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      My name is Caleb Hideki Smith, and—spoiler alert—I’m still a loser’s loser. That’s in spite of saving the world or, at least, my corner of it a couple of weeks ago. I’m heir to Raiko Watanabe, an ancient Japanese demon queller, though I didn’t know it until recently, and I have some of his speed, strength, and agility, though I’m still learning my way around a katana. I’m mixed race, which makes some of this a bit less straightforward. I should be kind of a superhero, but I have to live incognito and according to the way I was before I got my mystic abilities, and that means that if I don’t fall on my face from time to time, people get suspicious.

      I should also say that I’m not the only member of the family who is a tad to the other side of weird. My sister Emily (AKA Kazuko) is what’s known in Japanese as a kitsune or—to use the female form she prefers—a megitsune. She’s a fox. And I don’t mean, like, a cute girl. I mean, she’s an actual fox. The animal. Sort of. She’s also a high school girl. It’s not just that she can change into a fox; she is a fox and a human at the same time and can choose which form to shift into. In theory. She hasn’t quite nailed the choosing part down, so shifting into something with a fluffy tail can be stressful, since she’s not always sure she can get back. If she gets stuck, we go either to Bachan—my Japanese grandmother—or to Mr. Saito, a tengu (a sort of mountain spirit with a nose like a zucchini) to get her back. My Japanese-American mother knows all this, but my dad—who is originally from England—doesn’t.

      Oh, and my sister saved my life when I got stabbed by my grandmother’s evil sister who was trying to break her massive demon brute of a son out of the mystical prison under one of the mountains around our dull little North Carolina town.

      Nuts, right?

      Trust me, I know. Unfortunately, almost no one else around here does, hence my continued status as legendary loser. I have a couple of friends at school, though that overstates the case a bit. One is DeMarcus Murphy, who’s kind of a jock, but not part of the cool set, and the other is Joey, a non-binary Goth who is cool in the same way that I’m a superhero, which is to say, not really.

      Emily and I were raised as if we hadn’t noticed we were part Japanese, my mother operating on the assumption that if she pretended we were like everyone around us, they would start believing it. You can imagine how well that worked. I’m glad to say that Mom has relaxed her All Things Japanese Ban over the last few weeks when she realized that in terms of me fitting in, that horse left the barn long ago, probably right around the time I burned it down. That, as my English teacher Mrs. Springer would point out, was a phrase which began as a metaphor and wound up being a statement of historical fact, but I’ll spare you that particular recap.

      Anyway, Mom still looks faintly alarmed every time my dad asks Emily what she’s listening to and she comes up with something wild like Polkadot Stingray or BABYMETAL. Lately she’s been bouncing around the house to some powerhouse girl group called Atarashii Gakko. When she does, my mom gets this frozen look on her face and you can almost hear the effort it takes for her not to grab the nearest radio playing Taylor Swift. I think Em kind of enjoys it. Sometimes she gives me this sly grin which reminds me that she’s half fox.

      So that’s the ‘Previously in my life’ part done.

      My parents own a convenience store on the edge of Portersville, North Carolina, a town which was once a hub of the lumber and furniture trade but isn’t much of anything anymore. Compared to the area’s rival villes, Portersville is not as quaint as Hendersonville or as hip as Asheville and is just far enough from the Blue Ridge Parkway to be off the tourist radar. We get a few hardcore hikers trudging through the mountains, but the closest thing to a real influx of newcomers happened when Southern Shale set up their fracking shop on Redscar Mountain. Unfortunately (or not, depending on how you feel about such things) they took off after generating an earthquake everyone noticed, and causing the rupture of an ancient mystical prison containing Japanese monsters which most people didn’t. Since then, we’ve been left to get on with our slow economic collapse by ourselves. Parts of the town have been abandoned for years, which is why my parents’ store has gotten a whole lot less convenient for the people who still live here.

      I actually like the inconvenience store. Working there in my off hours is mostly dull, but it’s quiet and familiar, and we live above it, so that’s okay. One of my mom’s concessions to me and my sister deciding to explore our Japanese heritage, is that the store is now stocked with all kinds of weird and cool new snacks: crisp and salty rice crackers, green tea Kit Kats, those chocolate-covered bread sticky things called Pocky, and a ton of different fruit-flavored candy. My friend DeMarcus—who is generally obsessive about healthy eating—discovered these fizzy peach things and now eats them by the handful.

      My dad’s latest bright idea for the store, which he pretends is a marketing strategy but is really just him playing, is adding a model railway line running along the back wall and round the register.

      “Portersville has a long relationship with the railways,” he announced as he assembled the track under my mother’s dubious stare. “Hence the name of the town. This will appeal to the locals.”

      “But you bought a Japanese bullet train,” my mother observed skeptically.

      “In honor of your heritage,” he managed to say with a straight face.

      “It’s annoying,” she replied. “Endlessly zipping around while people are trying to buy gum and cookies. We’re a store, Stephen, not a theme park.”

      “Come on,” he said, unable to suppress the gleeful twinkle in his eye every time he looked at the sleek aqua-colored train as it sped round the room. “Right, Caleb?”

      “What?” I said, not wanting to be drawn into it.

      “Our Shinkansen!” he exclaimed. “Isn’t it cool?”

      “Kinda,” I conceded, giving my parents a noncommittal shrug.

      “The kids love it,” said Dad. “We’ve had customers coming in just to show it to their children.”

      “And they stand there staring, not buying anything,” said my mother, as if this proved her point.

      “They buy stuff,” Dad protested. “Eventually. And it’s not just the kids. A lot of the men think it’s great.”

      “And their wives think it’s annoying,” said Mom with finality. “Just don’t buy any more. That stuff is expensive.”

      “Got a bit more track coming in another shipment,” Dad murmured, avoiding Mom’s stare.

      “No more after that. You hear me, Stephen?”

      “Loud and clear,” said Dad, shooting me an unabashed grin. “And how are you, Caleb?”

      “Genki,” I said. “That means, I’m fine. I’m good,” I said. I had taken to watching a couple of anime series on my laptop; between that and Google translate I had picked up a few words of Japanese.

      “Cool,” said Dad, beaming as he pushed strips of paper onto the spike driven into the wall behind the register. “It’s always good to expand your range of knowledge and experience.”

      I’m not sure if this kind of wholehearted support was supposed to buy my allegiance in the Great Train Expansion scheme, so I just nodded, feeling Mom’s eyes on us.

      “We should come up with a new way of storing old receipts,” she said, eyeing the spike.

      “Get rid of the spike?” Dad exclaimed. “It’s tradition.”

      “It’s untidy. Why can’t we just put them in a drawer or filing cabinet?”

