speck next to him.


“I take no pleasure from killing you.” The giant speaks in a low purr. “Satisfaction, certainly. And an adrenaline rush. And oh yes, a sense of vindication. Your death will probably give me closure. But still, I feel sad that it came to this.”


My skin is so cold, my hands are numb and my arms feel prickly. I can’t breathe.


“I want you to know that I feel nothing but pity for your miserable state.” The huge figure raises the gun to my head.


I scream until my throat hurts.


The gun hisses. I’m about to be burned down to nothing.


I’m so cold, I can’t stand this cold.


The word “miserable” rings in my ears as I scream and brace myself for death.
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The next thing I know, my mom is shaking me and yelling my name. “Tina!” My mom wraps my quilt tight around me. “Tina, are you okay? Talk to me.”


I still can’t breathe. “He was here,” I wheeze. “He was right here. He wasn’t even human. He was about to kill me.”


“Honey, it’s okay,” my mom says. “It’s okay. You’re safe. You’re here with me, it’s only human beings ’round these parts. I promise.”


“I’ve never been so scared in my life.”


That sentence takes me several breaths to say, with all the shivering. The quilt (with squares containing famous women who fought against oppression) helps a little. So does my mom, whispering reassurances in my ear.


That wasn’t just a random hallucination, or a dream. It was a memory. A memory of the person I used to be. Whoever that was. Don’t ask how, but I just know this was a glimpse of her life. The rescue beacon whirs inside me.


“I’m glad you saw that,” my mom says, “because I keep trying to tell you. The moment that beacon activates, they’ll be coming. I only saw a glimpse, and that was enough to make my skin crawl.”


My stomach flutters. “Tell me again.”


My mom hesitates, then nods. “I had just failed another infertility treatment, and they showed up at my apartment. They had a baby, with skin the color of fresh-picked lavender, and big round eyes, and they said you were a clone of someone who had just died, someone important. They took some of my DNA and used it to make you look like my daughter, so I could watch you until they were ready to come get you. They showed me a hologram of the monsters that I needed to keep you hidden from, and it was like seeing an army sent by death itself.”


My mom leans on my quilted shoulder, like she’s about to start crying.


Then she takes a deep breath instead. “Let’s do something fun tomorrow. I have a day off. Worthington Garden Party?”


“Wow. What? Really? We haven’t played Worthington Garden Party in forever.”


The beacon goes back to sleep behind my breastbone.


“Oh! There’s that brand-new mall near the tech campus that we haven’t even been to yet. I can wear my church-lady hat!” My mom laughs, and rubs her hands together, and I can’t help smiling too.


But after she leaves, I close my eyes again, and I still see the pale giant leering at me. Raising that terrible gun. I feel frozen to the marrow, like I’ve waded neck-deep into a lake on the bleakest day of winter.


* * *


Worthington Garden Party is a game my mom and I invented, where we go through the mall looking at things we could never afford to buy, and we pretend that we’re planning a fancy garden party for the Worthingtons (who don’t exist, just in case it wasn’t already obvious).


My mom puts on her scariest hat, with the carnations and the pink ribbon, and I wear bright apricot capri pants. And we drive to the new shopping center, over on the rich side of town.


The kitchen store has this red-chrome machine that turns fresh fruit into a decorative fountain, and you can program it to spray a few different patterns. “I don’t know,” my mom says, in a very serious voice. “The Worthingtons are quite particular about their juice formations. We wouldn’t want to have a fruit salute that lacks proper parabolas.” My mom says the words “fruit salute” with a straight face.


“Yes, yes,” I say. “I mean, the Worthingtons. How many times have they said they prefer their papaya juice to really soar? So many times.”


My mom nods gravely. “Yes. The Worthingtons have strong opinions about properly aerodynamic papaya juice.” Over in the corner, the salesperson is hiding her giggles behind her hand.


This is the mom I’ve been missing lately. The one who decided that she and I would treat everything like a grand ridiculous adventure, the two of us against the universe. Even when we went camping and set fire to our tent, and got ourselves menaced by beavers. (They were really terrifying. I swear.)


“I always knew that you were going to be taken away from me,” my mom told me a while ago. “I thought about taking you off the grid, or trying to find people to train you in survival skills. But I decided it was better for you to have some good memories of your time as a human being. However long that lasts.”


We keep moving through the mall, along marble floors that are so shiny, I see a murky ghost of myself reflected in them. We gaze upon shiny shoes, in a riot of colors, that cost nearly a month’s rent. These kid-leather saddle shoes, with peacock feather heads all around the sides, might be just the thing to help the Worthingtons launch the season. “Mundane,” my mother proclaims, squinting at them. “Frightfully mundane.”


The only thing we actually buy is a basket of truffle fries, which we eat in the food court. They smell of rich oils and spices, but they taste like regular fries, just a little sweeter.


My mom chatters about the book club she keeps missing, and I let myself breathe. It’s okay. Only humans ’round these parts.


