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PART ONE



The house was old. And a little bit scary. And smelled bad.

Maybe not exactly “bad,” Sarah decided, but definitely old and strange. Musty. Like a place nobody had bothered to take care of in a very long time.

The front door was open. Sarah could smell the strange house-odor from all the way out on the porch. She looked up at the old wooden doorframe—the paint on it had chipped, as had the paint along the rest of the house. She took a deep breath, and moved closer.

The house was perched on the Atlantic coast on a rocky outcropping in Northern Maine in a tiny town called Clybourne. Sarah had never been before. Her twin brother, Skip, had never been there, either, as far as she knew. Their mother had once visited this strange old house, but that had been years and years ago.

For perhaps the hundredth time, Sarah wondered why their mother had decided to move them all the way across the country to this strange place in the middle of nowhere, farther north than some parts of Canada.

“Wow!” a loud voice called from just behind Sarah. “Just look at this place!”

Sarah quickly moved to the side as her brother raced past her into the house like an out-of-control car, before disappearing inside. Sarah steadied herself against the ancient doorframe and took a deep breath.

“Omigosh,” Skip called to her from within the house. “You’re never going to believe what’s back here!”

“Is it a Charizard?” Sarah asked.

“Even better!” Skip cried. “Come look!”

Doubtful that anything could be better than a rare Pokémon, Sarah took one hesitant step into the old house.

Suddenly, there was a voice from just behind her. “What are you so scared of?” it asked.

Her mother.

“I know it might look—and smell—a little bit strange, but I think you and your brother are going to love it here.” Mom was carrying the first of about a hundred cardboard boxes from the U-Haul. “We used to come out here every summer when I was your age. I have so many nice memories of playing along the coast and exploring these woods. Aren’t the trees beautiful this time of year?”

Sarah reluctantly surveyed the bright explosions of red, yellow, and orange all around her. “Um, I guess they look okay. But the cell signal isn’t strong. It’ll be really hard to get mapping programs to work.”

Sarah’s mother narrowed her eyes. “Is this about that game again?”

“It’s not just a game!” Sarah said, all but exploding. “It’s Pokémon GO! It’s the best way to collect and train and evolve Pokémon ever!”

Her mother sighed. “It’s also the reason you kept telling me to slow down the van on the drive here,” her mother said crossly. “So you could reach those … What were they called?”

“PokéStops!” Sarah said. “They’re so important. There where you get new Poké Balls and eggs and all sorts of things!”

Her mother set down the heavy box. It tinkled as it touched the ground. It must have been full of delicate things made of glass.

“You know, a lot of kids your age aren’t even allowed to have their own phones yet,” Mom said. “You and Skip are only eleven. You remember the rules, right?”

Sarah rolled her eyes. “Only use it for emergency calls and for Pokémon GO,” she dutifully repeated.

“That’s right,” Mom said.

There was something Sarah had wanted to ask her mother ever since they started this move. She decided that now was the time. “Mom, why did we have to leave Chicago? All my friends were there. I know it wasn’t perfect, but I liked it.”

“Sometimes, people have to move,” her mother said. Though the answer was short, it was spoken with affection. Mom understood that this would be a big transition.

“But why did we have to move right now?” Sarah asked. “And why did we have to come here? I’ve never even been to Maine.”

“This is a great opportunity for us to start over,” her mother said. “My aunt left us this house in her will. We’d never be able to afford a house this nice back in Chicago.”

Sarah wrinkled her nose. She would have used a lot of words to describe the strange, musty house, but “nice” was not one them.

“And Clybourne is a lovely town,” Mom continued. “There are excellent schools, natural beauty, and a nice downtown area where I can open a quilt shop.”

Sarah’s mother was a quilter. Her room was always full of bolts of fabric, and she owned the largest sewing machine that Sarah had ever seen. Sarah had asked her mother for a custom Pokémon quilt with Pikachu on it, but so far it hadn’t materialized.

“I’m sorry you had to leave your friends behind,” Mom continued. “I know moving away can be difficult. But I’m sure you’ll make lots of new ones soon.”

“I guess …” Sarah said glumly.

At that moment, Skip called again from the back of the house.