      “After a couple of months, we do! But here, they are easy to get to. Handy.”

      “You just like putting them on the spike,” said Mom knowingly.

      I didn’t need to look round to know that Dad would be grinning in that way he did when he got busted but thought no one saw. I went to the front window and looked out over the hand-lettered signs advertising bargain prices on kitchen towel and canned goods, the card stock all in suitably autumnal colors. Dad had wanted to go full on Halloween décor, but Mom said the store—and Portersville generally—could use all the class it could get, so we got pumpkins and maple leaves.

      “What’s going on at the Haversham house?” I asked.

      “Sold, apparently, “said Dad who always had his ear to the ground where town chatter was concerned. “Some rich out-of-town businessman. Doing it up.”

      My mother drifted over to join me.

      Though we lived at the unfashionable end of town, we had the best views of the mountains. A few hundred yards down the road, Portersville effectively fizzled out and became the woods, streams and hill paths that were—to me—the best thing about the area. There were a couple of small farms, a few old ranch-style homes with chain link fences, and about as many vacant lots, but that was about it. The exception was the Haversham house, a great tumbledown ruin of a place known to local kids as the Haunted Mansion.

      It had been built around the turn of the last century by a logging magnate, but it had been empty since the seventies, derelict like so much of Portersville, and surrounded by a dense screen of trees. As a kid, I could just make out one of its shuttered turrets from my bedroom upstairs, but the trees were taller now, and you couldn’t see anything of the house from the road. Frankly, that was a relief. Some of the kids at school went there on a dare, or to drink and smoke, but one of them had broken his leg when he fell through a rotten upstairs floor a couple of years ago, and the place had been pretty much off limits ever since. I figured it would burn one day.

      “It’s good news,” said Dad, “because the word on the street was that Chris Collington wanted to have the land rezoned for industry.”

      “Chris Collington of…?” I began.

      “Southern Shale, the fracking company,” said Dad. “Right and correct. When they closed the plant and drove their trucks and equipment out of town, he stayed. Tried to build some good will with the town council, hoping to bring all those trucks back and start over, like we don’t remember what happened last time.”

      Dad hadn’t been a fan of Southern Shale even before their involvement in our recent local apocalypse.

      “The Collingtons don’t trust outsiders,” said Mom. “Chris is local. You wouldn’t know it to speak to him, but he’s from Winston-Salem, and his wife, Maureen, went to school with me. Not that she’d admit it. Wouldn’t darken the door of a shop like this if her life depended on it. I see her in the street sometimes or at PTA meetings. Always smiles but never speaks, which says a lot, since she’s a terrible gossip. He came from money. Fancy private school and all that. Their daughter seems nice enough. What’s her name, Caleb?”

      “Sofie?” I said. “Sophia? Something like that. I think Em knows her.”

      She was part of the cool set, a year older than me, like my sister. Of course I didn’t know her.

      “Anyway,” said my father, redirecting the conversation, “I think we dodged a bullet. I don’t know who this new guy is but having him live over the road has to be better than turning the lot into some industrial park while Southern Shale plans its destructive come back.”

      “He’s gonna actually live there?” I said dryly. “Bit of a fixer upper.”

      “More of a knocker downer,” said my mother, dryer still.

      “No!” exclaimed Dad, ever the enthusiast. “Great bones, a house like that. Fine Victorian craftsmanship. Just needs a little TLC.”

      “Needs a bulldozer,” said my mother. “But if it helps to revive the area, maybe bring in a little more foot traffic, all power to them.”

      “Jennie, Jennie, Jennie,” sighed my father wistfully. “You have no romance in your soul.”

      “Says the man playing with toy trains,” she replied, shaking her head but giving him an indulgent smile.

      “Model trains,” my father corrected her.

      “Ah,” she replied. “Because toys are for kids and models are for…”

      “Mature and serious hobbyists,” my father replied with a wink.

      “Is that right?” she said, moving in close and matching his mischievous smile while arching an eyebrow invitingly.

      “Gross,” Emily observed as she breezed in, shrugging into her school backpack. “Ready?” she asked me.

      “Yep.” I considered her. She looked exhausted already, pale and bedraggled. “You okay?”

      “What?” she snapped. “Yeah, fine. Just…had a lot of homework. Didn’t get much sleep.”

      “What’ya working on?”

      “Just computer stuff,” she shot back, annoyed.

      “Don’t be late home,” said Dad. “I’m firing up the grill. New recipe to try.”

      Em shot me a knowing look, and we both rolled our eyes.

      “What?” said Dad. “You’re gonna love it!”

      “Can we go?” said Em.

      I held up my hands in mock surrender, but before we could leave, the front door opened and Bachan—my ancient Japanese grandmother—bustled in looking flustered.

      “What?” Mom asked.

      Mom had barely spoken to her mother for years, but our exploits with the massive ogre thing in the mountains had mostly fixed their relationship. I say ‘mostly’ because Mom still associated Bachan with those aspects of old Japan she was least comfortable with; I mean the mystic and supernatural stuff. You’d think that Bachan would pick this up and dial all her spooky mess back a bit. No such luck.

      “I just saw a dog walking in circles in the middle of the road!” Bachan exclaimed, as if announcing that it was raining toads.

      “And?” said Mom, eyes already narrowing.

      “It’s a terrible omen!” Bachan said with a dramatic gesture, fingers splayed and eyes wide.

      “Or the dog was chasing its tail,” Mom replied, unmoved.

      “Chasing its tail?!” Bachan echoed, appalled that her news wasn’t generating sufficient panic and anxiety. “Hideki!” she called, turning to me. “Do your senses tell you nothing?”

      I shot dad a wary look—he knew nothing of my status as demon queller—but he seemed unconcerned, as if he was just dealing with old person superstition. I gave Bachan a sympathetic look but shook my head.

      “Dogs do chase their tails,” I said.

      “It’s true,” said Dad. “Famous for it.”

      “Kazuko, what about you?” Bachan pressed.

      Em—who didn’t use her Japanese name but was used to Bachan addressing her with it—did another rapid check on dad, then shook her head quickly. Bachan had been coming with similar accounts of birds and animals being weird—all apparently signs of imminent disaster—all week. We were getting a little sick of it.

      “This could be a sign of terrible things coming!” Bachan tried again.

      “Or it could be that Ronda Simons still hasn’t gotten that invisible fence working,” Mom commented, returning to the cash register and running a tally of its contents.

      “Also a definite possibility,” Dad added. “I saw Ronda the other day and suggested she got a regular fence and an invisible dog, but I don’t think she got it.”

      “Oh, you people!” Bachan muttered, casting her hands up, and then plonking herself down on a stool by the counter. “You have no sensitivity to the way the natural world alerts us to disturbances in the spiritual energies which surround us.”