Then I look away for a second, and see the pale man, standing near the video game store. Watching us. His lip curls upward, and he pats the ugly gun attached to his dark tunic.


When I look again, a second later, the pale man is gone.


* * *


The next day at Clinton High, someone has posted a slut-shaming video about Samantha Kinnock, and it has a hundred likes already. Only thirty seconds long, just a close-up of Samantha’s ass in this pair of booty shorts that she decided to wear one weekend, with ugly messages popping up. I hear Lauren Bose and her other friends whisper about it in the hallway.


It never stops. The cycle just keeps going and going. People only feel like their footing is secure when they can step on someone else’s head.


Why would I even want to be human?


I step into Lauren’s path and the rage settles onto me, like armor.


“Leave Samantha alone.”


I get tunnel vision, and my nerves are jangling, and Lauren’s dimply smirk gets under my skin—and the beacon wakes up. Something to add to Rachael’s chart of cartoon Tinas.


This ball of light throbs and pounds against the wall of my chest like a trapped animal, pale glow showing through my hoodie. And I think, It’s happening, damn damn damn, I’ll finally be who I was meant to be.


One of Lauren’s friends, maybe Kayla, sticks out her foot, and trips me. I fall face-first onto the tile floor, hard enough to scrape my palms. Everyone is laughing and chattering and aiming their phones.


The beacon sputters.


All at once, I’m not picking myself up off the hallway of Clinton High. I’m raising myself, painfully, off an opaque black surface made out of glass, or plastic. The floor quakes under my hands and knees—and all around me is nothing but darkness, peppered with tiny lights.


Stars to my left, stars to my right, stars all around.


I’m standing on top of a spaceship, in deep space.


And my skin has turned purple. Not grape-soda purple, more like a pale, bluish purple that shimmers as it catches the starlight. I’m wearing a crimson suit, or some kind of uniform, with a river of lights on the left sleeve and a picture of a strange mask, like for an opera singer, on the right. My violet palms are cupped around a holographic message that I somehow know is telling me this spaceship is about to explode.


“You mustn’t blame yourself,” says a voice like the rustling of dead leaves in the wind. “You were always doomed to fail.” The giant from my bedroom turns his depthless black eyes toward me. He’s wearing a bloodred sash across his long dark tunic.


His face looks wrong, even besides the paleness and the big dark eye-pools. I can’t figure it out at first, but then I realize: he’s too perfect. No flaws, no blemishes. The two sides of his face are exactly the same, like a mirror image. His dark hair is cropped short across his white scalp.


“Marrant, even if you kill me, that doesn’t mean I’ve failed,” I hear myself say. “There are victories greater than death. I might not live to see justice done, but I can see it coming. Also, that sash makes you look like a third-rate CrudePink singer.”


The giant—Marrant?—snarls and lunges forward, and his right hand holds the same weapon as in my vision from the other night. I’ve never even seen a regular gun up close, but at this range, I can tell this one will rip my entire body in half.


The darkness in Marrant’s eyes makes me feel tiny, weak, a speck of nothing.


Then reality comes crashing back. My skin is back to its usual shade of pale cream. I’m standing there in the hallway, trembling, and the bell is ringing, and I’m about to be late for class. My legs won’t budge, no matter how hard I try to make them.
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Saturday morning, the sunlight invades my tiny curtained-off “bedroom” and wakes me from a clammy bad dream. Even awake, I keep remembering Marrant’s creepy voice—and I startle, as if I had more layers of nightmare to wake from.


My phone is jittering with all the gossip from Waymaker fandom and random updates about some Clinton High drama that I barely noticed in the midst of my Marrant obsession . . . and then there’s a message from Rachael on the Lasagna Hats server.


Monday Barker. It’s happening: disco party! Coming to pick you up at noon.


The Lasagna Hats started as a backchannel group for Waymaker players—until the game had one gross update too many, and then we started just chatting about whatever. And somehow it turned into a place to organize pranks and disruptions against all of the world’s scuzziest creeps.


I grab my backpack, dump out all my school stuff, and cram it full of noisemakers, glitter, and my mom’s old costume stuff. I’m already snapping out of my anxiety spiral.


The back seat of Rachael’s car is covered with art supplies and sketchpads, and I can tell at a glance that she’s leveled up since I last saw her works in progress. As soon as I get in her car, Rachael chatters to me about Monday Barker—that online “personality” who says that girls are naturally bad at science and math, and women should never have gotten the vote.


Then Rachael trails off, because she can tell I’m only half listening.


“Okay,” she says. “What’s wrong with you?”


I can barely find the words to tell her I’ve started having hallucinations about an alien serial killer.


The artwork on Rachael’s back seat includes a hand-colored drawing of a zebra wearing a ruffly collar and velvet jacket, raising a sword and riding a narwhal across the clouds. Somehow this image gives me the courage to explain about Marrant.


