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Chapter 1
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Emmet propped his bike against the fence and slipped through the gap in the temporary fencing. Inside, the whir of drills blared as workmen scraped paint off the faded blue shutters of a stately Victorian house. With its delicate trim and ornate gables, this relic resembled a haunted mansion. If not for the sign, no one would mistake it for a school. It was definitely not where Emmet wanted to spend the next three years. He belonged with his friends at Belleville Junior High.

A flash of light startled Emmet, drawing his eyes high above the turrets along the roof. There, a fountain of stars erupted, cartwheeling and twirling hither and yon. He stood rooted to the ground, eyes locked onto the heavens. His breath slowed, and a warmth washed over him as if wrapped in his mother’s comforting embrace. 

“Hey, kid. This is a construction site,” a voice bellowed as the flickering faded into the clear blue sky.

“Sorry,” said Emmet as he stumbled back to the street. 

What just happened? The roof wasn’t on fire, and the workmen hadn’t reacted. 

Could teenagers be playing with fireworks? Unlikely—the Fourth of July was weeks away. Could a storm be brewing? If so, where were the clouds? Maybe a comet zipped by—that would be cool. Perhaps he just needed glasses. 

He’d worry about that tomorrow. Today, his mind was consumed with this blasted school.

***
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On the last day of school, he got his first hint of impending change. The final hour was reserved for a small celebration. Emmet took liberties with the chocolate cake, garnering the attention he craved. His teacher was not amused. 

Emmet liked to keep school exciting. He’d started down this path in second grade when he freed a pet mouse. Girls squealed and jumped on chairs while the boys howled. For several days, the class remained on the lookout for Bernie until the janitor found him in the supply cabinet. The drama was fun. After that, Emmet became a mastermind of devilish stunts.

Recently, he’d filled the bulletin board with Ninja Turtles in irreverent poses—blowing gum, sitting on the potty, and flipping the bird. Giggles filled the room when the children returned from recess. Periodically, he’d leave quotes on the whiteboard like: “In the brightest of day, in the blackest of night, no evil shall escape my sight” and “Cowabunga, dude!”

His classmates loved him, and his pranks kept attendance high. Emmet paid for it, but he didn’t mind.

“I didn’t want to leave without saying goodbye,” said a grinning Emmet as he glided into the guidance counselor’s office that day. 

The man’s eyes glossed over when he recognized the voice. He smoothed back his hair and turned toward his most frequent visitor.

“What brings you here, Emmet?”

“At our party today, I got a little confused about where to put the cake.”

“I see. And where did you put it?”

“I was aiming for Jimmy’s mouth. I really was.” His big brown eyes widened like a puppy caught with a chewed-up shoe.

Crawley scowled. “And?”

“Well, part of it did get there.”

“And what about the other part?”

Emmet held up a hand smeared with icing. When he’d left the classroom, his friend’s face was lathered in chocolate cake.

Crawley got the picture.

The accused knew the drill. He must show regret. The boy wrinkled his eyebrows and raised his fist to cover the upturned corners of his mouth. 

Emmet wanted people to like him, including the guidance counselor. In the past, he answered all of Mr. Crawley’s prying questions, nodding along, pretending to care. When the guidance counselor suggested counting to ten before acting out, Emmet promised to try but never did. Veiled threats of severe consequences had worried him at first, but now they barely registered. Laughter was his escape, his reward, and his armor. His classmates’ chuckles were a drug he couldn’t resist. 

“Couldn’t give it a rest, could you, Tierney?” 

Emmet shrugged, bracing for a lecture. It never came. 

Mr. Crawley offered no advice, nor did he reprimand the boy. He was defeated. Instead, he crossed to his bookshelf, pulled out a paperback, and tossed it at Emmet. “Have at it,” he said before turning to his computer.  

Thus, Emmet Tierney spent the last hour of the last day of his last year of primary school reading a graphic novel. Crawley hinted at repercussions as the final bell rang and rolled his chair around to face his Waterloo. “Next year may be challenging, Emmet. I suggest you look at it as a new beginning.” 

