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In the backyard, the summer sun hasn’t quite made the day unbearable yet. Our enormous oak trees brim with birds and busy squirrels. I scan the branches of the trees nearest the fence. Two squirrels chase each other around the trunk of the tree in a weird game of tag.

I try to get a clear scan of them, but they are too fast to get a good read. I look down at the screen of the scanner to see if I caught anything, but the only thing across the screen are the words no image scanned.

After everything that happened this year, I need something to help make sure my mom and Grace stay safe. The scanner looks like one of those price guns they use at the bookstore, only it has a small screen so I can see the image of what I scanned. Sighing, I place my left hand under my right hand, supporting it as I make a sweep of the trees along the perimeter, my arm raised. I want to be ready in case another squirrel or bird shows up.

I clear the left side of the yard and sweep the trees along the back when a small gray squirrel with a red belly leaps off a branch and runs along the top of the fence. I quickly pull the trigger on the scanner, following the squirrel as it runs, holding the trigger down firmly. Three rapid beeps tell me the scan is complete. I look at the screen and see the outline of the squirrel caught mid-run, its body stretched out, front paws reaching forward. The inside of the squirrel is a dark mass filling the entire body from nose to hindquarters. No light areas where a skeleton might be. Bold red letters flash across the screen, extra-terrestrial present.

I reach for the weapon in the waist of my shorts when I hear- “Hey Josh, how’s it going?”

I pause, but my fingers quiver with tension, ready to grab the handle of the weapon if needed. “Word of the day?” I ask.

The tiny squirrel responds, “Pandiculation.”

I sigh and lower my right arm, letting the scanner hang at my side. I shake my head as my heart slows to a normal rate. I sigh, “You should lead with that next time. I almost blasted you, Reggie.”

The squirrel sits up on its hind legs on the top of the fence post, its thin tail hugging its back. “I know. I forgot. Sorry. But, you know, you don’t need to worry so much. We have you covered. We’re constantly scanning and patrolling. I never leave the trees. The alarms on the perimeter haven’t gone off in weeks. There haven’t been any portals opened within a hundred miles of here since the last time Raymond visited. You’re safe.”

Safe.

No one is safe. Not anymore.

“I’m not taking any chances. Thanks, Reggie. I’m going to finish my patrol now.”

Reggie runs along the tall fence with me as I pace the border of the yard. My dad put in an eight-foot-high fence when we moved into the house years ago. He wanted to give my mom a sense of security and privacy. We used to hang out in the backyard a lot when we were younger-and dad was still around. Mom would grill up some burgers while Dad and I would toss a football. Grace was much smaller than, so she would just play with toys. Those were some of my favorite days.

Reggie interrupts my thoughts, “What are your plans today? Going to do something fun? Like a normal kid on summer break?”

I stop and look up at him. “I’m not a normal kid. I’ll never be completely normal again.” Normal kids don’t have to save the world from invading aliens. Normal kids don’t have aliens disguised as animals patrolling their house.

“I know, but you have to try.” The small squirrel stands on his hind legs, gesturing with his forelegs like tiny hands. “Go have fun today,” Reggie says.

“I’m going to see Susie today. We’re going to take Grace to get some ice cream. Ice cream is normal,” I say.

“That sounds great. Have fun. I gotta go on patrol. See you later,” Reggies says over his shoulder as he runs down the fence line.

Yeah. Fun.

I can’t remember the last time I did something fun. It’s hard to even imagine going back to school. Back to any normal life, really. I can’t just hang out with friends and do the same kinds of things I used to do. After what I saw. What I had to do. It changes you.

It’s hard to go on about your life carrying on with everyday things when you know that someone tried to kill your family. And almost succeeded. More than that, the entire world was in danger, and we barely stopped Harold’s plot.




Finished with the patrol of the backyard, I let myself out the gate to the front yard. A fat white cat sits cleaning its paw on the chair on the front porch, ignoring me. I scan him and get the message, an extraterrestrial present.

“Word of the day.” The scanner hangs at my side, hidden from view of my neighbors, my other hand on the handle of my weapon, ready.

The cat pauses his cleaning and looks up at me. “Pandiculation.”

“Hey Lieutenant.” The cat flicks his tail at me and continues with his bath.

