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      Allie Strom stared at the eerie blue glow of a small necklace on the floor of her bedroom closet. She knew that necklace well. Her whole life it had always hung from her mom’s neck. Yet here it was, while her mom was half-way across the world.

      While searching for her favorite pleated skirt, Allie had first noticed the necklace. Starting seventh grade in a new city made her decision about what to wear especially significant.

      She shuddered at the memory of sixth grade, when her stupid friend Crystal had betrayed her for the cool kids. All it took was for Allie to tell her she was moving, and maybe it hadn’t helped to bring it up during Crystal’s birthday party. The cake frosting in her hair took forever to get out, but the feeling of betrayal wouldn’t leave with a year’s worth of scraping.

      No, this year she was determined to make sure she started off right. She would get in good with a group of friends and form her own crew of soccer girls. For the past few days she had thought of nothing else, aside from the occasional annoyance at her mom’s absence, once again. Regardless, finding the necklace had thrown Allie off guard.

      Even more so now that it looked like the glow was starting to pulsate, a strange magnetism drawing her toward it. She knelt, hand going for it. Her ears rang, a sound like her mother’s voice echoing from all around.

      A knock on the door startled her, and the effect of the necklace was suddenly gone. Instead, it was simply a stone on a necklace again. Could she have imagined everything? She nudged the necklace into the closet with her toe, alongside the skirt and T-shirt combination she didn’t want her dad to see. She paused at the mess, realizing that in spite of having moved here nearly two months ago, her unpacking job of throwing everything in the closet hadn’t magically fixed itself.

      “Honey, can I…?” her dad’s deep voice came from the other side of the door, more hoarse than usual this morning.

      “Um…” She checked the other clothes on her bed to make sure they were to her dad’s liking. He was a great dad and meant well, but that didn’t mean he would let her wear whatever she wanted to school. He still had the idea that she wasn’t independent until she turned eighteen, and even that seemed like a stretch. Now, if her mom were here, that would be a different story. She was the one that had noticed Allie buying the pleated skirt and pretended not to see it. She would probably help Allie pick out an outfit, tell her everything a girl needed to know when going into Junior High, when becoming a young woman. But, like always, her mom was deployed with the Army. Off trying to improve the lives of others instead of focusing on her own daughter like she should have been. No one cared about Allie’s life. Where was Mom this time, Afghanistan or something? One of the Stans, Allie remembered that much.

      Allie turned with a smile as she heard the door open. “Yeah?”

      Her dad stepped in hesitantly. He was the kind of dad that seldom lost his cool and wasn’t going away for work all the time. Usually, he was clean-cut and dressed well for his job at Nintendo, testing games or doing computers or something, Allie wasn’t sure. But at the moment he sported a thick scruff and the skin beneath his eyes drooped like purple sacks.

      “All ready for the big day?” her dad said with a glance toward her clothes on the bed.

      “I’m not worried.” Maybe it would’ve been true if her mom were there to drop her off, or even be there to wish her luck. Allie turned to look out her window at the hint of a rising sun reflecting on the damp asphalt of the apartment complex’s parking lot. She had woken up early with a tingling in her stomach.

      “It’s just seventh grade,” she said. “Not like it’s the World Cup or something.”

      “Right,” he said, his eyes shifting to the floor. “Hey, Princess, I —”

      “Dad, I’m twelve now, okay?”

      He looked at her like he couldn’t believe it, then nodded. “Yeah, I know. Hey, grown-up-Princess…”

      She rolled her eyes and smiled.

      “That’s more like it.” He sat on her bed, his butt on the sleeve of one of her sweaters. She cringed, but he didn’t notice. His left nostril twitched the way it always did when he was nervous. “I wanted to talk to you about something…and well…”

      “Dad?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Can it maybe wait? I mean, I still have a lot to do to get ready and Mom’s not here to help so...”

      He looked at her, his eyes lingering. Since her twelfth birthday two months ago, he always stared at her like that, like he would lose her if he looked away. He kept saying how she was growing up so fast. Well, it was about time, in her opinion. A growth spurt before starting at the new school would have been the thing she needed, especially for the soccer team. But alas, she had no such luck.

      Her dad sighed and stood. “Sure, honey. But after school, we talk?”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      He attempted to smooth out his wrinkled white-dress shirt, then looked around at her piles of clothes. “Maybe I can help?”

      “Of course you can. Why didn’t I think of this earlier?” She showed him to the door.

      “How, honey?”

      “Make sure Ian doesn’t bother me.”

      Her dad frowned as the door closed with him on the other side.

      She rummaged around in the darkness of her closet and soon her fingers found the necklace by the smooth, cold stone.