“Pretty sure these were actual memories from . . . before,” I say. “I think this means it’s going to light up soon.”


“That’s great.” Rachael glances at my face. “Wait. Why isn’t that great?”


“It is. Except . . . I’ve been waiting and dreaming for so long, and now it’s suddenly a real thing. And . . . what if there’s nothing out there but the evil murder team? What if all the friendly aliens are dead? Or don’t bother to show up?”


“Huh.” She drives onto the highway and merges into traffic without slowing down. “I guess there’s only one way to find out.”


I close my eyes, and remember that oily voice: You were always doomed to fail.


“Maybe I can’t do this.” I suck in a deep breath through my teeth. “Maybe I’m just out of my league and I’m going to die. Maybe I’m just not strong enough.”


Rachael glances at me again, and shrugs. “Maybe,” is all she says.


She doesn’t talk again for ages. I think this is the “working something out in her own head” silence.


We make a pit stop at a convenience store, and Rachael pauses in the parking lot. “Remember when you decked Walter Gough for calling me an orca in a smock?” (It wasn’t a smock, it was a nice chemise from Torrid, and Walter deserved worse.) “Remember the great lunch lady war, and that Frito pie costume you wore?”


I nod.


“The entire time I’ve known you, people have kept telling you to stop being such an obnoxious pain in the butt,” Rachael says with a gleam in her eye. “But here you are, preparing to put on a ridiculous costume and prank Monday Barker. This is who you are. So . . . if some alien murder team shows up to test you, I feel sorry for them.”


Rachael smiles at me. Everything suddenly feels extremely heavy and lighter than air, at the same time.


“Oh my god,” I say. “Can I hug you? I know you don’t always like to be touched, but—”


Rachael nods, and I pull her into a bear hug. She smells of fancy soap and acetone, and her arms wrap around me super gently.


Then she lets go of me, and I let go too, and we go to buy some extra-spicy chips and ultra-caffeinated sodas, the perfect fuel for confronting ass-hattery (ass-millinery?). I keep thinking of what Rachael just said, and a sugar rush spreads throughout my whole body.


I feel like I almost forgot something massively important, but then my best friend was there to remind me.


* * *


Monday Barker is scheduled to speak at the Lions Club in Islington, and we’re setting up at the park across the street. Bette and Turtle have a glitter mist machine and a big disco ball, and a dozen other people, mostly my age, have brought sparkly decorations. I wander around helping people to figure out the best place to set up, since this “disco party” was sort of my idea.


“We got this,” says Turtle, buttoning their white suit jacket over a red shirt. “Why don’t you get yourself ready?” They’ve put pink streaks into their hair-swoosh.


In other words, Stop trying to micromanage everyone. Message received.


I retreat to Rachael’s car, where I rummage in my knapsack and put on a bright red spangly tuxedo shirt and a big fluffy pink skirt I stole from my mom, plus shoes covered with sequins.


Rachael sets to work finishing some signs she was making, which are full of rainbows and stars and shiny Day-Glo paint. I pull out the tubes of glitter-goop I brought with me, and she lets me spread some around the edges using a popsicle stick.


I coax Rachael into telling me about the comic she’s working on right now. “It’s about a group of animals living on a boat. They thought they were getting on Noah’s Ark, but the guy they thought was Noah skipped out on them, and now they’re just stuck on a boat in the middle of the ocean alone. There’s a pair of giraffes, and a poly triad of walruses. They have to teach themselves to sail, and maybe they’re going to become pirates who only steal fresh produce. Once I have enough of it, I might put it online.”


“Hell yeah,” I say. “The world deserves to learn how excellent you are.”


She just nods and keeps adding more sparkle.


I wish the bullies hadn’t driven Rachael away from school. She just made too easy a target for ass-millinery: her parents are nudists, she’s a super-introvert who sometimes talks to herself when she gets stressed, and she wears loose rayon clothing to hide all her curves.


The rich kids, whose parents worked at the tech campus, took her picture and used filters to make her look like an actual dog. Kids “accidentally” tripped her up as she walked into school, or shoved her in the girls’ room. One time, someone dumped a can of coffee grounds from the teacher’s lounge on her head. I tried to protect her, but I couldn’t be there all the time.


So . . . homeschooling. And me never seeing Rachael during the week anymore.


Soon there are about twenty of us across the street from the Lions Club, everybody feeding off everyone else’s energy and hoisting Rachael’s glorious awning. And a pro–Monday Barker crowd is already gathered across the street, on the front walk of this old one-story brick meeting hall with flaking paint on its wooden sign.


A town car pulls up, and Monday Barker gets out, flanked by two beefy men in dark suits holding walkie-talkies. Monday Barker is about my mom’s age, with sideburns enclosing his round face, and a huge crown of upswept hair. He waves in a robotic motion, and his fans scream and freak out.


Someone on our side fires up a big speaker on wheels, playing old disco music. The handful of cops between us and the Lions Club tense up, but we’re not trying to start anything. We’re just having an impromptu dance party.