      “Also true,” said Dad helpfully. He gave her a broad smile, and she relented a little.

      “Maybe it was Ronda Simons’ dog,” she conceded. “But that doesn’t mean its behavior is insignificant.”

      “Let’s see how things go, yeah, Bachan?” I said, holding her gaze and nodding significantly at Dad. “If I see anything super weird, you’ll be the first to know.”

      Bachan frowned, smiled that wrinkly smile of hers, then gave a satisfied nod that was almost a bow.

      “Have a good day at school,” called Mom.

      “And keep your cool, Caleb, yeah? If you need me to come get you…” Dad added.

      “I’ll be fine,” I said.

      “Itterasshai!” called Bachan, a Japanese phrase she used whenever someone left the house. It meant “see you later” or “don’t die before you get home.” Something like that.

      As we pushed through the door, Em gave me a sidelong look.

      “What was that about?” she asked.

      “Bachan seeing signs and omens everywhere? Just the usual…”

      “No,” she said, cutting me off, “that keep your cool business.”

      I stared across the road to the Haversham house, but apart from the new chain strung across the driveway with a “Private: Keep Out” sign, I couldn’t make out anything through the screen of trees.

      “Nothing,” I said. “The name thing.”

      I had decided that while I would still go by Caleb at home, at school I was going to be known as Hideki—my Japanese middle name.

      “You’re going through with that?” she said, her brows furrowing.

      “Sure,” I said. “No big deal.”
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      It was a huge deal. A note had been sent around my classes and my day began with Miss Malinski announcing in home room that from now on I would be called Hideki. Except that she didn’t pronounce it Hideki. She said something like High-deeky, and I had to correct her. Twice. She had clearly made an effort but had memorized it wrong.

      “Hideki,” I said. “Hi—as in his—decky.”

      She blushed, and apologized, and I smiled and said it was fine, while the other kids gave each other little sideways glances of bafflement, amusement, or disdain. Suddenly I wasn’t so sure changing my name had been a good idea. When I left home room, I noticed that Miss Malinski was murmuring “Hideki” to herself quietly, over and over, like she was saying a prayer.

      My friends DeMarcus and Joey got it right, of course, but they had been warned in advance and were keen to show their support.

      “Insisting on the correct term by which people address you is an act of political self-empowerment,” said Joey, who knew about these things.

      “O…K…” I said.

      But in English class, Mrs. Springer looked long and hard at the new name on the roll call list and said, “I can’t say that. How ’bout we stick with Caleb?”

      I caught Joey’s fierce head shake and took a breath. “It’s Hideki, Ma’am,” I said. “It’s easy when you get used to it.”

      The teacher gave me a level look then shrugged.

      “If you insist,” she said, though she didn’t actually say the name, and went through the rest of the class list looking irritated. She looked up only when she reached a name I had never heard before. “Nathan West.”

      She scanned the room, and all the kids turned to see a blond, blue-eyed boy sitting in the corner. In the stupid anxiety about my name, I hadn’t even noticed that there was a new kid. I considered him with the others. This is going to sound weird, but the guy had a kind of shine about him. It wasn’t just that he was good looking and athletic. He had an easy, couldn’t-care-less charm about him. Even under all those curious stares, he just jutted his chin a little and said, “Hey.”

      Just that.

      A couple of the girls giggled and nudged each other, and I couldn’t help but feel a mixture of fascination and envy. With one word, the newcomer had vaulted past me on the coolness meter. Instantly, all my careful strategizing about going by a new name seemed pointless and stupid. You either had it or you didn’t, and this West kid had it in spades.

      “Perhaps you’d like to introduce yourself, Nathan,” said Mrs. Springer, beaming, as if even she was a bit mesmerized.

      “Not much to tell,” he said with a casual shrug. “Moved here from LA. Dad wanted a break from the rat race, so.” Another shrug and the kind of micro smile that was just a wrinkle of knowing amusement.

      “My father knows him,” said Tyler Miller, the closest thing a high school kid like me could have to a nemesis.

      The new kid just looked at him. “Yeah?” he said.

      Tyler blushed and hurried to clarify the connection. “My father’s the mayor,” he said. “He helped clear the way for your dad getting the Haversham place.”

      Another noncommittal chin jut and half smile from the new boy. He didn’t care. He certainly wasn’t impressed. One of Tyler’s buddies—Jason Blakely—gave him an uncertain look, and there was a second of stunned silence.

      “The Haversham place?” I blurted to fill it. “That’s across the street from me.”

      Half the class turned to stare in disbelief at this display of uncoolness, but Nathan West nodded.

      “The convenience store, right?” he said. “Cool.”

      I felt myself glowing.

      “Less cool when you go in,” said Tyler.

      “And not exactly convenient,” said his buddy, Bobby Davenham. Bobby’s family was rich and well connected by Portersville standards, and Bobby—swaggering, sneering Bobby—had blond, curly hair and an athletic build to rival Tyler’s.

      “Looks cool to me,” said Nathan, not so much defiant as correcting an obvious error. Tyler and Bobby looked momentarily paralyzed and then, as if to set the moment in a gold frame and shine a spotlight on it, Nathan added, “Hideki, right? I’ll come over and we’ll hang.”

      He said my name right. Everyone stared from him to me in mute disbelief and, in spite of themselves, I felt their sense of me and my place on the great social ladder which is high school, shift up.

      Pretty cool.

      Of course, this was Portersville, so while my good mood got me through the day, by evening the town had remembered that it was sitting on the edge of a kind of Appalachian Hellmouth whose special gift was the constant possibility of death and destruction.

      So there was that.
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        Elsewhere

      

      

      Ron Blakely checked the clock in the Hummer’s dashboard and smiled. They were making good time, and the new car ate up the mountain road.

      “See?” he observed. “No shortage of power there.”

      “Yes, dear,” said his wife, Amanda, who was half turned to face the backseat. “Don’t torment your sister, Jason.”

      “Mom!” wailed Caroline, on cue.

      Ron barely noticed. His head was full of that distinctive new car smell, the deliciously synthetic blend of oiled leather and new plastic. It was intoxicating. If money had a smell, Ron thought vaguely, it would smell like this.

      And the truth was he hadn’t had to spend a lot to get it. Though the dealership had somehow managed to revive that new car aroma, the car was actually a decade old with a hundred thousand miles on the odometer, and its unblemished Silver Ice metallic exterior looked like it smelled: showroom fresh. His wife had balked at the Hummer’s gas consumption, but it wasn’t like this was going to be their day-to-day vehicle, and at under fifty grand he’d have been a fool not to buy it. Today’s little jaunt into the mountains was just to prove the point.