      She picked it up, nibbling at her lip as she pulled it into the light. The necklace had a blue stone at the end of a silver chain, an upside-down triangle overlaid on a right-side-up triangle of silver in the middle. Her mom had always worn it, as if it grew from her skin. Allie held it in front of the mirror, holding it up to her neck and staring in awe.

      The clasp had been broken. She tied the chain in a half-knot and was about to put it on when the doorknob turned again.

      “Dad, I’m not….” She paused, seeing it was her older brother, Ian. The light peach fuzz around his mouth stuck straight out and he wore a scarf as if it made him look special.

      “It’s me, puke-breath.” He smiled at her in a groggy sort of way. “What’s wrong with this family, why are we up so early?”

      “Is it early?” she glanced outside as she tucked the necklace under her pillow to hide it. Sure enough, she could still see her reflection in the window. The sky was the dark blue of early morning, with streaks of pink and bright orange highlighting the clouds. This didn’t mean it was actually that early, since it was September in Washington State. Still, compared to her friends she had always been an early riser.

      Ian leaned against the doorframe and yawned but didn’t leave.

      “What?” she said impatiently.

      Ian stood in the doorway and smirked. “Dad made his favorite, a la’ surprise for the big day.”

      “Which is?”

      “Yogurt and granola, with his special frozen blueberries,” he said with a laugh.

      He waved for her to follow and she did, but with a regretful look toward her pillow. She would have to check out the necklace more after breakfast.

      Allie’s mouth watered and she didn’t mind that they were eating the same food they ate every morning. Whatever her dad had wanted to say earlier, he must have put it out of his mind for the moment. He laughed and told stories of his first day in seventh grade. Even Ian, often glum and in his own world, told her a story about how he had accidentally walked into the girls’ bathroom on his first day and been made fun of the whole first month of seventh grade. Stories of humiliation – exactly what she needed before the big day.

      “Some eighth-grade boys found out,” Ian said, blushing. “Whenever they’d see me they’d say ‘he runs like a girl and sits down to pee.’”

      Allie cracked up and thought it was the funniest thing she had ever heard her brother say, and then wondered for a second if he did sit down to pee. He had played with Barbies with her and their cousin when they were younger. But then she decided to think about soccer, because the idea of her brother peeing grossed her out and made her lose her appetite.

      When she returned to her bedroom, she sighed and leaned against the closed door. The wall was covered with posters of her favorite soccer players, all except a black Megadeath poster off in the corner. Her brother had given it to her and she had cherished the poster because he said it was cool. He was trying too hard, she thought, but still, she kept it because it was one of the few things he had given her. He had also said Dungeons and Dragons was cool and she had bought into that one as well. Remnants of this fad showed in her perfectly aligned collection of small figurines on the corner shelf. By far the nerdiest was a giant with his massive ax protecting a female warrior with flaming fists. She had painted them herself a couple of years back and couldn’t convince herself to trash them quite yet. The idea of her brother being cool needed to be wiped from her brain, but that appeared harder than she would’ve thought. He would always be her big brother, after all.

      For now, she had a priority. She pulled out the necklace and watched the stone glimmer as it twisted on its chain. The rest of her room was dull in comparison. The necklace had always intrigued her, always there, shining from her mom’s neck. Now, holding it inches from her eyes, she stared into the silver lines in the blue stone. The little patterns on the stone reminded her of maps she had seen, maps of the world, but of so much more, too. Maybe the universe?

      She pulled it up to tie it around her neck again but paused, surprised to see a clasp on the chain where it had been broken before. That was strange. Neither her dad nor Ian would have even known she had found it, let alone sneak into her room and replace the clasp. That would be ridiculous. The only explanation, then, was that she had imagined it being broken before.

      A soft warmth emanated from the stone when it touched her skin. She closed her eyes, overcome with a feeling of relaxation, but when she opened them again a flash of light burst forth from the necklace and suddenly she was younger, lying in her mom’s arms. Her mom’s hair tickled as it brushed Allie’s cheek. Those soft blue eyes stared down lovingly, the warm summer breeze tingled as it caressed her skin, carrying with it the scent of strawberries. The warmth of the stone engulfed her like a bath and, for a moment, she saw only the bright light as it flared again. She smelled fresh air, like a forest after the rain. Was she floating? The pleasant sensation drifted through her body and she was in the passenger seat of her mom’s car, her mom driving while calm music played in the distance.

      “Allie,” a soft voice said. “Allie….”

      Tap. Tap.