I look in the bushes along the driveway in the neighboring yard. At the end of the driveway I look down the street to the left, towards the park. Harold took those kids from that same park last fall. I used to take Grace to that park to swing. Not anymore.

Everything looks normal. At least, I don’t see any aliens disguised as animals - well, except for the members of the Earth Federation Force, EFF for short, that patrol my house. Reggie is a guardian placed here to protect us. Inside the tiny body of the squirrel is the body of an alien. All the EFF are aliens. They disguise themselves in the bodies of animals to move around Earth unnoticed, monitoring things. Some live with people as their pets. Some just wander around as animals that humans don’t think about twice.

It’s 9:45 am. Down the street Susie is making her way towards me, her tiny Yorkie, Max, bounces along on her black leash, trying to keep up. Right on time.

“Hello Josh.” Susie waves. She’s wearing a t-shirt and shorts, her long blonde hair loose around her shoulders. No pink. No fuzzy hair ties with bells. That’s something else that’s different these days. She doesn’t wear pink anymore, her signature color. Just another reminder of how things have changed since we got back.

I give a slight wave. “Hey. Perfect timing. I just finished my patrol. Hey, Max.”

“You know, you don’t have to do that. We got you covered,” Max says, his voice a gravelly, deep baritone.

When not in disguise as a three-pound Yorkie, Max is a seven-foot-tall alien with skin the color of a plum. He’s built like a linebacker, with arms as big around as my waist. The most intimidating part is his face. Two eyes set wide, with the third eye just off center of the forehead. His enormous mouth filled with razor-sharp teeth. He’s the nicest guy but, I’m glad he’s on our side. I sure wouldn’t want to see him mad.

I say, “Grace is inside torturing poor LeRoy. Let’s go see if we can save him.”

“Who is he today, Mrs. Poppington or Gray Beard the pirate?” Susie asks.

I laugh. “Tea party. Mrs. Poppington got a new dress.”

“Adorable!” Susie laughs as she scoops Max up- which Max hated at first, but now he loves, but he won’t admit to. When we are almost to the door, the white cat on the chair nods and says, “I’ll be ready whenever you head out for the day.”

Susie pats him on the head, dodging a swipe from his paw. “Thanks, Lieutenant, I know we can count on you, you cute little kitty,” she says.

The Lieutenant jumps down off the chair, swishing his tail at her. “It’s unnecessary to pat me. I’m just doing my job,” he says over his shoulder as he walks away.

“I know, but I just can’t resist, you’re just so squishy and adorable.” She giggles and heads inside.

I say, “Stay frosty, Lieutenant.” Once I close the door, I say, “You make him crazy when you do that.”

“I know. I can’t help it. He’s so fluffy and cute.”
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In the living room, Grace holds a lean black cat dressed in a baby pink dress draped over her arm, its head covered in a white bonnet tied securely under its chin. “I’m so glad you stopped by for tea, Mrs. Poppington. I look forward to you coming again,” Grace says as she sets the cat down on the coffee table next to a colorful plastic tea set. The cat looks at me with pleading eyes, but to his credit, he doesn’t run.

LeRoy sits on the coffee table, glowering in my direction. I laugh and untie the bonnet. I pull his legs out of the dress one at a time before pulling it over his head. He shakes his head and whispers, “Thanks, Josh. You’re the best.”

LeRoy is the assigned family guardian. Playing dress-up isn’t part of his duties, but he indulges her in this one thing. LeRoy jumps onto the back of the couch and then onto the top of the television cabinet. He’ll be able to monitor Grace, but out of her reach, he’s had his limit of dress-up for the day.

Susie unhooks Max’s leash and drops her on the floor. Max runs up the stairs to start a sweep of the inside of the house. Susie leans forward, elbows on the table, “Hey Grace. How’s it going?”

Grace takes another enormous bite of her bagel. “Mrs. Poppington went off on a carriage ride to visit the Queen Mother. So, I’m taking a bagel break.”

“Nice. Well, enjoy that bagel.” She turns towards me. “Am I going to get you out of the house today? In public?”

I don’t answer right away. I like to stick closer to home these days. I think it’s reasonable to be nervous. The aliens kidnapped me. Then I had to save the world from them.

I look over at Grace. Other than school, Mom and I have been keeping her close to home. I’d like nothing more than to keep her here, under guard all the time, but she’s just a kid.