Emmet assumed he was referring to junior high, which he was looking forward to. He now realized Mr. Crawley’s parting words held a hidden meaning. 

An hour ago, Emmet pulled the fateful letter from the mailbox. He Googled how to steam-open an envelope, ignored the warning about a felony, and extracted the contents. The letter read:


“Dear Mrs. Tierney,

This is to inform you that Emmet Robert Tierney has been assigned to Hillside Alternative Junior High School. You will be receiving more information soon ...”



This didn’t make sense. They hadn’t moved. He was in the Belleville Junior High School District. He searched online for Hillside Alternative Junior High and found nothing. Could they be moving? Unlikely. Maybe this was a school for wizards. That made sense. Magic schools wouldn’t show up on Google. For a brief moment, he had hope.

But that was wishful thinking. 

Online, he found directions to the address on the envelope. It took him twenty minutes to get there. Now, he sat in front of the school. It was real. He told himself to relax. 

Before computers, he had another source of information—Gigi. He turned his bike and headed toward her office. Until a few months ago, his grandmother lived with Emmet. Now that her grandson was older and no longer in need of a backup parent, Gigi bought a condo in town. 

Steam from the sweating asphalt engulfed him as he zipped through the heart of the once-promising municipality. The old train station now housed the city museum. The movie theatre still bore the stone etching, “OPERA HOUSE.” With its new green canopy, the farmers’ market served as the winery’s tasting room. All were constructed of the signature rust-colored bricks molded from nearby clay. Emmet kept watch for the bell tower atop St. Francis Catholic Church. Next door was the law office where his grandmother worked. 

The Venetian blinds on the door jingled when he plowed through. 

He counted down to the third cubicle on the left and slipped into the sweet, powdery fragrance of Gigi’s domain.

He plopped onto a chair. “Knock, knock,” he said.

Gigi slid her reading glasses atop her head, raising her prematurely white bob and exposing a prominent set of ears, a trait she shared with her grandson. “Who’s there?” she asked, playing along.

“Lettuce.”

“Lettuce who?”

“Let us in. It’s hot out here.”

She smiled. “That’s a good one,” she fibbed. “You bored now that school is out?”

“Not yet,” he said. That was for sure. 

“You’re going to soccer camp, right?”

“Yeah, it starts next week.” Emmet got to the point. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.” 

The boy’s feet jiggled nervously. “Have you ever heard of a Hillside Alternative Junior High?”

With a finger resting on her lips, she considered his question. “Can’t say as I have.”

“Me neither.” Emmet flexed his neck, releasing tension.  

“What’s the name again?”

Emmet repeated it.

“‘Alternative.’ That’s unusual.”

“What does ‘alternative’ mean?”

“When your mother was young, that’s where they sent kids with problems.”

Emmet’s heart plunged. His voice cracked as he asked, “What kind of problems?”

“You know. Children that got in trouble a lot.” Gigi leaned back in her chair. “Why do you ask?”

“Just wondering.”

He’d been condemned to a school for bad kids. A reformatory. His face flushed. This was so unfair. He had to get out of there before Gigi extracted the truth. He stared at his watch. “I promised Mom I’d clean up my room today.” This time it was Emmet’s turn to fib. “Better get goin’.”

“Come here and give me a hug.” 

Emmet was soon at the nearby park, furiously cycling round and round. This Hillside school was no Hogwarts. It sounded like a prison. He’d never hurt anyone. Emmet wasn’t bad. He wanted to make people happy. He was the sugar in the tea, the jelly on the toast, the chocolate in the milk. Or so he thought.
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Chapter 2
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Emmet wheeled his bike around the pickup in front of their little bungalow, still reeling from his assignment to the Hillside School. He was not in the mood for another evening with Bart Baxter. 

“Hey, little buddy. Enjoying your new toy?” said Bart, referring to the slingshot he’d given him.

“Yeah, I’m starting to get the hang of it,” said Emmet as his mother lassoed him and planted a kiss on his cheek. 