      Ron was Portersville born and bred, though most people in town were. Not much attracted transplants these days, though things had looked up when the fracking company came to town. That hadn’t lasted, of course. There had been a cave-in at the site and a couple of workers had been lost. By the time they were found, it was too late. Then the tree-huggers and their lawyers got involved, and that was the end of Southern Shale in Portersville.

      It was too bad. An influx of engineers and a little more money flowing through the town would have been good for business. Ron was in real estate, and things had been slow for a while. He had started eying the Hummer when Southern Shale first arrived but had finally bought it only when the fracking company bottomed out, as a kind of consolation prize. He had to move some money around to afford it, and some of that money wasn’t strictly his, but with a little creative accounting, he’d have it all back in place within a month or two, and no one would be the wiser.

      Amanda didn’t know that part. She had asked if he was sure they could cover a “luxury item” right now, and he had given her the confident smile, the knowing, swaggering chuckle that he used on his clients and told her not to worry about it. In truth, he had been of two minds about buying the car from Steverson’s—the closest thing Portersville had to an upscale car dealer—but Amanda’s referring to the boxy, tank-like vehicle as a luxury item had actually sealed the deal in his head. It made him feel like he was buying a palatial second home or an island. Maybe a yacht. He wasn’t entirely sure what a yacht really was, but he liked the idea of owning one.

      So yesterday he had bought the great four-wheeled behemoth and spent the afternoon showing his son, Jason, pictures of the Hummer’s military antecedents roaring through the sand and rock of distant places.

      “Cool,” Jason had said.

      And it was. The Hummer was cool, and Ron was cool for owning it.

      They had driven east through town, past the old Haversham house which Ron had been annoyed to find had been sold quietly before he even knew it was available, across the street from the weird little store run by that Chinese family whose kids went to school with Jason. Ron had deliberately taken the steeper, less trafficked roads so he could show off what the Hummer could do, savoring those gravelly spots where the wheels churned up a plume of grit and dust.

      “Pretty impressive, right?” he said, glancing into the rearview mirror, but the kids were too busy niggling each other, and they ignored him. “Kids?” he repeated, a note of irritation creeping into his tone, despite his rigid smile. “I said it’s pretty impressive. The car. Yeah?”

      “It’s very nice, dear,” said Amanda.

      Her pacifying, head-patting manner, like she was dealing with a child no older than the squabbling kids in the back, annoyed him, and he shot her a look.

      “What?” she asked, amused. “It’s a nice car. That’s what you wanted me to say, isn’t it?”

      “Don’t be smug,” he said, low and warning.

      She looked at him then, startled and confused. “You know me and cars,” she said. “If you like it, that’s all that matters.”

      Not good enough, he thought, his mind suddenly as hard as the granite formations which reared up through the tree trunks to their left.

      “You know, I work really hard to provide for this family,” he snapped. “The least you can do is be supportive.”

      “I am being supportive!” she replied. “What has gotten in to you?”

      “Nothing has gotten into me,” he shot back, mimicking her phrase and pushing the accelerator so that the wheels spun, spraying chippings. “Y’all have gotten into this fine vehicle which I have paid for, securing it in an excellent deal which none of you seem to appreciate, and you can’t even be bothered to say something positive that sounds like you mean it!”

      They were going fast now, too fast for the narrow and windy mountain road. Ron felt the family’s unease and, enjoying it, sped up.

      “Mommy?” whined Caroline. “I don’t like this.”

      “Ron,” said Amanda, clutching her arm rest, “slow down.”

      “Just putting the Hummer through its paces,” said Ron through gritted teeth, staring ahead through the trees crowding the road. “Showing you what it can do.”

      He gave it even more gas, and the engine roared with satisfaction as its hunger was fed. The Hummer surged forward like a galloping grizzly, and as the road swept to the right, suddenly the trees on that side fell away, revealing a long drop down the mountain side shielded only by a slender barrier.

      “Ron!” snapped Amanda, sharper now. “You’re scaring the kids.”

      Ron checked the mirror again and saw that she was right. Caroline was crying and Jason was white-faced and stiff. He saw it, and for reasons he couldn’t explain, he liked it. He was in control, and they were dependent on him.

      As it should be.

      He pressed the accelerator a little harder.

      And then Caroline’s tearful wail became something else entirely. It went up in pitch and volume, become shrill and mad with fear, and before Ron had a chance to process it, Jason joined in. The boy—usually so surly and quiet—was wide eyed and screaming.

      “What?” demanded Ron.

      “Bug!” yelled Caroline.

      “Roach!” added Jason.

      “Where?” asked Amanda. But then she saw it.

      No. She saw them.

      They were coming out of the vents, out of the door handles, out of the gaps in the body panels, and from under the floor mats. They were huge and shiny as hard candy, their shells almost black, their long antennae flicking, their legs skittering as they swarmed through the car.

      One of the insects ran across the underside of the roof, and Ron swatted at it wildly, trying to keep it out of his hair, but even as he did so he felt the hard little feet on the back of his neck, and he lurched forward with a stifled shout. The movement wrenched the steering wheel, and the car swerved across the road toward the empty plunge into nothingness. He turned it hard the other way, and they rocketed back across the asphalt with a shriek of tires.

      The bugs were everywhere. Amanda was shaking two off her arm. Jason had his hands over his mouth to stop them getting in, and Caroline was screaming and flailing wildly as one scurried up her sleeve. They were on the windows, including the windshield, swarming in the dozens. Maybe hundreds.

      And then there was something else, similar, but very, very different. It emerged from the AC vent just right of the steering column. It was long and snakelike, but its body was made up of hard, black scorpion-like segments, and it had many jointed, yellow legs with pointed tips. It was a foot and a half long and its head was a fiery red, as were its twitching antennae. If Ron had been in the headspace to give the thing a name, he would have called it a centipede, but that didn’t do it justice, and nothing like it had even been seen in the mountains of North Carolina before. It slithered out, its feet clicking audibly on the hard plastic of the dashboard, and then it was moving over the controls and up toward Ron’s face.

      Ron wasn’t aware of it, but he had begun to shout, a long, unbroken cry of outrage and revulsion. He was barely conscious of what he was doing but had the presence of mind to brake hard as the car slid towards the rocky embankment on the left. He wrestled with the heavy vehicle, but he couldn’t stop it. He felt it slide, its tires smoking, and then the torque was too much and the Hummer’s center-of-gravity shifted upwards. He took his foot off the brake, but it was too late. The wheels on the right side lifted off the road when the car hit the rocky verge and jumped the barrier. But even as it flipped, he couldn’t take his eyes off the monstrous centipede.

