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      Ginny sipped her smoky green tea and sighed. Quiet spilled around her, like the summer sunlight streaming through the eastern-facing windows of the living room. She sat on the floor, leaning against the soft gray couch, a low coffee table in front of her. The delicate pale-green bowl sitting beside the teapot held old-fashioned rice-paper candy, sweetened with orange. Her favorite treat as a child, imported from Japan.

      She was nearly an adult now, seventeen, already graduated from high school. She left the candy untouched in an attempt to prove (to herself? Her grandparents?) how grown up she actually was.

      Her grandparent’s house sat high in the hills to the north and west of Napa, California. Unless Ginny got up and looked out the window, from where she was seated, all she could see was pale blue sky and the occasional white cloud that drifted past.

      It was easy to pretend that she was desperately alone. The last human left on earth.

      Gods knew she felt that way most of the time now, anyway.

      The small wooden frames that held the glass panes of the window didn’t remind Ginny of a prison. The many bars didn’t destroy the open feeling of the sky, holding her in so she could never escape.

      Really.

      Ginny sighed again. She stretched her long legs under the table. They looked like sticks to her, clad in black leggings. She hated them sometimes: from the waist up she was normal height, but when she stood, she towered over most of her girlfriends, and even many of the guys she knew.

      If she was cute, or at least interesting looking, maybe she could have considered becoming a model. Despite being of Japanese/American descent, she didn’t consider herself “exotic” looking at all: her nose was perfectly normal, her face typically round, her dark-brown eyes plain, not sparkling or unusual in the least. She wore her thick black hair long and braided, hanging over her left shoulder, and secretly considered it her finest feature.

      That morning, she’d put on a white, Western-style dress shirt, oversized, long enough to hang down to her mid-thigh. The crisp collar pressed against her cheek if she leaned to one side or the other. She knew she looked cute, or at least cute enough. She couldn’t compete in that arena, not with her very stylish friends.

      One of whom she got to see today!

      She made herself sit still as excitement bubbled up and overtook the melancholy.

      Her best friend, Mio, had finally been granted approval (both by Ginny’s grandparents and Mio’s parents) to come and visit. Mio was half a year older than Ginny: While Ginny had been the youngest kid in class, Mio had been the oldest. Mio had already turned eighteen, and had rented a car for the trip: she’d learned to drive when she’d been sixteen, unlike Ginny.

      Why bother learning to drive when your parents didn’t have a car and you could get everywhere in San Francisco by walking or by bus?

      Though Ginny had chatted with Mio every day on the phone, and her thumbs hurt from all the texting they’d been doing, it wasn’t the same. Not like when they’d both lived just one floor away from each other in the apartment building they had both called home. Not like from before the accident that spring that had killed Ginny’s parents and two younger brothers.

      Nothing was the same as it had been. Ginny was stuck out here in the sticks, away from all her friends, her old life torn to shreds. Her grandparents both had such busy lives she barely saw them either. She already regretting letting them talk her into postponing college for a year while she grieved. She didn’t have anything to do here! She spent most days alone, drifting like a lonely cloud.

      Life really was impermanent, just like all the poems and songs said.

      Ginny caught herself before she sighed again. Damn it! She wasn’t some round-eyes, scatter-brained schoolgirl who needed rescuing. Even if she really wanted to meet the superhero Yuudai—the Red Bowman—one of these days.

      In her secret dreams, the ones she never shared, not even with Mio, Yuudai had rescued her family, stopped the oncoming truck with the bad breaks before it slammed into the bus they’d been riding.

      However, in reality, he’d had more important things to do that day, like preventing the mega-villain Chou from robbing Frisco City Bank, using his magical arrows to drive her away and capture most of her gang.

      Ginny suspected that she’d never meet him, or any of the other superheroes. Her life was just too ordinary.

      No one would rescue her from a lonely life up in the hills of Napa. Mio’s visit would be just a short respite.

      No, the only person who could rescue Ginny from her plain, ordinary life was herself.

      [image: ]

      Ginny excitedly threw open the front door before Mio could even knock on it.

      “Hi!” she said gleefully, so happy to see her friend.

      Mio nearly knocked Ginny over, throwing herself forward and wrapping her arms around Ginny’s waist in a great hug.

      Ginny hugged Mio back, leaning down awkwardly to rest her cheek against Mio’s soft hair. Her friend felt so solid and warm, her hair smelling of fresh spring rain.

      The ache in Ginny’s heart threatened to overwhelm her. Bravely, she swallowed down her tears. She was so alone here at her grandparent’s house!

      But at least her friend was here for the weekend.

      “It’s so good to see you!” Ginny said, reluctantly releasing Mio and stepping back.

      “You too!” Mio said. “Wow, do you really live here?” she asked breathlessly as she stepped through the door.

      “I do,” Ginny said, blushing. She’d never thought about how large her grandparent’s house might seem to someone used to a tiny apartment. It had a living room, a formal dining room, they all had separate bedrooms, plus the kitchen, the breakfast nook, the back patio, and an attic. And a yard.

      “I welcome you to my home,” Ginny added more formally. It still felt like a prison, despite its many rooms.

      Mio was sure to bring a much needed breath of fresh air.

      She looked good, as fashionable as always. She wore a long, peach-colored coat over white stockings, a cute black-and-white striped skirt, and a blue knit top. Her bangs still hung too low, falling into her eyes, though the rest of her hair was shorter than Ginny had seen it for a while, cut in a darling page-boy style that suited Mio.