Emmet couldn’t muster a smile. She is going to be disappointed when she finds out.

“Maybe after dinner, I can give you a few pointers,” said Bart before taking a sip of beer.  

Emmet nodded. He liked the slingshot, but Bart, not so much. With Gigi gone, his mom’s new boyfriend was a constant. Emmet didn’t hate Bart, but he didn’t much like him either. Gone were the days of snuggling with his mother and watching their favorite shows. Bart was stuck to her like gum to a shoe. 

Just the other day, when Emmet answered to her “sweetheart,” she winced and apologized. “Sorry, I meant Bart.”  

What she saw in Bald Bart was beyond Emmet. At twelve, Emmet had no need of a stepfather. His father had died in Afghanistan years ago and was still his hero. Bart Baxter was no replacement.

For better or worse, most of the time, the adults ignored him. Today, that worked out fine. Emmet had bigger problems on his mind. 

The boy waited until the house was pitch black, then slipped the resealed envelope with the stack of mail. The problem was waiting for her reaction. In his dreams, vines encircled steel bars on the windows of the Hillside house. Fanged trolls herded kids in tattered clothes from one miserable task to another. And Emmet was stuck cleaning toilets. He’d awaken with clenched fists. 

He told none of his friends about Hillside. He was mortified.

Things escalated on Saturday. When he entered the back door, voices from the living room drifted out.

“This is ridiculous,” said his mother. “That principal said Emmet had problems. The guy is nuts. Emmet is just a cut-up. There’s nothing wrong with that. Right, Mom?”

Emmet’s stomach knotted. He’d missed the goalposts, and the final bell was ringing.

“I got hold of the guidance counselor. His name is Crawley. Creepy-Crawley,” said his mother. “He kept saying that there was nothing he could do. That it was out of his hands.”

“I’m sorry, honey,” said Gigi.

All week, Emmet had told himself it was no big deal. It obviously was to his mother. He hated it when she was upset. 

Then, his mother’s voice cracked. “He’s just a silly kid. He passed all his classes. D’s count, don’t they?”

“Yes, dear,” said his grandmother. 

“I can’t blame him. I ignored the warning signs. I’m a terrible mother, and Emmet has to pay.”

A calmness replaced the boy’s despair. He and his mother were an emotional unit. They balanced out each other’s pain. When she needed money for car repairs, Emmet offered his cell phone savings. When his goldfish died, she bought him an aquarium and tropical fish. It was time for Emmet to intervene. They could not fall apart at the same time.

He opened the back door again, slammed it, and strolled into the living room. He slid next to his mother, took the letter, and pretended to read it. “Don’t worry, Mom. I’ll be okay.” 

She hugged and kissed him. “You bet you will,” she said, tousling his hair.

Mother and son put up a good front. There was nothing either could do about Emmet’s predicament except to make the best of it. And so Emmet entered Hillside Alternative Junior High, resigned to his fate. 

***
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When classes started, the conversion from house to school was almost complete. The building reeked of fresh paint, and every surface was institutional white. But nothing could conceal the high ceilings, intricate molding, and lavishly carved fireplaces—an unusual setting for unusual students.  

Classrooms were in the second-floor bedrooms, with no more than twelve students each. This provided a homey learning environment. Activities focused on exercise, art, and at-your-own-pace learning. The goal was to keep the occupants quiet and attached to their seats. 

On the first day, Mrs. Springer, their teacher, assigned a creative project: drawing, painting, coding, or a story. As Emmet was neither an artist nor a computer buff, he turned to composition. Once on vacation, they’d stayed in a cabin infested with spiders. This was the inspiration for The Invasion of the Tarantulas. 

“Ouch,” Emmet cried out as a wadded spitball bit his neck. He swiveled and studied his classmates. Those without earphones peered back. Recent studies suggested high-strung children focused better with background music. The school was testing this theory. Several students nodded rhythmically, unaware of Emmet’s yelp. 