      If there had been space, the Hummer would have rolled, but it came up hard against the tree-lined embankment and stopped so firmly that it was kicked back. For a moment, it teetered on two wheels then crashed back onto all four tires and came to a shuddering halt inches from the edge.

      There was no time for relief. Pausing only to make sure that the centipede was not on him, Ron shouldered his dented door open then went round the car yanking the others, dragging his family free, his stomach churning as the Hummer’s interior writhed with insect forms like something out of a nightmare.

      Once out, they backed away from the car, huddled together but watching it warily, as the roaches popped out and scrambled off into the woods, so that slowly, very slowly, the horror subsided, the madness drained away, and they were themselves again. Or as much themselves as they could be for a while.

      Ron stared at the battered, smoking vehicle, but if the centipede emerged from the wreckage, he didn’t see it, and privately he resolved to sell the car for whatever he could get for it immediately. He wouldn’t be getting in it again. He didn’t ask Amanda or the kids if they had seen the thing with the legs. He didn’t want to talk about it. It felt like it hadn’t just slithered into his car. It had skittered and crawled into his mind. He would dream about it, he was sure, and though he was suddenly exhausted beyond all reason, he found he didn’t want to go to sleep for fear of seeing it again.
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      Saito-san, the tengu, ran an improbable Japanese restaurant-cum-dojo in a strip mall on the west side of town where I went to train after school. My sword skills had improved, and I was faster and stronger than he was when I really needed to be, but he could still beat me handily. It got pretty tiresome.

      “It is good to be bad at things,” he pronounced after another failed attempt to divert his strike.

      “Gee, thanks,” I said, then thought about what he had said. “Wait. What does that even mean?”

      “It is better if you find the answer for yourself,” he replied with maddening calm, adjusting the tie which kept his wild hair back.

      “How can it be good to be bad at things?” I demanded. “That’s a contradiction. Good versus bad. They are, like, opposites. Maybe it’s a translation thing,” I added, glancing at the far end of the room where the tengu kept his Library of Imposing Japanese Books.

      “It is not,” said the tengu flatly.

      “Okay, man, whatever.”

      He read my downcast expression, but instead of offering me an explanation for his cryptic remark, he said simply, “Break. Tea.”

      I put the wooden swords away and swept the tatami while he made green tea in a delicate ceramic pot which—unlike the one I had semi-inherited from my grandmother—did not sprout legs and walk around by itself.

      We sat cross-legged at a low wooden table.

      “Bachan thinks something is coming,” I said out of the blue.

      “Something?”

      “Monsters. Magic. Something.”

      “She thinks this why?”

      I grinned. “She saw a dog running around in circles,” I said.

      He did not return my grin but nodded soberly. “Animals sometimes sense things we do not,” he said.

      “You’re as bad as her,” I said.

      “Thank you,” he said, bowing.

      This was as close to a joke as Saito-san was ever likely to get, so I smiled. “Could you tell if something weird was happening, or was about to?” I asked.

      He frowned and said nothing for a moment, then tipped his head on one side and made a noncommittal noise. “There are ceremonies of purification to protect against ill fortune, defilement, malevolent forces, but detecting their presence is harder. Sometimes we read the natural world.”

      “Dogs behaving weird,” I inserted.

      “Perhaps,” he said, clearly not liking my use of the word ‘weird.’ “And there are charms, rituals to analyze unnatural presences or energies, but they need to be attached to a specific place or thing.”

      “Nothing to just identify a general…”

      “Do not say weirdness.”

      “I wasn’t going to,” I lied. “A general…mystical presence or energy?”

      He shook his head, his massive eyebrows bunching, then got up, and—without a word of explanation—went to the far end of the practice room where a curious stacked cabinet bound with black iron straps stood. I had never seen him open it before but had always been curious about it because it looked old and strange, each drawer and cupboard a different size and shape. He opened a pair of small doors and pulled out a drawer from inside. In it sat a lacquered box bound with faded red cord. He brought it over to the low table and sat down, moving with his usual slowness that made everything he did feel like a ritual.

      He sat on his haunches then opened the box. It was lined with ancient, faded fabric, and in the center was a bag made of gold-colored silk with a draw string. He opened it carefully and removed a metal disk with a handle made of bamboo. It looked like a very small frying pan. It was bronze, green with age; its rear side intricately ornamented with swirls and geometrical patterns. But when he turned it over, it flashed bright and clear; its front was coated with some other metal and polished to a shine.

      “It’s a mirror!” I exclaimed. “Is it old?”

      The tengu cocked his head again.

      “Tabun,” he said. “Muromachi, to omoimasu.”

      He had a tendency to speak Japanese to me even though he knew I couldn’t understand it.

      “Yeah, I don’t know what that means,” I said, irritated.

      “Older than your country,” he said.

      “Cool,” I said, because it was. “What does it do?”

      “It reflects things,” he said.

      “Well, yeah, I figured that much.”

      “Perhaps it reflects things as they are, rather than as they appear.”

      I liked the sound of that but was hung up on his first word.

      “Perhaps?” I asked.

      “Perhaps,” he replied. “Sometimes when I look into it, I think I see myself. Sometimes, not.”

      “O…K…” I said. “So what exactly does it show?”

      “It is not certain,” he said. “Many things are not certain.”

      “Oh,” I said, deflated. “Right. Words to live by.”

      “But you may take it,” he said, slipping it back into the silk bag and handing it to me. “It may be of use.”

      And that cheered me up.

      Back home, I found Mom working the register in the store and, in the backyard, Dad, enveloped in sweet smelling smoke, standing over the charcoal grill.

      “Try this,” said Dad.

      “What is it?” I replied, immediately wary.

      “Just try it!”

      He worked a knife into the rack of ribs he was smoking and sliced one off the end.

      “New sauce?” I said. Dad was always experimenting with barbecue rubs and sauces, not always successfully.

      “Just try it,” he repeated.

      Now, Dad was a master on the grill and the meat would be tender and smoky. The issue would be the flavor which could be anything. He had a thing for hot peppers, curry spices, and exotic fruit. At their best, the results were very tasty, at their worst, downright nasty. I braced myself, then lifted the bone to my lips and took a cautious nibble.

      It was good. In fact, it was amazing! I took another bite. It was salty and spicy with a tangy sweetness that came out of nowhere and gave my tastebuds a slap.

      “Woah!” I said. “What is that?”

      “Soy sauce, honey, mustard, tamarind paste, smoked Japanese chillis, and a little vinegar,” he said. “Kind of an ethnic hybrid. The soy sauce and hot pepper are Japanese, the vinegar and tamarind is the core of a good English brown sauce, but the honey and mustard are pure North Carolina. It’s us,” he said, grinning broadly, “all our favorite ingredients in a perfect blend. Pretty good, right?”