The brick wall of the savings and trust bank seems to shiver. I catch a glimpse of Marrant, the giant with the scary-perfect face and the sneering thin lips, staring at me.


But I remember what I said to him in that vision: There are victories greater than death. I can see justice coming. And then I think about Rachael saying, If an alien murder team shows up, I feel sorry for them.


The throbbing grows stronger . . . but Marrant is gone. The brick wall is just a wall again.


The Monday Barker fans—mostly white boys with bad hair—are chanting something, but I can’t hear them over our music. Rachael and I look at each other and whoop. Someone starts the whole crowd singing along with that song about how we are family. I know, I know. But I get kind of choked up.


We keep on, chanting disco lyrics and holding hands, until Monday Barker’s supporters vanish inside the Lions Club to listen to their idol explain why girls shouldn’t learn to read. Out here, on the disco side of the line, we all start high-fiving each other and jumping up and down.


* * *


Afterward, we all head to the 23-Hour Coffee Bomb. Turtle, Bette, and the others all go inside the coffee place, but I pause out in the parking lot, with its scenic view of the wind-beaten sign for the Little Darlings strip club. Rachael sees me and hangs back too.


“I started to get another one of those hallucinations.” I look down at the white gravel. “During the disco party. Snow-white serial killer, staring me down. And this time . . . I faced it. I didn’t get scared. And I could feel the star-ball respond to that, like it was powering up.”


“Hmm.” Rachael turns away from the door and looks at me. “Maybe that’s the key. That’s how you get the rescue beacon to switch on.”


“You think?”


“Yeah. Makes total sense. When you can confront that scary vision of your past life or whatever, then it proves you’re ready.” She comes closer and reaches out with one hand. “Okay. Let’s do it.”


“What, now?”


“Yeah. I want to be here to see this.” She grins.


I swallow and shiver for a moment, then I clasp her hand and concentrate. Probably better to do this before I lose my nerve, right?


I remember Marrant and his bottomless dark eyes, and the exploding spaceship, and that curdled blob of helplessness inside me. And I catch sight of him again, striding across the road with his death-cannon raised. The icy feeling grows from my core outward, and I clench my free hand into a fist.


Then . . . I start to shake. I can actually see the dark tendrils gathering inside that gun barrel. Pure concentrated death. My heart pounds so loud I can’t even think straight. I couldn’t even help Rachael feel safe at Clinton High. How could I possibly be ready to face Marrant?


“I can’t,” I choke out. “I can’t. I . . . I just can’t.”


* * *


“Okay,” Rachael says. “Doesn’t have to be today, right? But I know you got this. Just think of disco and glitter and the look in Monday Barker’s eyes when he tried so damn hard not to notice us in all our finery.”


She squeezes my hand tighter. I look down at the ridiculous skirt I’m still wearing. And I focus on the person I am in those visions—the person who can see justice coming, even on the brink of death. That’s who I’ve always wanted to be.


I’m ready. I know I can do this.


I growl in my throat, and feel a sympathetic thrumming from the top of my rib cage.


The parking lot and the strip-club billboard melt away, and I’m once again standing on top of a spaceship, and my free hand is cupped around a warning that we’re about to blow up. The stars whirl around so fast that I get dizzy, and Marrant is aiming his weapon at point-blank range.


But I can still feel Rachael’s hand wrapped around mine.


I gather myself together, step forward, and smile.


I can’t see what happens next, because a white light floods my eyes, so bright it burns.


Rachael squeezes my hand tighter and says, “Holy bloody hell.”


A million stars flow out of me, inside a globe the size of a tennis ball. I can only stand to look at them through my fingers, all of these red and blue and yellow lights whirling around, with clouds of gas and comets and pulsars.


Way more stars than I’ve ever seen in the sky.


All of my senses feel extra sharp: the burnt-tire smell of the coffee, the whoosh of traffic going past, the jangle of classic rock from inside the café, the tiny rocks under my feet.


Everybody inside the coffee shop is staring and yelling. I catch Turtle’s eye, and they look freaked out. Rachael has her phone out and is taking as many pictures as she can.


As soon as the ball leaves my body, it gets bigger, until I can see more of the individual stars. So many tiny hearts of light, I can’t even count. The sphere expands until I’m surrounded. Stars overhead, stars underfoot. This parking lot has become a planetarium.


I can’t help laughing, yelling, swirling my hands through the star-trails. Feels like I’ve been waiting forever to bathe in this stardust.
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Then I’m just standing there, in the parking lot, with stars whirling around me. Bette and Turtle come back outside to stare and jump and run their fingers through my cosmic blob. Everyone is shouting questions and pointing their phones at me, and cars on the highway slow down and honk. I probably should have waited to do this indoors, or at least someplace more private.


“We better get out of here,” Rachael whispers, then heads back to her car.


I give Bette and Turtle an apologetic shrug, and run after Rachael.