“Yeah,” I say, “I promise. We’ll go to the ice cream place today. But just there and back. No side trips.” That’s far enough. I can’t risk exposing Grace too much. She’s vulnerable outside of the house and all the protections.

Suddenly loud beeping erupts from the kitchen and a red light pulses, flashing brightly in every room in the house. In two steps, I’m at the computer on the counter punching in a code. Immediately an image of the backyard pops up on the screen. In the middle of a yellow square is a small blue bird pecking at an insect in the deep grass. The automatic scanner examines the bird. The gray outline of the bird’s stomach, the small beating heart, and the white structure of the bird’s delicate skeleton appear on the screen. I exhale, allowing the tension in my shoulders to go. Just a bird. A real bird.

“False alarm.”

Susie shakes her head. “Josh, you can’t keep doing this. You’re going to drive yourself crazy.”

“What? Can’t keep doing what? Protecting my family? Protecting you?”

“We’re home. We are safe,” she says.

“How can we be sure?” I’m quiet for a minute. Grace eats her bagel. Quietly I say, “I still see them in that glass box. I can’t forget how I almost lost them. They took my family.”

Susie looks at me. “We were both there Josh.”

I remember that too. Somehow, we got ourselves in the middle of a mess. We weren’t looking for trouble. We were looking for my dog. Who turned out to be one of the EFFs guardians. They had kidnapped him. We tried to save him. We weren’t successful. In fact, we found ourselves neck-deep in a plot against Earth.

Over her shoulder, Grace takes her last bite of the bagel. She swipes at her face with a paper towel and then jumps down from the stool to return to her tea party. “Mrs. Poppington?” she calls. She pours herself another cup of tea and claps her hands. “Mrs. Poppington? Where are you?”

LeRoy shrinks against the back wall, ducking down behind a large vase. We exchange looks. His pleading, mine amused. I guess he’s done having tea for now.
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The smell of warm waffles hits us as we walk into the ice cream parlor. Susie leaves Max outside to monitor things. Grace skips ahead and straight towards the giant glass case that holds all the ice cream flavors. She looks tiny next to the man already at the counter. The Lieutenant. He points to the mint chocolate chip ice cream. His t-shirt cut to show off his bulging chest muscles and arms. He’s so tall that Grace only comes to his waist. He abandoned his cat disguise for one that would be better for a walk to the ice cream parlor. Susie ties Max to the leg of a chair just outside the door to stand guard. Even though he doesn’t appear intimidating to humans, he is a fierce soldier.

The freckle-faced girl behind the counter digs into the ice cream tub repeatedly dragging the scoop over the ice cream until she has a glistening green ball.

Grace leans into the ice cream counter, nose pressed up firmly against the glass as she looks dreamily at the various flavors. She looks back at me and points at a tub with a soft yellow concoction. “Lemon! I want a scoop of that one!”

The Lieutenant pays for his ice cream and sits at a table by the door. Grace orders her ice cream and skips to a table in the middle of the room. I pay for Grace’s ice cream and bring it to the table. Susie joins us shortly after with her large bowl of pink ice cream, of course.

I keep my eye on the girl behind the counter. She busies herself with wiping the counters, washing the scoops and refilling the empty ice cream tubs. She doesn’t look our way even once. People pass in front of the parlor, heading to various places. No one looks inside.

“Mmm,” Grace says through a large spoonful of ice cream.

“Good, huh?” I ask. She nods vigorously and shoves another mouthful in.

Susie smiles and says, “Mine is super yummy too. I love ice cream.”

I decided not to get any. I want to focus on our surroundings. I don’t want to be distracted and surprised.

Outside the ice cream parlor, a boy who looks like he’s not much older than me stops and bends down right in front of the window. He pulls on the laces of his shoes. He loops the right end of the laces around his right forefinger, then tries to make an identical loop on his left forefinger but has to make several attempts before he seems satisfied with the loop. Why is he having so much trouble tying his shoes? He seems to be a little old to struggle so much.

His head stays focused directly over his shoes, but his eyes dart to the side, toward Grace sitting on her knees in the big turquoise chair. He makes another attempt to make the loops, but he isn’t looking at the laces as much as he is my sister.