      The light flashed again and then gave way to darkness. A cave or a tunnel, rolling darkness as if it were alive, twisting and weaving through her limbs. She wasn’t herself. Her hands were too big and something felt different. She wore Army fatigues and was running. Menacing laughter echoed through the darkness from behind. Her boots thudded on moist stone. The scent of scorched metal, a sour taste in her mouth. Her mom’s voice sounded distant, but at the same time inside her head, saying, “Run, run!” She tore the necklace from around her neck and placed it on the ground before her, glowing. “Protect it, at all costs,” her mom’s voice said. Her large hands lifted a rock and then with an echoing smash the necklace was gone. Scorched blue marks were all that remained where the stone of the necklace had been moments before.

      Tap. Tap.

      Darkness and a lingering scent of honey. Allie was in her mom’s arms as a child, falling asleep.

      Tap. Tap.

      With a jolt, Allie was pulled from her mom’s arms, kicking and screaming. She wanted to stay in that comforting embrace forever, but when she opened her eyes she was back in her room, the necklace around her neck. She tried to clear her head. It was heavy. A light sweat dampened her temples. Somehow she had ended up lying on her bed. She sat up and saw someone in the window. Could it be?

      “Mom?” She stood and approached the glass to see that the morning sky was still dim. The image she saw was her reflection. Had it all been a dream? Perhaps it was something more, her mom calling to her in desperate need of help. But that was impossible. Allie wanted to scream in confusion.

      The tapping sounded again, from her door.

      “Allie?” Ian’s voice called out from the other side of the door. “Dad wants to know if you’ll need a ride today.”

      She held her head, trying to figure out what had happened.

      “Allie?” he said again.

      “Leave me alone!” she yelled, then fell down on her bed. Her eyelids grew heavy. She thought she heard her mom whispering to her, or maybe calling from far away. But it didn’t make sense, she convinced herself as her eyes closed.

      “Allie,” Ian called. “You’re going to be late!”

      Her eyes flickered open and she saw the morning light streaming through her blinds. She must have drifted back to sleep. She jumped from bed to get ready for her first day of school. Whatever had happened, the strange dream or whatever it was would have to wait.
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      A drop of rain followed Allie’s bangs, ripping along her forehead then down her cheek. She reached her destination and paused for a moment to wonder if this could really be a school. The hedge walls surrounded the perimeter and came together on each side of an arch above her with a sign that read, “Vigil Junior High School.” It was more like a fortress straight out of one of her brother’s games. Her elementary school back in Hartsville had been no bigger than a small church and had one-hundred students making up all six grades. Compared to that, this new school was enormous.

      Kids scurried around like an army of ants. Parents dropped off their kids and a school bus pulled up nearby. A spray of water from a puddle barely missed her as a car pulled off.

      Unsure what to think of this place, she held her backpack straps tight with her left hand. Her right hand fidgeted with her mom’s necklace, which lay hidden beneath the top of her shirt.

      Near the sliding glass doors, a couple of boys shoved a younger one between them. Allie stood for a moment, watching in shock, sure a teacher would step in any minute. The boy’s eyes met hers and she was about to say something when a group of older girls walked by, giggling. One looked her way as if waiting to see what Allie would do. Allie quickly about-faced and made her way through the doors.

      This was something she would have to get used to, she decided. In her old school there were so few students that everyone was friends with someone, so picking on anyone would mean picking on a friend’s friend. Everyone but her that is, and that hadn’t been until the end of the year, when Crystal found out Allie was changing schools. Her betrayal had been a political tactic and maybe she would have done the same in Crystal’s shoes.

      But here in this new school, Allie wanted no part of the bickering. With a subtle side-step, she ducked into the library. It was the only resting place, the only room in the whole vicinity without kids everywhere.

      The library was unlike anything she had ever seen. Massive pillars supported a domed ceiling. Paintings covered the walls, similar to ones they had tried to teach her about in sixth grade, like those in churches. She walked among the towering bookshelves, amazed at how ancient it felt. A dusty scent drifted in the air and she felt at home. She had never cared much for history or science, but a good fiction book got her skin tingling.

      She turned a corner to see a boy ducking behind a shelf. She wondered if he was also hiding from the chaos in the halls. When he turned her way, she saw it was the young boy from outside. He was about two inches shorter than her and wore a Sylvester and Tweety t-shirt. A thin line of red trickled from his nose. He looked up and attempted a smile.

      “You got a little….” She motioned toward the blood.

      The boy cocked his head and then, understanding, wiped his nose with the base of his shirt.

      “Thanks.” He turned to leave.

      “Wait.” She didn’t know why she had said it. He wasn’t the coolest looking kid, but he was the only one there. The only one who had talked to her so far.

      “You skipped the tour?” he asked when he drew close.

      She turned away slightly, unsure what to say.