The victim prepared for a counterattack. The perpetrator was unlikely a girl, who preferred lobbing loosely wadded paper. The boys were skilled at zinging bare skin with projectiles designed to bite. He homed in on three potential suspects. 

The children hardly knew each other. The attack could be a foe or a wannabe friend. Emmet shifted his desk ninety degrees to avoid another ambush and turned to his computer, but he could not concentrate. 

What distracted him next was Fiona St. Jean gyrating in tempo to an unheard song, sassy red curls and tassel earrings swishing about her freckles. Emmet scanned the room and confirmed the absence of Mrs. Springer. He rotated through the channels until Whitney Houston’s voice filled his ears. “I wanna dance with somebody ...” Emmet slid out of his seat, pushed his desk aside, and let loose. 

His competency on the dance floor surprised no one but his mother. Emmet vaguely remembered wearing a brace as a toddler. He thought this was normal. His legs were now aligned. However, the restraints had left their mark. His left limb was a shadow of the right. As Emmet was in perpetual motion, no one noticed, and Emmet didn’t give it a second thought.

The dancers ignored each other. Fiona inched gracefully around her desk, hips pulsating as her skirt twirled. She was a mermaid slithering through the water. Emmett pranced like a Tennessee walker—torso high as his feet snapped. This new school was fun. Then Mrs. Springer reappeared. 

In the back, Fiona lurched to a halt. Her teacher beckoned with a single finger. Emmet, true to form, registered only the music. He failed to notice Fiona passing. Only when Mrs. Springer tapped him on the shoulder did he come to a stop. 

“Oh, hi,” he said, smiling as if she were his best buddy.

Mrs. Springer clicked on the microphone around her neck. “Class, resume your work.”

Emmet grabbed his desk and lowered himself. Before his bottom landed, Mrs. Springer said, “Come with me.”

In the front of the room, she reprimanded the dancers. “This is not a studio. Your antics have deprived your classmates of their right to learn. If you have so much energy, dispense it around the track. It will be three laps for you, Miss St. Jean. Since this is your second infraction today, six for you, Emmet.” Emmet wrinkled his brow, not in anger, but to feign a modicum of remorse. 

Emmet and Fiona were soon on the track encircling the grounds. Fiona settled into first gear. Unlike Emmet, she moved through the world at a measured pace. The boy passed her with an outstretched hand. 

A familiar pain darted down his left ankle on his fourth lap. The doctor told him to stretch, but he rarely did. He limped off the track to the front steps, grabbed his toes, and pulled. The knot in his foot roared. 

Fiona slid down next to him. “Good idea.”

Emmet smiled. He was reserved with girls. 

Fiona broke the silence. “Who painted that?”

“What?” asked Emmet.

“That flower.” She pointed at a wrought iron lamppost.

“Got me,” said Emmet. 

“The daisy’s white outline contrasts with the magenta, orange, and hunter green.”

“If I could paint, I’d put a serpent there,” said Emmet.

“What color would it be?”

“Blue, red, and yellow,” said Emmet.

Fiona nodded. “Boys’ colors.”

Emmet shrugged. “Are you an artist?” 

“That’s the plan.” 

“What’s going on here?” came a voice behind them.

No mistaking the ogre that housed that bassoon. Both students hopped up to face Hillside’s assistant principal and chief disciplinarian. Peter Trubel, old to seventh graders at thirty-five, sported a buff physique. He towered over students at six foot two and one hundred and ninety-five pounds. The patch over his left eye and the stylish stubble suggested a pirate. The kids called him Hawkeye.

“Just taking a break,” said Emmet. 

“A break from what?”

“Laps,” said Emmet sheepishly.

Trubel nodded.

“Both of you?”

“Yes, sir,” said Fiona.

“Get on with it, young lady.” 

When she was out of hearing, Trubel asked Emmet, “How many laps were you assigned?”

“Six, sir.”

“Add two more.”

“Why?” protested Emmet.

“For dawdling when you should have been running.”

“Why didn’t she get another lap?”