As soon as I get in the passenger seat and Rachael puts her car in gear, we spot the crucial flaw in her plan. The whole windshield is peppered with tiny lights—too bright for her to see the road.


“Oh, damn,” she says. “Any chance you can turn down your light show?”


I try covering myself with a blanket from Rachael’s back seat, but it does nothing to keep the star-map from surrounding my body.


“Sorry. I don’t know how long this is going to keep up. Or even what happens now.”


Rachael backs out of the gravel parking lot, because we’re starting to attract a crowd here, and she inches out the back exit, onto the single-lane side road. She keeps pausing and cursing, then gliding forward again. We take ten minutes to go a few blocks.


“They did not cover this in driver’s ed.” Rachael squints at the road through the veil of stars.


My phone rings. It’s my mom.


“I’m baking a cake,” she says, before I can even speak.


“What?” I sputter.


“I’ve been saving that box of double chocolate sponge cake mix. The one at the back of the bottom cupboard, remember? I dreaded this day so much, and then I figured when the murderous aliens showed up, at least we could have cake. And years went by, and I stopped thinking of it as Murderous Alien Day, and started thinking of it as Cake Day.”


“Are you sure that cake mix is still okay to eat—” I start to say, but then I focus on what’s important here. “So you already know. The beacon.”


“You went viral, sweetie.” She sighs. “I just got a dozen messages in five minutes. So . . . I guess this is it.”


“Yeah.” I close my eyes, partly because the star-glare hurts to look at.


We’re still driving extra slow on the one-lane road, except now people have spotted us and are running alongside, taking pictures of the car wrapped in a star-globe.


“Just please, remember what I told you. Run. Don’t stop running for anything.”


“I will. I need to go. Love you.” I hang up before she can say anything else.


* * *


Rachael pulls off the road into a quiet spot between a tall wooden fence and a tiny community garden, where we can watch the light show without anyone messing with us. “It’s real,” she whispers. “It’s real, and you did it, and all of this beauty came out of you. I can’t even believe it.”


“Yeah.”


I feel like I’ve always had a knot inside me, made out of pure concentrated if-only, and now it’s gone, and I suddenly have all this extra space to fill. With what, I don’t know.


We just sit there, watching the lights fade slowly. This one blue-green dot glows brighter than everything else, and I’m guessing that’s Earth. And there are two different red blips, arcing toward the blue dot from opposite directions. Spaceships? I feel another chill go right through me, along with a wave of seasickness.


I guess we’re about to make some new friends.


“You should get as far away from me as you can,” I say to Rachael. “I don’t want you to become collateral damage.”


She’s gone silent again. I don’t know what kind this is.


So I just keep talking, staring at the planters full of sunflowers and tomatoes. “I wish those jerkrags hadn’t driven you away from high school. I wish I could have done more to help. I know we’ve been in touch the whole time, but I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t been here today. But now . . . I have to do this alone.”


Rachael looks at the dying embers of my star-map, then looks me in the face. “I just want to see how this turns out.”


“Yeah, I get that. But . . .” I start to say that it’s too dangerous.


And that’s when the community garden bursts into flames.


I catch a glimpse of someone holding a big weapon like the one Marrant aimed at me in my visions. All I have time to register is: really bulky, built like a linebacker and then some. Matte black armor, with a red stripe going diagonally halfway down the chest. And a face like a human skull, grinning at us.
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Rachael throws her car into reverse and backs up so fast her tires churn up the dirt of this turnaround. A second later, we’re speeding away from the alien.


“Oh god oh god oh god it’s started already.” My breathing sputters, like I just ran a dozen sudden-death sprints. I was sure those spaceships hadn’t even arrived yet, but this alien must have been hiding on Earth, waiting for my beacon to go off.


Rachael is talking to herself in a low voice, the same way she always used to whenever people hassled her at school. She swerves around a pickup truck. Her eyes bug out a little.


I need to take her mind off the skull-faced alien trying to kill us. “Rachael, what’s your favorite comic these days?”


“What?” she swerves around another car.


“Just curious. What comics do you like?”


“Uh, that’s a really weird question at this particular moment. I don’t know. Kim & Kim? Squirrel Girl or Ms. Marvel, maybe? Mooncakes? Lumberjanes? Depends on the day.”


Something blows up behind us—loud enough that my ears hurt. The very air seems to split in half.


The alien is still shooting their high-tech flamethrower at us, but we’re actually getting away. For now.


“You should drop me off,” I say to Rachael. “Get as far away from this mess as you can.”


“You flunked driver’s ed, and you don’t even have a car.” She’s heading for the bypass highway.


We speed along the highway, going as fast as we can without getting pulled over. I keep Rachael talking about comics, so she can keep calm for us both. She explains to me about forced perspective: how the panel around each drawing can be a window, but also a frame.