      “Thank you,” Mio said. Then she reached forward and hugged her friend again.

      Ginny gladly hugged her back. God, it was so good to see her!

      “Tell me everything,” Ginny said as she took her friend’s coat and hung it up. “Tell me about Amy and Hiroko and Jessica and everyone!”

      Mio laughed. The gay sound filled the front entrance way and gladdened Ginny’s heart.

      “I will! I promise. But you must tell me how you are doing,” Mio said, taking Ginny’s hand. She tugged, turning Ginny toward her. “You look well. I like your outfit.”

      “Thank you,” Ginny said. She’d added a thin brown leather belt, wrapped around her middle twice, to her oversized white Western shirt and black leggings. In the house she was barefoot, of course, but she had really cute brown boots to wear with her outfit. She’d never be as stylish as Mio, but she had her own style, and Mio often told her that she looked cute.

      Ginny led Mio through the many rooms, trying not to wince as her friend exclaimed again and again about how beautiful everything was.

      Yes, to an outsider, it was a gorgeous house. As stylish as a spread on a fashion-and-living website.

      And just as empty.

      Finally, they ended up in the kitchen. Ginny only turned on the light over the stove to keep it more homey. They sat in the breakfast nook, drinking tea and chatting about everything.

      Ginny had seen the pictures her friends had taken, making the V symbol with their fingers so they appeared more cute and smiling. It still hurt that they were having so much fun without her! Still, there wasn’t much she could do about it.

      Silence grew between the two friends as the number of shared topics slowly ran out. Ginny fidgeted, uncomfortable. She had too much quiet in her life already! Mio wasn’t supposed to supply her with more.

      Suddenly, Ginny had a thought. “Oh! I know what we should do!” she said, excited.

      “What’s that?” Mio asked, also energized.

      “We could go explore the attic,” Ginny said. It was the one place in the house that she’d never been to herself.

      “Is it safe?” Mio asked.

      Ginny nearly rolled her eyes. That was Mio’s usual response whenever somebody suggested something fun. “Of course it is!” Ginny said. “What, do you think that the roof is rotting or something? Or that there would be bugs or mice up there?”

      “Oh, no,” Mio said, easily blushing. “It’s just that—it might hold secrets.”

      “Well, my grandparents did tell me not to go up there,” Ginny said slowly. “At least, not without them.” They’d made her promise to keep the attic a secret as well, to not tease her younger brothers about it.

      “What do you suppose is up there?” Mio asked breathlessly. “Some hidden past that your grandparents are ashamed of?”

      Ginny giggled. “Maybe they’re secretly aliens!”

      Like the hero Jimachalay—the Blue Knight—who came from some planet far away. His skin was the coolest shade of blue, and he had eight golden coins embedded along the top of his skull. He lived alone on his tropical paradise island that reminded him of his home world, up in the mountains where the winds were strongest and could carry him the greatest distance when someone was in trouble.

      “Do you see them often?” Mio asked.

      Ginny shook her head. “They’re always gone,” she said. They both were employed at one of the local vineyards, her grandfather, overseeing the gardens, her grandmother, running the tasting room. They worked long hours and only had one day off every week. Sometimes not even that.

      “They’re very industrious. They work hard to provide me a good home,” Ginny added, trying not to sound as sad as she felt. But she sometimes went days without seeing them or anyone.

      It was just wrong. She couldn’t wait until she was eighteen and could move back to San Francisco! That was still a good six months away, however.

      She shook her head, getting rid of her melancholy.

      “Are you ready for this adventure?” Ginny said, standing and opening her arms in a grand gesture.

      “I’m always ready for anything!” Mio said, giggling just like a sidekick would.

      “Then let’s be off!” Ginny said, turning and leading the way.

      It wouldn’t be much of an adventure, she knew.

      But at least it was something they could do. Hold the quiet off for a while longer.
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      A small recessed panel in the ceiling of the upstairs hallway hid the entrance to the attic. Even with her great height, Ginny still had to jump to grab the small brass ring that opened the panel. When she pulled it, stairs slid down, dropping onto the rug placed directly underneath with a soft thunk.

      “Oh, how clever!” Mio said, clapping her hands. “I never would have guessed that was the entrance to the attic!”

      “I’ve been coming here since I was a young girl,” Ginny said. “But I didn’t notice it until recently.” She didn’t know what had drawn her attention to the brass ring one morning. It had happened on that last visit, during spring break, just before her parents had been killed.

      When she’d asked her grandparents about the ring, they’d told her about the attic and the stairs behind the panel. But they’d also cautioned her about not going up into the attic without them.

      Ginny had been happy to keep the secret of the attic. She was eight years older than her brothers, who’d been born only a year apart. She’d shared little with them.

      The smell of dust and closed-in musty places flowed down the stairs from the attic. Despite how sunny it was outside, the air there seemed cooler as well.

      When Ginny gestured for Mio to go up the stairs, Mio just giggled and shook her head. “Oh no, my friend. You go first! That way I’ll have someone to hide behind.”

      Ginny grinned. Only Mio could joke about her great height, the words not carrying the sting that other people’s might have.

      “Alright,” Ginny said. “But that means you’re responsible for the light.”

      Mio held up her phone and shook it, the bright flashlight making Ginny blink. “All set!”

      Ginny grasped the wooden stairs. The sides felt rough under her hands, as though if she wasn’t careful, she’d get splinters. Carefully, she started climbing. The stairs were incredibly steep, almost like a ladder. She held on tightly as she climbed, her heart pounding.
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