“She’s not a troublemaker.”

Emmet looked at Mr. Trubel incredulously. This guy is gonna be worse than Mr. Crawley.
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Chapter 3
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Next door to Hillside Alternative Junior High lived the six surviving members of the River People. They had been hiding there for a very long time as animals of the forest. No one at the new school knew they existed, and they liked it that way. 

As nocturnal creatures, they preferred to sleep all day. After dark, Auren, the owl, enjoyed excursions into the nearby town. On his return flight, he often found a pair of human feet dangling at the entrance to his cave. This was Zynia, the youngest of the Survivors. 

Thus, he wasn’t surprised to find her there that night. She often complained of the monotonous life in the woods and begged him for stories about the world outside.

He swooped by her and landed inside. There, the owl transformed into his original form as the healer of the River People. In the unlikely event that a human Taker should enter the cave, they would find a white owl and raccoon. Only amongst each other could the Survivors appear as human.

Batilda, Auren’s pet bat, chirped a greeting. 

“The Takers emptied the Big House of its furnishings, even the sleeping mats. What do you think is going on?” the girl asked the wise old man.

The house being converted into Hillside Alternative Junior High had been carved out of their forest years ago. This was where the lives of the Survivors and Takers overlapped. Auren was well aware that Zynia was captivated by the recent activity there. 

“In the Taker village, there are many empty structures. They must use them during the day. I do not know for what. I suspect we will soon find out,” said Auren.

They sat quietly for a few moments. Then, Zynia inquired about his outing.

“I did witness a strange ritual,” said Auren, teasing her with a mischievous look.

“Tell me,” she pleaded as she wrapped the deerskin skirt around her knees.

“I was in a tree enjoying the full moon when a twinkling caught my eye. I flew to the window of a Taker dwelling. Inside, a woman was lighting twigs on fire. These were not for warmth. They were embedded in a stack of flat cakes.” 

“Was she cooking it?” asked Zynia.

“I wondered that, too, but a child sat as if ready to eat the cakes. Then, what appeared to be a family began to sing. When they stopped, the child blew out the flames, and the others clapped. Then they shared the cakes.”

“Takers are weird,” said Zynia, making a face.

“I suspect this was a ceremony, like when we pray to the Creator.”

“I wish we were human again,” said the girl, her chest heaving with a sigh. 

Auren did, too. 

“Are we ever going to be rescued?” asked Zynia.

“The Creator has not forgotten us,” said Auren. “Remember the Sign he sent when the workmen came?”

“I saw it,” she said. “But why doesn’t he just come here instead of shooting stars across the sky?”

“We must be patient,” he counseled but knew this was little consolation. They had been stuck in this forest for many, many moons.

“I miss our village,” said the pouting Zynia. “Remember when I used to follow you around?”

He nodded. They had been foraging for mushrooms when their village was attacked and escaped the Massacre.

“I wanted to be a healer like you,” said Zynia. 

He knew that. “How was your night?” asked Auren.

“I had a run-in with Nyra. Just because she’s the leader’s mate doesn’t give her the right to order me around.”

“What happened?” 

“She was tracking a baby mouse. I blocked her path, and he escaped.”

Auren frowned. The Creator gave Zynia a special gift. She could communicate with small, warm-blooded animals and had become protective of their kind. 

“There is plenty to eat in our forest without killing baby mice,” she said, shaking her head. 

He didn’t respond. He, like Nyra, enjoyed a tasty mouse now and then.

“I’m tired of being the youngest,” said Zynia. “I want to be grown up.”

“I know, I know,” he soothed. Hundreds of years as a teenager is a long time.

“And why are you the only one who gets to leave?” complained Zynia.

“I keep an eye on the outside world,” said Auren.

“I want to do that.”

“It’s not safe out there. Takers are not fond of raccoons.” 

She also could not survive beyond the forest. None of them could. Auren’s nocturnal wandering was the only exception. 

“I wish I were a bird,” she said.