“Sarah, are you even listening? You really need to come and see this!”

Her mother smiled. “Why don’t you go and see what’s got your brother all riled up? Or, if you prefer, you can help me carry boxes.”

“No, I’ll see what he wants,” Sarah said quickly, and ran into the strange house.
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The house was full of furniture, but most of it was worn and covered in dust. There were old rugs on the floor and paintings of flowers and fruit baskets hanging on the walls. There were even old magazines and newspapers stacked on the tables. Sarah wondered how long her great-aunt had lived here and what kind of person she had been. Sarah had not met many of her distant relatives, and she’d never met her great-aunt.

Sarah found her brother at the back of the house standing in a long room with a wide window that opened out onto the sea.

Sarah and Skip looked similar, but they were not identical twins. Both had bright yellow hair. Sarah wore hers long and tied back in a ponytail, while Skip kept his short and spiked, so that it looked like the hair of his favorite Pokémon trainer. Sarah hated to admit it, but the look kind of worked—he did look like a Pokémon trainer.

“Check it out, sis,” Skip said enthusiastically.

“Check what out? Can our phones get a signal back here, or what?”

“Actually, they can.” Skip held up his phone. It displayed the familiar Pokémon GO screen with his avatar poised and ready to explore.

Sarah took out her own phone and brought up Pokémon GO. Sure enough, she had a signal, too. Maybe it wasn’t going to be so bad out here in the middle of nowhere after all.

“But what I really wanted to show you was this,” Skip said, glancing out through the window to the rocky coastline beyond.

Sarah followed his gaze.

There was a steep drop and a gravel path led down to the glistening water below. The beach was full of gray stones and did not look particularly inviting.

But Skip wasn’t focused on any of that, Sarah realized. Instead, he was looking out at a small island no more than a hundred yards out from the coastline. There were lots of ugly gray islands that jutted out of the water when you got out to sea, but this island was totally different. This was an island-island. It was green, with plants growing all over it. And trees. So many trees, now displaying their full fall colors. Yet, even with their leaves beginning to shed, the trees created a canopy that prevented Sarah from seeing the island’s center. The place seemed strange and mysterious. And adding to the mystery was a dirt footpath, just visible at the edge of the island, that led away from the water and quickly disappeared into the bushes and trees.

Then, suddenly, Sarah saw movement.

A small red shape flickered along the edge of the tree line. What could it be? Was it a fox? A dog? Whatever it was, it was appeared supernaturally quick. As soon as Sarah focused on the strange shape, it disappeared back into the woods.

“Wow!” was all that Sarah could think to say.

“I know, right?” Skip added cheerfully, using his free hand to slick back his spiky yellow hair. “That place looks awesome. We have to go explore it!”

“Do you think we’re allowed?” Sarah asked. Sarah had recently been pushing their mother to let them make more of their own decisions. While Mom still required that they ask permission for virtually everything, Sarah was occasionally allowed to do things that Skip was not. To Sarah, this felt like progress.

“Well, someone has been out there,” Skip said. “Just look at that path!”

“Yeah, I noticed,” Sarah replied. “Could there be a boat around here? Maybe in the garage? Maybe down by the water?”

“I’ll swim if I have to,” Skip said. “It doesn’t look that far.”

Sarah didn’t think that would be a good idea. Skip’s heart was always in the right place, but he sometimes acted impulsively. Sarah understood that in exchange for giving her a little more freedom, her mom expected her to keep Skip from getting into too much trouble. Sarah shuddered when she imagined the mayhem Skip might cause if she weren’t around. “Uh, let’s look for a boat before we jump in the water,” Sarah said.

Skip didn’t respond. He was looking down at his phone. “You’re not going to believe it … but this just got better!”

“How do you mean?” Sarah asked suspiciously.

“There’s a PokéStop out on the island!” Skip held up his phone so that she could see. Sarah leaned in close, half-expecting some kind of prank. (Skip was always playing jokes. Most of them—in her opinion—weren’t very funny.)

Sure enough, out on the island, in what must have been the center of its mysterious tree-shrouded folds, was the icon for a square, blue PokéStop. Sarah brought the map up on her own phone just to be sure. But there it was—a PokéStop out on the island.