I don’t understand why Rachael won’t just drop me off and let me handle this on my own. I used to see her huddling under a table in the empty high school library with a stack of books, rather than face the bullies. But as soon as a big Fortnite-looking creep with a skull face is chasing after us, she refuses to bail.


Billboards whiz past: empty promises on stilts. No sign of the alien chasing us, but I know they’re still coming.


My phone lights up with a text from my mom: “Wish I could have been there to see it. I meant it when I said I’d always be proud of you. No matter what.”


Then another Mom text: “Listen, they told me your beacon was designed to be tracked from SPACE. Maybe not so accurate up close. Try to find someplace with lots of walls and insulation. Someplace with no innocent people who could get hurt. I love you. STAY ALIVE!!!!”


I tell Rachael what my mom just said. She nods and smiles. “Maury’s?”


“OMG yes. Maury’s. We’re not far.”


A few minutes later, we swerve off the bypass highway onto a cracked tarmac road that makes the Dodge’s suspension wobble. A big sign reads:


MAURY’S PAINTBALL AND MINIATURE GOLF FUNDERLAND
* * * TRY OUR HOT WINGS * * *


There’s a padlocked chain on the gate, but kids have been sneaking in here ever since the place shut down.


* * *


Rachael and I slip through the hole in the fence and find the jimmied service entrance that leads inside the squat cement paintball palace. The top of the mini golf course’s windmill peeks over the side of the building.


My knapsack buzzes: my mom again. I can’t risk the flamethrower-packing monster hearing my phone, so I turn it off, and Rachael does the same with hers.


I hear heavy footsteps. Thump thump THUMP. A ways off, but getting closer.


Then I follow Rachael inside the paintball building, where it’s too dark to see anything.


When my eyes adjust, I’m looking at a metal cutout of a woman holding a baby, next to another cutout of a man in combat fatigues. Targets. Nearby, there are metal barrels, artfully ruined sections of brick wall, and ladders to an upper level. Off to one side is a maze of metal walls, and over on the other side is a fake apartment building.


We find a ladder that leads to a crawlspace, which Rachael is pretty sure comes out in the upper floor of the fake apartment building.


We make it halfway across the dusty gloom of the crawl space. And then the whole building shakes, and the late-afternoon sun comes filtering through a brand-new hole in the wall behind us. The monster has arrived.


* * *


We move away from the splash of light from the new hole in the wall, until I can barely see Rachael’s outline. The two of us shuffle forward, over splinters and discarded paintball gear, until we reach the back of the crawlspace.


A voice comes from underneath us. “She’s here somewhere, but I can’t get an accurate fix. We could just burn the whole place down.”


A second, more guttural voice answers. “No. She might have useful information. Marrant believes she knew something about the location of the Talgan stone. Our orders were precise: take her alive for interrogation if possible, but under no circumstances do we let her fall into the enemy’s hands.”


“Best hurry, then. They’ll be here soon.”


At the mention of “interrogation”—which probably means torture, right?—Rachael reaches out and squeezes my hand. I squeeze back.


Through a gap between floorboards, I catch sight of the second alien: big powerful shoulders covered with curved spikes that look razor-sharp.


We slip through the trapdoor that leads to the top of the fake apartment building, which has another few metal silhouettes of people. I try to keep Rachael behind me, so I can shield her with my body. It’s my fault she’s in this mess.


My leg connects with an old paintball canister, and it clatters across the floor.


“What was that?”


The low, guttural voice answers. “I’ll check it out.”


The thumping footsteps come up the staircase, and a beam of light shines upward from below. Rachael freezes, shrinking into the darkness.


In the beam from the creature’s high-tech flashlight, I catch a glimpse of a skull that seems to float in midair. The skull’s eyeballs swivel in their sockets . . . and they see us. The light hits me right in the face, so I can’t see a thing, but I hear the raspy grunts as the bulky figure lunges toward us.


Damn. I scuttle back the way I came, but Rachael pulls at my arm. She’s found another ladder that leads in a different direction.


Skull-Face is still coming. I grope in the darkness and my hand closes around something: a discarded paintball gun.


I fumble with the gun for a moment, then shoot Skull-Face, right between the eyes. Doesn’t slow them down at all.


Rachael’s already gotten down the ladder, and I slide down after her like a firefighter. We’re in a maze of corrugated metal that rattles as we move. Skull-Face is right behind us.


We put a few turns between the aliens and ourselves, and then we’re in total darkness again. I trip over a pile of sandbags and barely catch myself. The heavy grinding footsteps are right behind us, and I keep glimpsing the light, which is now glowing green and yellow and red, like some kind of hologram.


“The Royal Fleet shouldn’t have hidden you here among these lesser humanoids. Their influence has made you weak,” Skull-Face says in a conversational tone. “You were a formidable warrior once, and now look at you. It’s not your fault.”


Rachael leads me through a fire door that swings open with a telltale squeak, and we’re behind the castle in the miniature golf course. The castle’s “moat” is dry, so we creep under the drawbridge.