      “It’s amazing,” I said. “You could bottle that and sell it.”

      “You know,” he said, “we just might.”
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      The following morning a curious advert appeared in The Portersville Chronicle. It read, “Mr. Kieran West cordially invites the town of Portersville to a housewarming party at 184 Main Street (formerly the Haversham House) on Saturday from 6 p.m. Semiformal dress, no gifts of any kind. Residents only, no phones or cameras. RSVP promptly to avoid disappointment. Dinner and drinks will be served, and an announcement made.”

      Similar notices arrived on stiff, elegant card in the mail, and by the end of the day it had made Action News Twelve.

      “The sleepy mountain town of Portersville is abuzz with speculation and excitement at a mysterious invitation from one of the town’s newest and wealthiest inhabitants,” gushed Katie Marsden, a well-groomed blond reporter who positively twinkled at the camera. “Little is known of Kieran West, who purchased and rebuilt a dilapidated mansion on the rundown east end of town, and no one this reporter could find has any good leads on what Mr. West’s announcement will be, but he’s bringing a little California pizzaz to the Blue Ridge.”

      Here the footage cut to a series of locals shrugging and smiling and offering their guesses as to what was going on. “Maybe announcing a new factory,” said one, “and a return to the good old days of furniture manufacturing.” “A car dealership,” said another, less enthusiastically. “That’s the kind of thing which gets all the hype.” “I’m just going for the party,” said another.

      The section concluded with a series of kids from the local middle school speculating as to what they would like the town’s richest new arrival to bring to Portersville; an ice-skating rink, a theme park like Disneyworld, or—better—Jurassic Park with real dinosaurs, or—somewhat more attainably—a chocolate fountain. All very cute and wholesome.

      “Apparently the Haversham house will be open to visitors for the whole evening and guests will be given a specific entrance time to allow as many people in as possible,” said the reporter in a tone of impressed amazement. She wrapped things up by saying the station intended to have a representative at Mr. West’s generous soiree but they had been told there wouldn’t be any exceptions to the “no cameras” rule. “We’ll just have to tell you about it,” she added with a cheeky wink and a smile as wide as a barn door. “I hope the canapés are worth the report!”

      Most of the kids at school weren’t too sure what canapés were, but they were indeed abuzz, studying the announcement on their phones as we waited for the field trip bus.

      “It’s probably just for adults,” said a girl.

      Her friend shook her head solemnly. “Doesn’t say that on the invitation,” she said with a defiant little swagger. “Fancy food for free? Let’s see them try and turn me away.”

      We took our seats on the bus, the excited chatter about the brand of Hollywood glitz the Wests were bringing to Portersville getting louder and more gleeful. I glanced over to Nathan who was sitting alone with his eyes closed, wearing the kind of headphones that cover your whole ears, clearly unwilling to discuss his father’s latest round of news-making.

      I figured I’d seen the end of field trips when I left middle school, but once in a while Portersville high mandated an excursion to a Site of Local Importance, though, they were pretty thin on the ground, especially of late.

      “Usually we’d visit the Nye Family Barn,” Joey observed as we reached our destination and filed off the school bus.

      “Constructed circa 1870,” added DeMarcus, grinning at them. “What happened to that again?”

      “If I remember rightly it fell victim to an act of senseless vandalism by a local delinquent,” Joey supplied.

      “Hilarious,” I observed. “And, for the record, I was also involved in the barn’s reconstruction, and the new version is way better.”

      “I think that was mostly Mr. Saito’s handywork,” DeMarcus supplied, enjoying himself, “and lovely though the new structure is, it lacks that special 1870s crapness.”

      “So we come here instead,” said Joey, taking in the sign outside the little ranger station. “The Portersville Forest Refuge and Museum of Natural History which, by the looks of things, will be a cabin containing some charts aimed at kindergarteners and some moldy amateur taxidermy. Be still my heart.”

      “It’ll be at least as entertaining as that old barn was,” I said. “Birds and animals beat buildings made out of logs any day.”

      “Spoken like a true arsonist,” Joey returned grinning.

      I frowned, but at that moment Nathan West—the new boy—strolled by and nodded in my direction. He was with Tyler, Bobby Davenham, and Jason Blakely, and they all looked caught between confusion and outrage that he acknowledged my existence.

      “Hey Hideki,” he said flicking me a little salute.

      “Hey Nathan,” I replied.

      Joey and DeMarcus raised their eyebrows.

      “See, that’s just weird,” said DeMarcus.

      “You are not wrong,” Joey agreed.

      “What can I say,” I quipped, “unburdened by this town’s petty prejudices, he recognizes coolness when he sees it.”

      They laughed a little longer than was strictly necessary, then DeMarcus’s eyes slid past me and his face broke into a goofy smile. I turned to see Emily with Madison and Ayisha—DeMarcus’ twin sister—getting down from the other bus. Maddie spotted me but avoided my eyes. She’d been doing a lot of that lately.

      “Hey Em,” I said. “Didn’t know you were coming on this.”

      “No choice,” she replied, clearly not happy about it. “Reveling in Portersville’s lameness is apparently mandatory for all students regardless of grade or whether they could have been in the pool getting some extra training in between classes. This town’s absence of culture must be celebrated, so here we are.”

      “Masaka,” I sighed sympathetically, another word I’d recently learned from bingeing Japanese cartoons. I wasn’t entirely sure what it meant, but people said it when bad things happened.

      Em gave me a sour look. “That’s getting annoying,” she snapped and walked on by. Ayisha gave DeMarcus a baffled smile and a shrug, obviously jarred by Emily’s bad mood.

      “What got into her?” asked Joey.

      “No idea,” I said. “She was fine this morning. The woods aren’t cool enough, I guess.”

      “Seemed like more than that,” said DeMarcus. He looked after her and I gave him a shrewd look. When he caught it, he blushed, smiled, and looked away. When he sensed I was going to say something, he snapped back to the previous conversation as if I hadn’t said anything.

      “They say that Nathan kid is a decent wide receiver,” he said.

      “Who says?” I asked. “I don’t think we get a lot of scouting reports from California high school football programs.”

      “He did,” said DeMarcus, slightly shame-faced.

      “Good source,” said Joey. “I can tell you some pretty cool things about me if you’d like to hear them.”

      “He wasn’t bragging,” DeMarcus protested. “It was kind of implied. He was talking about coming to practice, maybe trying out, and Bobby asked about his playing experience out west. He was a starter in a big city school. Must be pretty decent.”

      “Maybe you should join the cheerleading squad,” said Joey. “You’re obviously smitten.”