Finally, he gets the shoe tied and then switches feet, sliding the foot he just worked on back and pointing his left foot forward. He unties the shoe that was double knotted. Strange, why would he untie a shoe that was tied correctly? Again, he seems to struggle to get the laces looped. I look at his face. He’s definitely watching Grace. I slowly push away from the table, my eyes trained on the kid outside. When he unties his shoe and starts over for the fourth time, I’m out the door. The bell on the door jingles loudly and he snaps his head up as I sprint out the door. I pull a small silver weapon out of my pocket and point it towards him.

He tries to turn and run, but trips over the untied shoelace and falls down, sprawling out on the sidewalk. “Don’t shoot me, dude!” he says as he covers his face with his arms.

“You think you can grab her again? Not as long as I’m around.” Without taking my eyes off the boy, I say to Max, “What are you doing out here? Weren’t you watching?”

Max just looks at me with those ridiculous dog eyes. He never talks in front of regular people. The boy sprawled out on the sidewalk looks back and forth between Max and me, his eyes wide with fear.

The Lieutenant and Susie join me on the sidewalk. “Josh, what are you doing?” Susie asks. “Put that away, are you crazy?”

“He’s going to shoot me. Help,” the boy pleads.

The Lieutenant gently pulls my hand down and takes the weapon. He looks around the street to see if anyone is watching and then slips the silver weapon into his pocket.

“He’s here to snatch Grace. I saw him watching her.”

“What? Snatch? I’m not here to snatch anyone!” The kid’s face is ashen. His right hand is up to shield himself. “I’m not like that, I swear. I’m not here to hurt her!”

“What are you doing? I watched you tie and untie your shoes a million times. Who does that?” I ask, my voice reaching a strange high pitch.

The boy shakes his head. “Awe man, it’s not like that. I just like her, that’s all.” He looks around awkwardly and lowers his voice. “I’ve had a crush on her forever.”

“What?” I ask. “What kind of creep are you? She’s eight. That’s just weird. You’re like, what, fifteen?”

The Lieutenant scans the boy.

The boy’s expression changes from eyes enlarged and round to eyebrows pinched together, nose crinkled. “Eight? She can’t be eight, she was in my history class. She’s got to be at least fifteen, maybe she’s fourteen.”

Now I’m confused. I look inside at Grace sitting up tall on her knees; her left hand still shoveling the lemon ice cream into her mouth but watching everything that’s going on outside. How in the world could he mistake her for fifteen? And what did he mean when he said she was in his history class?

The Lieutenant whispers, “Josh, look, he’s not talking about Grace.”

I follow his finger inside the shop. Standing behind Grace, a dishcloth in her hand, the girl who scooped our ice cream stares at us, mouth agape. The boy’s face is now beet red. “Oh no, is she looking? Great.” He jumps up and tries to brush off his pants and straighten out his clothes. “I can’t believe this. I gotta go. Oh, man.”

The kid turns and runs off down the street. I look back in to see the girl shrug and walk back over and continue to wipe down tables.

“What just happened?” I ask.

Susie laughs and goes back inside, leaving me with the Lieutenant. “He was here for the ice cream girl. He wasn’t even looking at Grace. You’ve got to stop this, Josh. These impulsive responses are going to get you in real trouble one day. You humans have a saying, hasty climbers have sudden falls.” He holds the scanner up so I can see the screen. The outline of the boy sprawled on the concrete along with a heart, the soft gray of his lungs, the dark shape of his stomach, and intestines, and the white skeleton of a human boy. The word human blinks across the outline.

Not an alien in disguise. Not someone out to get my family. Just some poor kid with a crush on a girl who scoops ice cream.
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Maybe I take this protection thing too far sometimes. But how careful is too careful? I think anyone can agree that I have good reason to be cautious. That’s all I’m being. Cautious. And vigilant. Those aren’t terrible traits.

I told Grace that the guy outside was making me nervous, and that’s why I chased him off. She knows I’m nervous a lot these days. I begged her not to tell our mom. She pinky swore after I gave her a chocolate chip cookie.

Back at the house, Susie stands on the porch, Max in her arms. “You can’t keep on like this,” she says.

“I know. I just can’t help it. I can’t afford to let my guard down. I just don’t know who or what could be one of Harold’s men in disguise, since they can look like just about anyone too.”