“And I wish I were still a man. We should get to sleep,” he said as he climbed onto his perch. “Tomorrow is the Feather Races.”

“Would you tell me a story?” 

Auren readily agreed. Stories cheered her up.

“Which one would you like?”

“The one about how my parents met.”

He nodded and began. “We lived on a great river, that is why—”

Zynia finished his sentence. “—we were called the River People.” 

His stories were now polished. The girl could recite them by heart.

“We rode in boats made from logs. After the spring flooding, some of us would paddle to the neighboring village. We traded fish for beads. The women and girls liked them. On one of these trips, your father first saw your mother ...”

***
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The next day, the Survivors rose before dusk. The Feather Races were conducted in sunlight. 

The Creator had provided a home rich in nourishing insects, delicious little critters, berries, and nuts. The five raccoons and owl did not want for nourishment. They grew fat and lazy. Sturm, their leader, designed a game to keep the young men fit in body and mind. In preparation, Zynia and Nyra hid feathers and fashioned clues. Auren served as the officiate. 

When summoned, Sturm, Rian, and Kael lined up under the old oak tree. 

“There are twelve sets of quills hidden in the forest. You may retrieve one from each location. The winner is the first to return with the most feathers,” announced Auren. Next, he recited the clues:


“Like to eat, find a red treat. 

At the base of the healer’s retreat.

Three logs meet. Check underneath.

Yummy to eat, maybe next week.

Hairy leaves make you sneeze.

Opens to a dwelling made of trees. ...”



Then, Auren began the countdown: 


“Ready, steady—

Down to the ground.”



When all three bottoms rose, the healer shouted, “Run!”

Off they flew. 

“I made up the one about the door to the Big House,” bragged Zynia.

“Clever,” said Auren.

The healer and Nyra were waiting when Sturm slid in first. His mate cried out in glee, and Auren paid off their bet with three dead crickets. When Rian and Kael returned, Sturm was munching on his prize of tadpoles, nuts, and berries, juice stains dribbling from his mouth.

***
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The next morning, The River People awoke to a cacophony of human voices. Instead of workmen, they discovered dozens of Taker youngsters running about a field. This was entirely unexpected. Soon, all six Survivors hovered at the tree line surrounding the Big House. 

“What’s going on?” asked Nyra.

Even Auren, who had spent many nights roaming the human village, did not venture a guess. 

“Is this a home for orphans?” asked Sturm as they watched the children pour back into the building. The Survivors remained mesmerized all morning. Their confusion increased when, from time to time, a child flew out the door to the Big House and ran around the structure. The Survivors were watching when Emmet and Fiona began their trek.

“Look, a girl runs, too,” exclaimed Zynia.

“The boy limps,” Nyra said. “What’s wrong with him?”

“A man comes,” said Sturm when Peter Trubel arrived on the scene. 

The Survivors could not figure out what was happening and were soon sleeping again. After dark, they headed to the school, scampering over the porch and up drainage pipes to the top floor, where they hung from window frames, peering inside. 

None were familiar with the strange contraptions in the house, which included a slice of wood suspended over a seat. 

“Maybe to hold bowls for grinding grain,” suggested Nyra. 

“There are too many for cooking,” said Kael.

“Are they for sitting?” asked Auren.

Sturm shook his head. “You’d soon fall off if you climbed on top.”

The River People were not familiar with desks.
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Chapter 4
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Emmet didn’t last long on the playing field that afternoon. The sun made no distinction between the land and the living. It wrung them both dry. Under a tree, he slipped off his visor and ran his fingers through his damp hair. Then he chewed on his nails. He missed the classmates who’d soldiered through grammar school with him. 

On the first few days, he’d left Aftercare to search for his old buddies. None were home. He imagined them laughing and horsing around at the regular junior high while he simmered here in purgatory. A kid from another class walked by, and Emmet smiled, the only bait he possessed for attracting friends. The boy nodded and passed. 

Emmet assured his mother he could handle this school, but it was not easy. At his old school, he’d felt secure. Not here. It was the end of the second week, and he had no friends. He was startled when a pair of thick black legs appeared beside him. 