      “You live in Valleyview Apartments, right?” he said after a long, awkward silence.

      “What?”

      “Yeah, I noticed you. We’re neighbors.”

      “You spying on me?” She had seen this before—at her last school she was captain of the soccer team. She had had her share of boy stalkers, before the other girls turned on her. Sure, it was a soccer team of fourth through sixth grades and most of her stalkers had been two years younger than her, but still.

      “What? No, I—I just saw you moving in a couple months back, and—”

      “So you’ve been watching me for two months?”

      “I….” He looked around, his face bright red.

      She sighed. Of course he hadn’t been stalking her, but the idea of someone knowing about her gave her the squirmies.

      “What’s this tour?” she said.

      “Oh…. Yeah, the eighth graders are showing the kids around. You are new, right?”

      “I suppose.”

      “Seventh grade?”

      She nodded.

      “All seventh graders are new.” He smiled as if very proud of his observation. They stood there for a moment before the boy finally stuck out his hand. “I’m Daniel, if you have any questions.”

      She looked at his hand with a smirk. “Allie. Thanks.”

      “Yeah, well.” Daniel put his hand in his pocket and looked to the doorway in another awkward moment of silence.

      This boy reminded her of someone she knew a few years back. Ben Davis. The curly haired son of one of her mom’s colleagues. They had spent hours trying to figure out how to take things apart. The worst was his dad’s television that had stood as tall as her. But when they hit fifth grade and Allie had the opportunity to hang with the cool kids because she could run and kick, Ben soon faded from her life. It hadn’t helped that he had asked her to be his girlfriend—she just hadn’t been ready for that. And the fact that her self-perceived coolness hadn’t lasted more than several months didn’t change a thing between them. The guilt still ate at her. Who throws away a friend like that? No, she couldn’t go through that again, and didn’t want to make this clingy kid suffer either. Best not to get too close.

      “You coming?” Daniel asked.

      “Not yet, I think I’ll linger and check out some of these books.” She grabbed the nearest one and smiled.

      Daniel turned to go. “Have fun.”

      She looked down at the book in her hands and cringed as she dropped it—a taxidermy book with a picture of a crazy-looking wolverine on the front.

      She turned to explore the library, amazed by its beauty. On the floor in the center was a bronze map of the world, which she walked across in awe. Outlines of the countries glimmered in gold trim, catching sunlight from the skylight above. She bent down and traced the map, feeling the rough relief of a mountain range against her fingers.

      “Ever been there?” a raspy voice asked. She looked up to see a man in his sixties with smile-wrinkles lining his eyes and mouth. “Central Asia. Kyrgyzstan?”

      “I, uh….” She glanced down to see she was squatting immediately west of China. She knew that one. But this was the first time she could remember hearing about Kyrgyzstan. Or was it? She hadn’t paid much attention when her mom had said she would be deploying again. Allie had grown so used to it all, the constant deployments, Christmas, birthdays, everything without a mom. When her mom had sat her and her brother down to give them the news, Allie remembered leaning back and glaring, but not much else.

      She turned to find Daniel, but he was gone.

      “I haven’t traveled much,” she mumbled.

      “Perhaps you’ll have a chance soon,” the man said, then turned and limped away.

      Allie stared after him, thinking how much he reminded her of the pictures she had seen of her grandpa, or what he would have looked like if he had lived past thirty. She had not known her grandpa on her mom’s side, since he died when her mom was only nine, but she had seen many pictures and wished she had the chance to know him. In the pictures, he was a young version of what a grandpa should look like, with a big nose and gentle eyes. Her mom had always said he was great, the kindest man in the world.

      Allie decided at that moment that she liked this librarian.

      She glanced back at the map once more, curious as to why the man had thought she may have been anywhere but America. She had traveled to Canada once for a camping trip, a whole two-hour drive, but that was the extent of her international travel. The idea of leaving a perfectly great country, with every food one could possibly crave just around the corner, didn’t appeal to her. For now, she would skip the rest of the tour and any more awkward interactions, and instead find a nice fantasy novel to curl up with. She hid in a corner of the library beside one of the oddly too-intricately-designed pillars, and lost track of time as she delved into a story of a female werewolf searching for a cure to her curse.

      “Ahem,” someone said and Allie jolted.

      She looked down to see she had almost finished the book, then looked up to see an older girl, about thirteen, Allie guessed, standing in the aisle beside her. Was she the same girl who had looked at her earlier, when Daniel was being shoved around? She was a pretty girl with straight brown hair and none of the freckles Allie had always been self-conscious about.

      “New kid.” The girl motioned her over. “Yeah, you. Tour’s over, come on. It’s lunch time.”
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