“It must be exhausting. When was the last time you slept? I mean really slept, not these quick snatches of sleep you have.”

“Sleep is overrated,” I say. But it’s a good question. I haven’t really slept well since we returned. And even when I get any shuteye, I have this recurring dream. When I wake up, I don’t feel rested.

“Well, I think you should try getting a little more of it, even if it is overrated.” Then she spins on her heels and walks down the porch. “Tootles,” she says as she waves over her shoulder, patting the Lieutenant on the head as she goes by.




***







Susie has a point. I don’t sleep. Every time I close my eyes, I see mom and Grace in that glass box, the fog of the poison gas filling the space.

And then there are the dreams. Sometimes, it’s just Wiky’s voice, talking to me, telling me that everything is going to be alright. Wikvaya- Wiky for short- is a crystal skull. A real crystal skull. Human-sized. We’re connected. As hard as it was for me to accept in the beginning, he has powers. He saved my life once. Now I hear his voice in my dreams. Even though he’s miles away from me. He’s been talking to me in my dreams ever since we got back.

Sometimes it’s the vivid dreams that rob me of my rest. In these dreams, I see strange places like jungles. I mean, I’ve had some wild dreams in my life, but these are so realistic that I can almost feel the mosquitoes landing on my arm, and the humid jungle air on my skin.

They aren’t like great adventurous dreams, they’re frightening because it feels like I’m being pursued, like around any corner someone is waiting for me, wanting to hurt me or take something from me.

Whenever I wake up, I always feel very uneasy. I haven’t told my mom because I don’t want her to worry. She’s already beside herself, trying to keep Grace in her eyesight at all times. I don’t need her worrying about another kid. She just needs to feel safe in her own home again. Which is hard when you have an army of cats and squirrels patrolling your house and scanning every bird and ladybug that sets off alarms in our yard.

Mom and Grace have settled in for the night. I’m just about ready to get in bed, but I can’t help but take one final peek out the window. The streetlights cast long shadows, which make even the trees look like potential villains. The gigantic shadow of the Lieutenant passes across the driveway, tail held high, swishing as he walks. He pauses at the end and turns towards my window. Our eyes lock for a moment. He raises his chin in a silent nod of support, then turns and slips into the darkness on the far side of the house.

I sigh and close the blinds. I flip the light out before plodding across the room. The bed groans as I slip under the sheets. My eyes water from exhaustion, and my body settles slowly into the mattress, feeling heavy with sleep.

I’m not exactly sure when I fell asleep, but I find myself in a cave, the smell of the dank walls and dirt fills my nose. I have a flashlight in my hand and I’m walking deeper into the cave. I smell salt in the air, like I’m near the ocean. Someone is there, but I can’t tell who at first. Then someone says something, and I turn the light on them. It’s Susie.

Wiky’s voice surrounds me, “Find the lines.” A chill runs across me like a cold, damp breeze from somewhere deep inside the cave. Goosebumps run down my arms. Confused, I say, “What lines, what do you mean? What am I looking for?”

Wikvaya doesn’t answer at first, then he says, “You need the astronaut.”
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The smell of bacon pulls me out of a deep sleep. I inhale the smoky smell and can’t help the smile. I stagger down to the breakfast table. Bacon, coffee, pancakes. The three things my dad loved on the weekends. Mom’s busy flipping pancakes.

“Morning, Mom.”

She smiles at me. “Morning. I knew the smell of bacon would get you up. Hungry?”

I slide into a chair at the table. “Starved.”

She loads a plate with a tall stack of pancakes and bacon and places it in front of me. I drizzle syrup over the stack, cut through the pile, and shove a bite into my mouth.

Mom sits across from me, laughing at my bulging cheeks. “They’re awful, huh?”

“The worst.” I wipe the drip of syrup off my chin.

Her smile fades as a shadow passes over her eyes.

“It’s just a check-in, Mom. I’m not even leaving the house. I’m going there as a hologram.”

Today I’m meeting with Raymond and Vanessa. Raymond, a member of the Earth Federation Force, has been with me ever since I escaped from Harold’s spaceship. He’s also Native American. Members of his tribe have been working with the EFF protecting Earth from alien invaders for generations. His daughter Vanessa has been training as a Keeper of the Skulls since she was little. They keep a tight eye on us, not only through the guardians’ daily reports, but we meet once a month virtually so they can see us. They beam me into their room, or they come to me, depending on what they need from me. Today, I’m going to them. For security reasons, their location is a secret, even to me. They’ve got Wiky and they have to keep moving around to protect him.