The castle bursts into flames with a supersonic boom.


“We’re out of time,” the guttural voice says. “I’m exercising the kill option.”


The fire spreads to the windmill. Smoke flows over us, rank with the odor of burning wood and plastic.


Another boom, this one off in the distance. Rachael and I crawl as far under the shelter of the drawbridge as we can, nestling amid scum and lost golf balls.


“They found us!” the spiky alien shouts. “I’ll hold them off, you finish the—”


A high-pitched whistle cuts through the air, and the spiky alien’s voice stops in mid-sentence.


The drawbridge lifts away from Rachael and me, with a splintering, rending sound, leaving us exposed to the smoky air.


Standing over us, silhouetted by flames, is Skull-Face: eyes scowling, exposed cheekbones making deep shadows.


“In the name of the Compassion, I consign you to death.” That voice sounds even hoarser with all the smoke. A wizened gray tongue darts out of the lipless mouth.


I raise my fist and lunge forward, out of the moat. And I roar: “Leave. My friend. Alone!”


My fist connects with a bony cheekbone. I only manage to scrape my knuckles, and then I fall backward into the dried-out moat. My assault caught this creature off guard for a second, but then the gun is aimed at us once again.


My eyes are blighted with dark smoke and I can barely breathe, and I try to take in enough air to give one last shout of defiance. This grim reaper raises their giant weapon and aims right at my face.


Another explosion shreds my eardrums, followed by a horrible burnt-pork-chop smell.


Skull-Face falls to his knees, then topples over sideways.


Another shadow appears in the middle of the smoke, and someone leans over Rachael and me. A bright yellow hand, streaked with blue, reaches out to us.


“It’s okay. You’re safe now.”


I look up and see a bald head, colored the same canary yellow as their hand, covered with sky-blue zebra stripes. Studs, or bone spurs, come out of the top of their head and go all the way down the back of their neck.


“My name is Yatto the Monntha, and my pronoun is they.”


Their eyes, reflecting the glare of the firelight, have a kind expression. And they’re wearing the same cranberry-colored two-piece uniform I wore in my visions of my past life, with a round emblem on the left shoulder with a picture of a winged serpent.


I reach up and clasp their hand, and they pull me up out of the foul moat.


“I’m a junior visioner with the HMSS Indomitable,” they say to me, “and I’m here to bring you home.”


Their strong hand is still wrapped around mine, and they smile at me like we’re already friends. I still feel light-headed. Joy and relief flood through me, almost too much for one body to contain.
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Yatto the Monntha leads Rachael and me away from the miniature golf course, which by now is entirely on fire, and finds a clearing in the forest. “We should hurry, because those two were just the advance team. Your beacon is still transmitting—so as long as you’re still on Earth, the Compassion will keep sending soldiers after you.”


“The what now?” Rachael says.


“The Compassion.” Yatto wrinkles their brow. “Their name sounds friendly, but they follow an ideology of total genocide and subjugation.”


“So it’s ‘compassion,’ as in ‘putting you out of your misery,’” I say.


“More or less.” Yatto pushes a button on their sleeve, and a glowing platform appears right in front of us. Just a circle, made of some kind of metal, surrounded by scorch marks in the rocky ground. “This will take us back to the ship. Please step on.”


Rachael keeps looking at Yatto and the metal circle. For once it’s easy to tell what kind of silence this is, because the longing on her face is lit up like the miniature golf course on fire.


I have this urge to say, “Why don’t you come with us,” but I know that’s ridiculous. I’ve already put her in way too much danger.


So I just say, “I’m going to miss you so much.”


Rachael swallows. “I’m really happy for you.” A tear glistens on her cheek. She seems like she’s about to say something else, but then she goes quiet again.


“Wait.” Yatto the Monntha runs their wrist over Rachael’s body, then looks at a holographic cloud in the palm of their hand. “You need to come with us too. You were exposed to the radiation from the rescue beacon, and the Compassion might go after you by mistake. I can’t remove the radiation here, but we can do it easily on the ship.”


Rachael hesitates for a moment, then nods and steps onto the platform next to me.


Yatto presses another sleeve stud just as two more large aliens with skull faces, wearing the same red-streaked black armor, come charging out of the forest. I open my mouth to say something, I don’t know what—and then the three of us are a hundred feet in the air.


* * *


As we shoot upward, the world gets bigger and wider, and somehow I feel bigger too.


The town where I’ve lived my whole life shrinks until every landmark smushes together: the tech campus, the fancy mall, and oh yeah, the flames spreading from the mini golf course to the paintball center. As these things shrink away, all my weirdest dreams start to seem possible.


“Don’t lean too far over the edge,” Yatto says. “This is an orbital funnel. Like a space elevator—except much faster, thanks to gravity-lensing. We’ll only take a couple of hours, Earth time, to reach our ship in orbit.”