“What, don’t you trust me?” Skip said with a laugh, as he put his own phone back into his pocket.

Um, of course I don’t trust you, because you’re always playing stupid jokes, Sarah thought.

The PokéStop made Sarah even more curious about the island. Generally, you found PokéStops near interesting or important landmarks in the real world. She’d found them in town squares, next to statues and moments, and even at the entrances of stores and restaurants she liked. They tended to correspond to something. But, Sarah wondered, what could be important or interesting out there, on a tiny island off the coast of Maine in the middle of nowhere?

Sarah did not have time to think about these questions any further, since her mother walked into the room and set down another cardboard box with a muffled thud. Sarah jumped.

“The view from here is spectacular, huh?” Mom said. “I remember being a little girl and standing just where you two are standing, looking out the same window at the island for the first time. I think I might make this my quilting room. It could be a little tight fitting all my fabric samples inside, but I bet I can make it work.”

“Mom, you’ve been out to the island?” Sarah asked. “Like, actually been there?”

To her surprise and annoyance, Sarah realized her mother had started giggling. “Of course I have, silly pants,” her mother said. “The island is one of the best parts of living here. When I was your age, we used to row out to it almost every day.”

“Then we can go out there!” Sarah exclaimed.

“Yessss,” cried Skip, “where’s the boat?”

“No so fast!” Mom warned. “I think the island is for after we’re all moved in.”

“But, Mom!” Sarah and Skip objected at the same time.

“But, what?”

Sarah paused, her mouth hanging open. For a moment, she couldn’t think of what so say. “But … we really want to row out there.”

Her mother laughed again.

“You’ll go to the island, but after we finish unloading the moving fan. There are about a hundred more boxes where this came from.”

“But …” Sarah said, looking longing out the window once more.

“No more buts,” her mother said. “Less chatting. More moving boxes. You, too, Skip. If we get started now, we’ll have everything inside the house in time for dinner.”

With that, Mom turned and walked out of the room. Skip followed after her. Sarah hesitated, pausing for one last look out the window at the beckoning island beyond. There was another sudden flash of red at the foot of one of the trees—there, then gone.

Sarah turned and hurried after her mother.
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Later that evening, Sarah and Skip sat at the round wooden table in their new kitchen while their mother cooked soup on the stove. Moving the boxes into the house had been tiring enough, but Sarah had insisted on opening them until she found the one containing her stuffed Squirtle, Winston. It had taken several tries, but now the Squirtle—which was half as big as her—sat on Sarah’s lap while she waited for dinner.

“No Pokémon at the table,” Mom called from the stove. “You know that’s the rule.”

“Not even Winston?” Sarah asked.

“Not even him. You can play with him after we eat.”

Sarah reluctantly moved Winston to the nearest stack of cardboard boxes and carefully set him on top of it. As much as he liked Pokémon, Skip had no stuffed creatures of his own. Around a year ago, he had declared that he was, once and for all, “too old” for stuffed animals. Sarah thought he was completely crazy.

As she took her place back at the table and her mother began serving the soup, Sarah thought again of what she had seen earlier in the day.

“Mom, what lives on the island?” she asked.

Her mother cocked her head to the side. “Lives on it?”

“Yeah,” said Sarah. “Like, I wonder—”

“Young lady, in this house, we say yes,” her mother reminded her.

“I mean … yes,” Sarah tried again (after a very discreet roll of her eyes). “Like, I wonder what kind of animals live out there? What kind of small, quick, red animals … ?”

“That’s awfully specific,” her mother observed, ladling a heaping serving of soup into her daughter’s bowl. “What did you have in mind?”

“I don’t know,” Sarah replied honestly. “I just get the feeling that whatever lives there might be small and quick and red.”

Her mother shrugged, then served herself and took a seat. “It’s been years since I was out to the island. We spent so many wonderful days out there, fishing, exploring, doing all sorts of neat things.”

“Yes, but what about the animals?” Sarah pressed.

Her mother smiled. “Oh, let’s see. There were a few, as I seem to recall. Mostly birds. Eagles. Owls. Tiny sparrows.”

“Those don’t count,” Skip suddenly piped up. “They’re birds. They don’t just live on the island. They fly around everywhere.”