“I know. But, every time we do this, it reminds me of how dangerous this still is for all of us.” Mom touches my arm. “I just wish it could be back the way it was before all of this. I can’t help it. I’m a mom. I worry.”

I nod, wishing it were back the way it was too. All the way back to before my dad died. Before he got sick. But wishing has never changed it before, I doubt it’ll help now.

Mom pats my arm and then pulls her hand away. She tries to put on a perkier smile, but I know what she’s doing.

“Grace and I are going to do a little shopping today. She wants to get some more dress-up clothes for Mrs. Poppington. Poor guy. Maybe we’ll grab an afternoon matinee while we’re out. Want to meet us for the movie?”

“No, I think I’ll chill here after the meeting. But thanks.” Mom nods and pours herself a cup of coffee. She adds her creamer and takes a cautious sip. She looks back over at me, like she wants to say something, but smiles instead.

“Tell Raymond and Vanessa hello for me. I’m going to go get ready.” She heads towards her room, leaving me alone to finish my breakfast.

I rinse off my plate and put it in the dishwasher, then I head to my room. I grab the small silver case from under my bed. On my desk I pop the locks open. Cradled inside are various silver instruments in a blue gel, forming a perfect protective space. Alien bubble wrap.

I remove the round instrument in the middle. The gel slowly spreads, filling in the space, forming a smooth blue block. I place the case on the floor next to my desk. The silver instrument looks a lot like a hockey puck, only it’s made of titanium instead of plastic, which is lightweight. Raymond calls it the H-com, short for hologram communicator.

I place my thumb over the blinking red thumbprint scanner on the bottom and a green light on the side comes on. I put the H-com back on the desktop and a transparent gray screen pops up in front of my face, my Seattle Seahawks poster over my desk visible through the screen. I type in the access code and swipe the screen to the left, sending it away. A series of beeps and then a faint white light appears out of the small hole in the front of the disc. My bedroom grows black and then seconds later, I’m standing in the middle of a living room.

Two floor to ceiling windows flood the room with light. Right outside the window is a small lake surrounded by trees thick with green leaves. It’s decorated with the comfortable furniture you’d find at a cabin. A large overstuffed leather couch sits right in front of me, flanked by two striped chairs with large arms and piled with pillows with fish stitched on them.

Raymond’s in a chair opposite the windows but stands and raises his hand in greeting. “Josh. Good to see you. Thanks for coming to us this time.”

“Looks like you found a nice getaway. A lake house? Sweet.” I look out the window. I don’t see any other houses. No boats on the water either. It looks pretty isolated. “Seems secure.”

“Well, it’s far away from any towns. It’s a suitable spot for a few days.” Raymond motions towards the couch. “Have a seat.”

I walk over to the couch and sit. Even though I’m just a holograph, I can maneuver around their environment as though I’m there. I don’t feel the couch under me, but I’m sitting.

Raymond leans forward a little, “How’s it going? How are you holding up?”

I take a second to think about it. How am I holding up? “Well, I almost disintegrated this poor kid who was just trying to get some girl’s attention because I thought he was one of Harold’s men after my sister. You tell me.”

Raymond raises his eyebrows a little. He says, “Sounds like a disaster avoided. Where was the Lieutenant?”

“He was right there. He’s the one that took the weapon out of my hand. I feel terrible about it. The kid was acting so strange, right outside the window in front of her.”

Vanessa walks in, an overflowing grocery bag in her arms. “Princess!”

The term of endearment makes me smile. “Vanessa.”

“Sorry I’m late, I had to get some groceries. Let me drop these off, then I’ll be back.” She passes through the living room to the door on the other side and disappears. Raymond watches her walk away, then turns back towards me.

“We’ve made some headway on tracking Harold. It’s been hard to do and stay off his radar.”

Vanessa walks back into the room and sits on the opposite side of the couch. “It’s getting harder to stay out of the way, but so far it’s worked.”

Raymond asks, “How is everything else? Are you sleeping better?”