Rachael sits down and hugs herself, taking short, shallow breaths. I pull myself down into a sitting position too, because it feels safer with no railing. Now Yatto towers over both of us, more than ever.


I turn my phone back on, and there are a million texts from my mom, mostly asking if I’m still alive. I call her and she picks up immediately. I blurt out, “Mom, I’m okay. They came after us, but we got away, and we got rescued, and now we’re on our way up to their ship.”


Rachael’s talking on her phone too. We’re both down to one notch of signal, almost out of range.


My mom is saying something in a crinkly voice that sounds like, “I’ll always love . . . szfizzs . . . just remember, you don’t need a spaceship to be—”


“I love you, Mom.”


Then I realize the call dropped. My phone has zero signal. Even roaming, gone.


Rachael stares at her phone, shivering and wide-eyed. She sobs without making a sound, and I’m sniffling into my sleeve too.


The ground is a blur of colors. I’m probably never going to see my mom again. Plus I keep imagining this platform losing whatever holds it up, and us plummeting tens of thousands of feet. Every time I look down, I breathe fast and shallow again.


“Can I hug you?” Rachael whispers. I nod, and then she and I are wrapped in each other, both of us shaking and letting out gouts of tears.


Yatto kneels and touches my foot with one giant yellow-and-blue hand. “I know how hard this must be. I had to leave my family behind when I was very young. But soon you’ll reclaim your true identity, and you’ll understand why this was all necessary.”


I look into their big fish/owl eyes, and my anxiety drains away. “I’ve waited so long to find out. Who am I a clone of, anyway? And what happened to her?”


Yatto straightens up and puts two middle fingers and a thumb to their chest, like a salute. “You are Captain Thaoh Argentian. You were one of my heroes, growing up, and you were one of the reasons I wanted to join the Royal Fleet. You helped save millions of lives and safeguard the peace on countless worlds. And then . . . you died.”


“How did she die?” says Rachael, still hugging me with one arm. She turns her gaze to me, like she’s trying to see the shadow of the person Yatto’s talking about.


“There was a vicious battle against the Compassion. She sacrificed her life to save her crew.” Yatto shakes their head, and a single trail of bright silver liquid trickles down their face. “Captain Argentian’s crew barely had time to put her mind into a brand-new body, and then they hid you on this primitive planet.” They pause again, looking at the stars.


“But,” I say, “if they put her mind into my body, why don’t I know about any of this?”


“A newborn baby cannot handle all of the memories of a fully grown adult,” Yatto says. “But now that your brain has reached maturity, all your memories of your previous life can be unlocked.”


I think back to the woman I glimpsed in those visions—the one who stood up to that murderous creep, Marrant, and didn’t lose her faith in a better future. And how right it felt to be in her fizzy purple skin.


A part of me has always known that I was meant to rejoin this fight.


“The Compassion has a barb-class warship in orbit right now, with superior weapons and maneuvering capacity. The Indomitable had a nasty skirmish with them right before I left,” Yatto says.


“So . . . the people who just tried to kill us on the ground will also be trying to kill us when we get to space?” Rachael says.


Yatto nods. “Don’t worry, though. We scored a critical hit on their engines and also disabled their main weapons. Their ship, the Cleansing Fire, is dead in space for now. Unfortunately, the Indomitable was also severely damaged. We were lucky that so much debris surrounds this planet for us to hide inside while we complete emergency repairs.”


I’m still thinking about what Yatto said a moment ago. Soon, I won’t just understand what all of this has been about, I’ll actually know everything my previous self used to know. Everything will make sense at last. I’ll understand how to fight for people who have nobody else.


All of a sudden, this platform feels like it’s moving way too slow.


* * *


The Earth is a scar of light against an unforgiving blackness. Somehow there’s plenty of oxygen, even though we left the atmosphere behind already. I’m in space! I’m not in school flunking a trig test, or getting shoved by Lauren Bose and her friends. I’m in freaking space. I can see the curve of the Earth. THE CURVE OF THE EARTH.


I only flew in an airplane one time, when my mom went to Vegas for some dental-hygiene continuing-education thing, and she brought me along. I had the window seat on the way to Vegas, and I remember watching the landscape turn abstract. But it didn’t feel real, sitting inside a sturdy metal beast where everyone else was watching a Seth Rogen movie on their tiny screens.


We’re already way higher up, and there are no walls and no screens, and every time I look down I have another jolt of panic. I think Rachael must be terrified, but when I glance at her, she’s grinning from ear to ear.


“You’re the first friendly alien I’ve ever met,” Rachael says to Yatto. “And you’re amazing. I mean, you’re beautiful.”


“I know that I am.” Yatto does something that makes all the big studs on their back ripple under their uniform.


Rachael laughs. “But I still don’t know anything about you. Like, who are you?”


“I’m Yatto the Monntha.”


“So is Monntha the planet you come from?” Rachael’s voice vibrates with giddiness. She has the same gleam in her eye that she used to have when she hid out and drew comics in the library at school.
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