“Want some?” asked Jayden Brown, holding out a bag of M&Ms. 

“Thanks,” said Emmet, extending a hand.

Jayden lowered his not-inconsiderable girth onto the ground next to Emmet. “This place is a drag, ain’t it?” 

“Yeah,” said Emmet, staring into space and nodding.

“Why’d they send you here?” asked Jayden.

“Got me.” 

“You must’a done somethin’ bad.”

“Depends on what you call bad,” said Emmet with a shrug.

“I taped a Nazi flag over the principal’s license plate. A snitch sent a text of me doin’ the deed.”

“Wow. Cool. I just did things like grab kids’ hats and hide erasers.” Emmet was in denial.  

Jayden shrugged. “Whatever.”

The boys munched on candy and stared at the empty street. 

“You ever figure out where them spitballs come from?”

Emmet hadn’t forgotten the attack on day one. He glanced at the grinning Jayden. “It was you?”

“I’m takin’ the Fifth.”

Emmet smiled. Boys had a strange way of making friends. 

Jayden lifted the edge of his T-shirt to wipe his face. “What we need around here is a pool.”

“What if I told you there was a swimming hole on the other side of the parking lot?”

“Not seein’ it,” said Jayden.

Emmet stiffened with mock indignation. “There is, really.”

Just then, Grady MacInerney plopped down next to Jayden. 

“Where you been?” asked the candy man, throwing back an M&M.

“Math homework,” said Grady.

“Brown-noser,” snickered Jayden.

“Yesterday’s homework,” said Grady before blowing a pink bubble.

Knowing smirks crossed the boys’ faces. Grady had come from detention.

“We’re going for a swim,” said Emmet. “Wanna come?” 

“I can’t leave,” said Grady, his face twisted in disappointment. 

“We aren’t leaving,” said Emmet as he rose. “Come on, I’ll show you.”

The three rounded the parking lot, where a few diehards pounded the asphalt with a basketball, and slipped into the woods. Soon, the temperature dropped. Umbrellas of leafy branches provided a reprieve from the oppressive summer sun. The undernourished inhabitants of the forest floor did not impede the boys’ progress. 

“It’s not far,” said Emmet before stopping. “Listen.”

“Gurgle, gurgle, gurgle, pop,” called out a nearby stream.

The boys resumed their trek.  

In a clearing, they found a creek. Emmet slipped off his sneakers, padded barefoot over the dirt, and waded in. Metallic green and blue dragonflies scampered for safety. The crisp, refreshing water rose around his mismatched legs as he popped open his water bottle and filled it.

“You’re not drinking that?” asked Jayden, grimacing.

Emmet, the daredevil, threw back his head and gulped. Grady’s eyes widened. Soon, the other two boys were in the water. The forest was a reprieve. Instead of parched lawns and the oppressive heat, it was cool and green. The boys’ thermostats plummeted as swaths of water flew through the air. Eventually, they climbed onto boulders to drip dry. Emmet pulled off the band holding his hair and squeezed out the water.

“So what’s with you and Fiona?” said Grady out of the blue.

“Nothing,” said Emmet, now on guard. Emmet had given up on girls during nursery school, where he made his first and only marriage proposal. She answered with a joyful hug that landed Emmet, the chair, and his intended on the floor. 

“The dancing pair,” goaded Grady, gnawing on his gum. “You got the hots for her?”

“No, I liked the music. I didn’t see her.”

“Right,” said Jayden sarcastically. 

Emmet’s views on the opposite sex were in a state of flux. He no longer considered them dangerous, but he kept his distance. And he didn’t intend to become the butt of a joke over a girl. He switched tactics from denial to diversion. 

“Aiden’s the one into Fiona,” said Emmet.

“No way,” shot back Grady. “He’s a geek.” 

Fiona was the best-looking of the five girls in the seventh-grade class and an unlikely match for the lanky Aiden Cranston. 