“Yeah,” said Sarah. “I mean, yes. Yes. What about animals that walk on the ground?”

“Oh, well,” her mother said, thinking for a moment. “Around here there are turkeys, raccoons, possums—all kinds of creatures walk on the ground. We’re far enough north that you can sometimes even see a moose. There wouldn’t be a moose on that island though.”

“Why not?” asked Sarah.

“It’s just not big enough,” her mother answered. “The island, I mean. Not the moose. A moose wouldn’t be able to find enough food to eat on an island so small. In just a few months it would eat all the grass and strip all the trees.”

Sarah frowned. None of the creatures her mother had named sounded like the thing she’d seen.

“What else is on the island?” Skip asked.

“I don’t remember anything else,” their mother said. “Of course, I was there a long time ago.”

“Could people have built something out there?” Skip pressed. “Something important enough that the island would have its own PokéStop?”

“If they did, I’m sure you’ll find it. There’s no keeping you from a PokéStop location. Just promise me that you’ll always ask permission before you go out to the island. And you’ll never go out there alone.”

“I promise,” Skip said.

Their mother turned to Sarah. “Oh yeah,” she said. “I mean, oh yes. I promise, too.”

“Good,” Mom said. “Then we can go and see if there’s still a boat down there first thing in the morning.”

“In the morning?” cried Skip. “That’s hours away.”

“It’s already getting dark,” Mom pointed out. “You can’t go at night. Would you want to be out in those trees with just a flashlight? It could get awfully scary.”

Skip’s face fell. It was clear from his expression that he hadn’t thought of this.

“Besides, we need to get your PJ’s unpacked, or were you planning on sleeping in your clothes?”

“I guess I can wait until tomorrow,” Skip said reluctantly.

[image: images]

A few hours later, Sarah nestled in bed next to Winston the Squirtle. One good thing about the move—perhaps the only good thing, as far as Sarah was concerned—was that she and her brother would now have separate bedrooms. Sarah’s new bedroom was on the second floor, just down the hall from Skip’s. Not only was it larger than the old room they’d shared back in Chicago, but it had a bigger bed. Both she and Winston could easily fit.

“This was one of the guest rooms,” her mother explained as she tucked Sarah in.

“What’s a guest room?” Sarah asked.

“Some people have so many rooms in their houses, that they set one aside just in case people come to visit.”

“Like a hotel room, but in your house?” Sarah asked.

“Sort of,” her mother said, wrinkling her nose. “How do you like it here?”

Sarah was unsure how to answer. “Well, I like having my own room. That part is good.”

“I think you’ll find out that there are a bunch of things you like about Maine, once you get to exploring,” her mother assured her. “My aunt was always telling me there were kids your age in this neighborhood, too. Maybe tomorrow you can go meet some of them.”

“And explore the island,” Sarah reminded her mother.

“All in good time,” Mom said, turning off the light.

“Mom, just one more question before you go,” Sarah called from her bed.

“What is it?” her mother asked, leaning against the doorway.

“Does it have a name?”

“Of course it does. Winston. You named it yourself.”

“Not my Squirtle, silly,” said Sarah. “The island. I thought islands were supposed to have names. Like Treasure Island. Or the Island of Misfit Toys.”

Her mother rubbed her chin, and rolled her eyes to the ceiling. Sarah knew that this was her mother’s traditional thinking expression. At least she was taking the question seriously.

“Hmm, that’s funny” Mom said. “The island’s too small to have an official name, of course, like on a map. But when I was here as a girl, there was a name that the local people used to call it. I think it was ‘Ghost Island’.”

“‘Ghost Island?’” said Sarah. “Why’d they call it that?”

“It wasn’t because it was scary or had ghosts. At least, not that I ever saw. I always found it to be the opposite of scary. It was sunny and pleasant most of the time. Who knows why the locals called it that? Country people get crazy ideas in their heads, sometimes.”

“I guess so,” said Sarah uneasily.

“All right,” Mom said. “No more stalling. Time to go to sleep.” She drew the door closed until the latch clicked.