      DeMarcus waved the joke away. “Just saying, it would be nice to have someone who can catch a pass on the team. No offense,” he added looking at me.

      “None taken,” I said, meaning it. Joey and DeMarcus were on a very short list of people who knew that I had deliberately flunked out of the team so that I could keep my recently inherited strength, quickness, and dexterity under the general radar.

      “Apparently he can do a forty in 4.6 seconds,” said DeMarcus.

      I didn’t know what that meant but I made a suitably impressed noise and DeMarcus seemed satisfied.

      “You know,” said Joey, “I wasn’t too keen on looking at a bunch of dead animals in cases, but after all this sportsball talk, I’m starting to see the appeal.”

      DeMarcus and I exchanged a suitably manly eye roll, but I was actually quite looking forward to the museum. I have always been a bit of bird nerd, and not only because—until very recently—I’d generally prefer to be by myself in the woods than doing regular stuff with other kids. Em said I was antisocial, but she had always been one of the popular kids and didn’t get it. Even with my newfound composure, other people mostly made me nervous which, in turn, made me awkward. And when people who don’t know you well find you awkward, they either get away fast in case they catch your uncoolness like flu, or they look to amuse themselves at your expense. Not always, of course, but, you know, more than I’d like.

      So, yeah. Yay birds.

      Of course, the taxidermized birds in the cases at Portersville’s grandly titled museum were dusty, moth-eaten things which had been stuffed about a century ago and left to molder in front of bored school kids. There was a decent red-tailed hawk and a barred owl, but the smaller birds looked like they had been freeze-dried. Among the mammal specimens, a graying raccoon had comically mismatched eyes and a bobcat looked like it had been hit by a truck before the hopeful taxidermist got to work on it. I would bet good money that whoever produced the half-fossilized result had never seen a live cat of any kind. Meanwhile, the black bear specimen was weirdly shrunken and dog-like; like it had been stitched together not just from two bears but from two different animals entirely.

      It was pretty depressing, and the fact that most of my classmates thought they were hilarious made it worse. There were some live animals in a series of dimly lit aquarium tanks: frogs and toads, bugs of various kinds, and a few snakes and lizards. Bobby Davenham went round the room proclaiming every snake a copperhead regardless of what it said on the label, and spouting internet nonsense about how quickly they could kill you. They had a timber rattler, which was pretty cool, and a red rat snake which squirmed constantly across the glass flicking its tongue. Some kids shrieked in horror, and Bobby flicked the glass until he got bored and wandered off looking for a vending machine.

      Mr. Watkins, the retired woodshop teacher, was one of the designated chaperones, and he steered the students through the exhibits, periodically telling them to keep the noise down and get off their phones. I moved slowly through the exhibits. Dingy and predictable though they were, I kind of liked them, and it made a nice change from being in school. At each illuminated case, I could get in close and forget that anyone else was there, so that by the time I looked up from studying the skinks and anoles, I found I was alone.

      Or nearly so. One other person was huddled up against the glass of a case of spiders. I edged a little closer and he startled, turning quickly and staring at me with wide eyes. I was surprised to find that it was Jason Blakely, one of Tyler’s lesser minions and someone who had barely spoken to me in all the years we had attended the same schools. He looked flushed and agitated but also embarrassed.

      “Pretty cool,” I said, offering what I thought was a lifeline and nodding toward the spider in the case. “What is that, a wolf spider?”

      His agitation seemed to increase, but he responded with, “I hate bugs.”

      “I hear you,” I said, smiling excessively. I had always been wary of Jason, not so much because of any particular vibe I got from him, but because I didn’t like his friends.

      “They can get in your car,” he said vaguely. “Come out while you’re driving. Roaches.”

      He had a distant, hunted look, and his eyes were fixed on something only he could see.

      “Wait,” I exclaimed, “that was you?! There was something in the paper about it.”

      We always had copies of The Portersville Chronicle in the store. Sometimes Mom even ran ads in it. The story in question had appeared in the previous evening’s edition and Dad had taken great joy in reading it out over dinner until Mom told him to stop. According to the story, the driver—apparently Jason’s father—was threatening to sue the car dealership where the infestation had taken hold.

      “How do you not find and fumigate a nest of roaches in a car that has been sitting on your lot for three months?” Dad had asked in delighted amazement.

      Jason’s thousand-yard stare rather killed the horror-movie comedy of the thing, however.

      “There were hundreds of them,” he said blankly. “I thought we were going to die. I thought…” He paused, and his eyes narrowed. “You know about wildlife and stuff, right?”

      “Some,” I said. “Birds, mostly. Why?”

      “You ever seen a bug like a snake with legs?” He said it quickly, like the phrase might turn and bite him.

      “Like a silverfish or…?”

      He shook his head vigorously. “No, man,” he almost whined. “Long and with, like, a ton of legs.”

      “Like a centipede?” I said. “I don’t think those are technically insects.”

      His eyes flashed with triumph. “Yeah!” he said. “Centipede. But, like, a foot long. More. With a red head and yellow legs.”

      “Woah,” I said, shaking my head. “No. I’ve seen the little house centipedes with the wispy antennae things and the legs like hairs. They can be pretty big, like three or four inches…”

      But he was already shaking his head again. “No, this was huge, and its body was hard and black and…”

      But he didn’t finish the sentence and looked suddenly self-conscious, as if just remembering who he was confiding in. He shook his head again, this time as if to shake something loose, and repeated the first thing he had said. “I hate bugs.”

      And with that he walked quickly from the room without a backward glance.

      I considered his back for a moment then drifted over to the little spider tank. There was a dense spiral in the center which I knew without looking meant that the spider was one of the funnel web species. I studied it, conscious that the hair on the back of my neck was prickling. Jason’s odd behavior and dreadful fascination had gotten under my skin. The spider stared back at me with shiny black eyes until I shuddered and moved on to the next, even smaller tanks which featured the dreaded black widow with its distinctive red hourglass, and the nondescript but potentially lethal brown recluse. I may not be at Jason’s level of terror where creepy crawlies were concerned, but I am not a fan, and his tale of foot-long centipedes had given me the serious willies. I sauntered through the exhibit a little faster, pausing only when I saw out of the corner of my eye a curious movement from an aquarium of huge stag beetles with antlers like twigs.

      They were, for lack of a better word, swarming: seven or eight of them bustling around on the front of the tank like they were urgently, even desperately, trying to find a way out. It made my skin crawl.