“Geeks like girls,” said Jayden.

“But he’s ugly,” said Grady.

Aiden was very much in the gangly stage—tall and thin, with glasses. He often squinted as if straining to see in the dark. No one would notice him if he weren’t so tall. 

“He’s always checking her out. I mean it. He sits in front of me. He’s constantly turning to stare at her.”

Aiden did turn around frequently, but it was not to stare at Fiona. Aiden was shooting darts at Emmet, whose free-wheeling foot tapped an irritating beat against the boy’s chair.  

***
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When the sun set and the Big House grew quiet, the Survivors started their day. As Auren perched at his cave’s entrance, a soft scratching rose from below—then Nyra scampered up. 

“Don’t leave yet,” she said before shapeshifting into an attractive woman dressed in leather. 

“I got no sleep the last three days,” she complained. She sneezed and rubbed her nose. “I can hardly breathe.”

Before the Massacre, Auren was an ordinary healer. He tended to his brethren, but more often than not, his ministrations were of marginal assistance. That changed when the Creator saved them. Auren’s healing power was now miraculous. A simple touch mended broken limbs and drove out evil spirits. As a result, the Survivors thrived.

“Allergies” was the diagnosis.

“They are worse this year,” Nyra moaned between sniffles.

“The warm weather lasts longer. Plants thrive and reproduce. Their tiny offspring float into eyes and noses.” 

“Can you make them leave?” she pleaded.

On the day the Survivors escaped the Massacre, a Taker shot Nyra. She would have perished had Auren not removed the slug. Driving out a few baby plants from her nostrils was simple in comparison. 

“Come here,” Auren said. He touched her forehead gently. “That should do it.” 

She wiggled her nose and blinked. The downpour had stopped. “Thank you, Auren,” she said, hugging him.

As she turned to leave, a breathless Kael climbed into the cave. “Sturm has called a meeting.”

“When?” asked Nyra. 

“Now.”

It didn’t take long for them to reach the triangle of logs. One by one, each raccoon and the white owl hopped onto a log and shivered almost imperceptibly as they shifted to their human form. And so began a council meeting of the six surviving River People.

They were tall—the men at least six feet. Images of birds and animals covered their limbs and torsos. A knot of twisted hair marked Sturm as the leader. Nyra took her place beside her mate. The last to join the group was Zynia, whose smooth skin remained unmarred by colorful markings.

“Kael, tell them what you saw,” ordered a scowling Sturm.

“Three young Takers entered our forest today. I followed them to the stream.” 

Eyebrows furrowed.

“A few days ago, a single child came wielding a weapon. Now there are three,” said Sturm.

“This is not good,” said Nyra. 

“We should discourage these intrusions,” suggested Rian, pursing his lips. 

“What would you suggest?” asked Auren.

“A few needles in their bottoms,” said Rian.

“We don’t want angry parents hunting us down,” said Sturm.

“What if we did our business along their path? No one likes to step in poop,” suggested Kael.

“There is no path, and the forest is vast,” said the chief, smiling for a change. 

More discussion followed. Human visitors were rare. No one was sure if action was warranted. 

“Keep an eye out and keep me posted,” said Sturm, ending the discussion. 

***
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Unlike the adults, Zynia was not frightened by the children at the Big House. They were her age. Aware that humans were not fond of raccoons, she watched from a distance—far from the girls on the front porch. 

Luckily, she had friends who provoked no fear in humans. She caught up with Twerl early one evening under his favorite elm tree.

“What’s up?” asked the squirrel.

“I need your help, yours and Rabeeta’s,” she said. “Hop on.”

Twerl mounted Zynia’s furry back, holding tight as the raccoon scurried over the forest floor, nearly decapitating a gopher. 

Zynia called down Rabeeta’s burrow. “Anyone home?”

Out popped a rabbit. “Hush. I just put the little ones down.”

“You know those human children at the Big House?” asked Zynia.

They nodded. 

“Tomorrow, will you watch the young females and tell me what they do?” Zynia asked.
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