Sarah was usually able to fall asleep quickly, but she worried it might take longer than usual. She breathed in the strange new smells of her new room and listened to the strange sounds. Or, more accurately, the lack of sound. In Chicago, even late at night, there was always something: cars honking, people talking out on the street, the elevated trains whooshing past on their tracks. Here in Clybourne, Maine, it was a whole lot quieter. The night was full of the sounds of insects and the very soft lapping of the water against the shore.

Even though it was different, it was also exciting. Sarah couldn’t wait to explore this new habitat bright and early the next morning. She gave Winston a kiss goodnight, and shut her eyes tight. Before she knew it, she was fast asleep.
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The next morning, Skip woke Sarah from her sleep. This was not unusual. Back in Chicago, they had slept in bunk beds—Skip slept on the top. This meant that whenever he bounced out of bed in the morning and climbed down the creaky ladder he would, more than likely, wake her up.

Because of this, Sarah was momentarily confused when she heard the unmistakable sound of Skip’s feet padding across the floor. “Sarah, wake up!” Skip said, jostling the foot of the bed. “It’s gone!”

What on earth could he be talking about, Sarah wondered.

“It’s gone!” Skip repeated. “Look!”

Sarah rubbed her eyes and sat up in the bed. Daylight was just beginning to stream through the windows. Skip was standing beside her, holding up his phone.

“What’re you talking about, Skip?”

“The PokéStop out on the island. It’s not there anymore.”

Sarah lifted an eyebrow. “That can’t be right.”

“Check your phone. Maybe mine is broken or buggy. I hope I don’t have to reinstall.”

Sarah walked over to the nightstand where she’d carefully plugged her phone into its charger the evening before. She turned it on and brought up Pokémon GO.

“Hmm,” she said.

“Hmm, what?” Skip said. He was hunching close, trying to get a look at her screen.

“Get away! My phone is private.”

“Then tell me what you see,” Skip insisted.

“I see …” Sarah could hardly believe it. She’d never encountered anything like this before in all her hours of playing the game. “I see … that you’re right. It is gone. All the other PokéStops are where they were the day before. I can still see a gym or two in the distance, and some rustling bushes where some Pokémon are hiding. But the island is just empty.”

Skip looked at his sister. “We didn’t imagine it, did we? I mean, it wasn’t just me. You saw it, too, right?”

“Of course I did. Maybe the signal is just fuzzy up here. Come on. Let’s go back downstairs and try.”

Standing in their mother’s new quilting studio, the results were the same. No PokéStop anywhere on the island.

“Maybe all these boxes of fabric are blocking the signal somehow,” Skip said.

“Maybe we should go down to the island and check in person,” Sarah suggested.

Skip nodded and smiled. He clearly liked the idea.

“But we’ll need to ask permission first,” Sarah said.

Together, they bounded toward the big room at the top of the house that their mother had claimed as her own.

“Mom!” Sarah cried, knocking on the door. “Something exciting happened. The PokéStop out on the island disappeared. We want to go down and see if we can find it again. Can we? Can we?”

“What time is it?” her mother’s voice called from the other side of the door.

“Seven-thirty,” Skip shouted brightly.

They could hear their mom mumbling.

“What did you say?” asked Sarah.

The door abruptly opened. Their mother stood in her bathrobe, looking not quite awake. The seriousness of this situation seemed, somehow, to escape her.

“A PokéStop just disappeared,” Sarah explained. “This has never happened to either of us before.”

“I heard you the first time,” her mother said with a yawn. “All right. I suppose unpacking can wait. Let’s go have breakfast. If you eat everything you’re supposed to, then we can go find the missing PokéStop.”

Sarah and Skip took off for the kitchen and found spoons, cereal bowls, and even some cereal to go inside them. One quick breakfast and change of clothes later, they were urging their mother out the back door. It opened out onto the rocky path that led down to the shore below.

“Hang on,” their mother cried. “I’m still on my first cup of coffee!”

There was no handrail on the path and the rocks were sometimes loose underfoot. Despite this, Skip kept his face buried in the bright light of his phone. His spiky Pokémon trainer hair sparkled in the morning sunlight. “This way!” he called. “I can already see some Magikarp down by the waterline. Still no sign of the PokéStop, though.”
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