      Suddenly feeling the emptiness and darkness of the place, I hurried to catch up to the rest of the group. I found them, of course, in the gift shop, browsing animal plushies and candy bars. Jason had rejoined his pals and was laughing loudly at something, unrecognizable from the spooked boy he had been moments before. They were being lectured on the habits of the local woodpeckers by a ranger with the kind of beard you could hide a chicken in, so that probably accounted for the amusement.

      Ayisha, Madison, and a couple of other girls from the swim team were giggling and whispering, casting sidelong looks at Nathan West, who was in the middle of the room but talking to no one. He was scanning the crowd coolly, and when his eyes met mine, the corner of his mouth puckered into a tiny smile, and he nodded fractionally. I returned it, wondering whether I should go over and chat, you know, like a regular person, but then I spotted my sister. Emily was sitting by herself staring fixedly into the throng of gabbling kids, sulking. With a sense of doing something very slightly selfless, even heroic, I opted not to join the cool new boy and headed instead to my mopey sister, plonking myself down on the bench beside her.

      “What?” she snapped, clearly not appreciating the scale of my sacrifice.

      “Just visiting,” I said. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine. Go away.”

      “Check this out,” I said, ignoring her as I rummaged in my backpack and pulled out the mirror Saito had given me. I thrust it into her hands, and she looked at it like she was doing me an immense favor.

      “It’s a crappy mirror,” she said. “So?

      “It’s a very old crappy mirror,” I corrected her. “And it might be magic.”

      “Might be?” she answered.

      “It’s not clear. But look at yourself in it.”

      She sighed then held it up and looked into it.

      “What do you see?” I asked.

      “A slightly blurry version of me,” she said, pushing the mirror back toward me.

      “No glimmer of your inner fox?” I asked, disappointed.

      “What?” she demanded, annoyed again. “No! And keep your voice down.”

      I took the mirror from her and tried the direct approach.

      “You don’t seem very…genki,” I said.

      Emily glared at me. “You’re not Japanese, Caleb,” she snapped, “and bingeing Inu Yasha on Netflix won’t change that.”

      I was taken aback and, if I was honest, a little hurt, but if she saw that in my face, she showed no sign of remorse, and her icy stare didn’t thaw.

      “Fine,” I said stiffly. “I was only trying to help.”

      “You can’t,” she said, getting to her feet abruptly. “No one can. So just leave it, okay?”

      I opened my mouth to reply with some crushing retort, but she was already walking away.

      I glanced back to her friends, to see if they were paying attention to her odd behavior, but they were chattering away as before and seemed not to have noticed. Madison’s hair was in a complicated braid. She looked happier than she had for weeks. It pained me a little to think that if I went over now, her good mood wouldn’t last. Though I had actually saved her life, she associated me, as the school guidance counselor had observed, with trauma. Trying to reconnect with her would reopen old wounds. If I felt anything for her, the best thing I could do was leave her alone.

      So…that was awesome.

      I realized that one of the group was Sophia (Sofie?) Collington, daughter of the Southern Shale guy my parents had been talking about. As I watched, a tall, blond woman I didn’t know came over to them and touched Sofie/Sophia on her shoulder in a way a teacher would never do.

      Her mother? Mom had said she had known her for years but that she thought herself too good to associate with the likes of us. That tracked. Maureen Collington. She looked…polished, somehow. That bit brighter and shinier than the other parents and teachers, as if she had come here on her way to some Charlotte gala, where wealthy bankers had their pictures taken donating money to art galleries. She was dressed in white trousers and gold open-toed shoes with a matching jacket that hovered between high-end style and super trashy kitsch. I didn’t know anything about fashion, as my sister would be quick to point out, but it was the kind of outfit that would be super cool for about twenty minutes and would become embarrassingly old-fashioned just as fast. My instinct was that Mrs. Collington would know just when to dump it.

      She muttered something to her daughter who was, I was pleased to note, clearly annoyed by her presence, and then inspected the crowd. That was exactly the right word. Her eyes were like search lights, scanning, assessing, not so much to make sure the students weren’t writing on the walls or stealing fridge magnets, but to see who did and didn’t measure up according to some private ranking. Her face was haughty, head tipped back on her long, elegant neck, so that she literally looked down her nose at everyone. As I watched, her gaze came to rest on Nathan West at precisely the same moment that his, not wholly dissimilar gaze, found her.

      There was an odd, thoughtful moment in which they considered each other coolly, strangely given the age difference between them, as if processing the glow which hung around each of them, and then their eyes swept on, like they were checking boxes in their heads, deciding who was worth their attention and who wasn’t.

      Neither of them looked at me.

      But it was kind of amazing. Mrs. Collington was—at least to everyone but her own daughter—something like the pinnacle of Portersville society, and while that might not sound like much, it is if you live here. So the idea of this fifteen-year-old boy staring her down, totally unintimidated, like he was her equal? It was impossible not to be a little impressed.

      I rejoined DeMarcus and Joey who were considering questions on the Junior Ranger board, the latter with their customary irony turned up to eleven.

      “What factors most influence the habitat loss of the American black bear?” DeMarcus read aloud.

      “Well,” Joey said with false brightness, “it certainly couldn’t have anything to do with strip mining the mountains for lumber, coal, natural gas and anything else that might make someone a ton of cash.”

      “Correct,” said DeMarcus, deadpan. “That would be patriotic American capitalism which can do no wrong.”

      “Having fun?” I asked.

      “Beyond ecstatic,” said Joey. “I especially liked the dead birds. Most uplifting.”

      “I think they are supposed to make us appreciate the living ones,” I said.

      “Yeah, not sure that’s working,” Joey replied.

      “Woah,” said DeMarcus, staring out of the window. “When did it start raining?”

      “Pretty much now,” said Joey. “But it wasn’t in the forecast.”

      “Microclimate,” said DeMarcus wisely. “All part of the joys of living in Portersville, where life is like a box of chocolates: you never know what is going to kill you.”

      “Still,” I said, staring out to where the trees were straining against a wind that hadn’t been there minutes before as the windows were lashed with rain, “this is pretty extreme.”

      It was. The light outside had halved in the last thirty seconds as heavy, slate-gray clouds rolled in, seemingly out of nowhere. There was a flash of lightning followed seconds later by a rumble of thunder. The next flash was considerably brighter, a ragged blue-white flicker which threw shadows around the little museum and caused a stir of wonder among the students. The thunder crack that followed was so unexpectedly loud that I actually ducked a little.

      “Everyone move away from the windows!” called the ranger. “Just to be on the safe side. It will pass shortly.”

      I wasn’t so sure. This had blown up fast, as fast as any storm I’d ever seen hit Portersville, but it was also a fierce one. Twisters weren’t common in the area, but they were certainly possible, and when they came, they could do a lot of damage.

      I was considering this when there was a flat pop in the distance and all the lights went out.
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