I laugh. “Why is everyone so worried about how well I’m sleeping?” I look at Raymond’s face. His eyebrows knit together, creating a v between his eyes.

“You look rough. That’s all.” He rubs his hands on the arms of the chair.

“No, I’m not really sleeping well. But that’s normal, right? I mean, I survived some hairy things recently. I would consider loss of sleep normal. Plus, I’ve had some crazy dreams lately.”

“Dreams?” Raymond asks. “What dreams?”

I hesitate. I don’t want them to make more out of them than necessary.

“I’ve been dreaming. I’m in lots of strange places, like jungles, and caves. They’re very realistic too.”

“Realistic how?” Vanessa asks.

“Well, I can smell the salt in the air, like I’m near the ocean. And I swear in the dream where I was in the jungle, I could feel the humidity and mosquitoes biting me.” Vanessa and Raymond exchange glances. Raymond scoots forward to the edge of his chair.

“Anything else you can remember about these dreams? Anything at all? Even the smallest detail?”

Why the fascination with my dreams? I don’t like the change in their demeanor. What’s with the looks between him and Vanessa? A cold stab tears at my gut. What are they thinking?

“Like… what?” I ask.

“I don’t know. Can you tell me where the caves are? Are there any people in your dreams?” Raymond says.

I think for a minute. The dreams have blurred together into one big memory after another.

“Susie. She was in my dream last night. She was in the cave, the one that smelled like saltwater and dank earth.”

“Anyone else?” Raymond asks.

“No. No one else. Just Susie. But almost every night Wiky is there. He talks through most of the dreams. Does he count?”

At the mention of Wikvaya’s name, Vanessa leans forward, her hands clenched into fists. “How do you know it’s Wikvaya? What does he say?”

Her tone of voice catches me off guard. Until now, she’s been mellow for Vanessa. Now her eyes are hard and glaring. Her lips pressed tight to keep back words.

I’m glad for that.

I look at her, then back at Raymond. “Well, I don’t remember everything he’s said all the other nights, but I remember what he said last night.” I look at both of them again, nervous to go on, afraid they’ll laugh at me, and call me crazy.

“What did he say? Tell me exactly the words he used,” Raymond says.

“He told me to ‘find the lines’.”

“The lines? He said that?” Vanessa asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “He said I would need the astronaut.”

Vanessa leaps out of her seat. “Unbelievable. I knew it. Unbelievable.” She paces back and forth in front of the couch. “Of course, he tells you. This isn’t fair.” She spins around to face her dad. “Why him? It’s supposed to be me. Why him?” Then she turns back towards me, words on her lips, but she doesn’t say them. She just glowers at me, fuming about something, but I don’t know what I’ve done this time. Then she stalks across the room and flings the bedroom door open. In the doorway, she pauses, and glares at me before slamming the door shut behind her.

What just happened?

“What did I say?” I ask Raymond. “What did I do wrong?”

He’s silent for a moment. Then he gets up and walks over to the table. He grabs his laptop and brings it back to the chair. He taps a few things on the keyboard before turning the screen towards me. On the screen is something that looks like a brown rock. Scrawled across the rock is an almost crude, childish drawing of a man, his right arm raised and bent at a 45-degree angle. The artist drew his eyes as two big round circles. His legs look thick with what looks like snow boots on his feet.

“The astronaut,” Raymond says.

“I don’t understand. What are you showing me? It looks like a child’s drawing.”

Raymond clicks on the keyboard again, and another crude image appears. This one looks like a bird with a long skinny beak. “The hummingbird. These drawings are ancient. They’re carved in the sides of the hillside and the ground in a valley in Peru. They’re called the Nazca lines. They call this one the astronaut.” He points to the drawing of the man. “This one, the hummingbird, is 320 feet long and over 200 feet wide. No small feat.”

“And you think this is what Wiky was talking about in my dream?”

Raymond nods. “I think so. It’s the only thing that makes sense. The lines- the Nazca lines. The astronaut is one of the lines. They were carved sometime between 500 BC and 500 AD and used as an ancient signal system that the people of the Nazca culture used to report to the guardians. They weren’t ready for the technology that we deal with today. So, the guardians created a communication system for them. Wikvaya knows we know about the lines. I only wonder why he wants you to find them. What does the astronaut have to do with you?”

That’s what upset Vanessa. My connection to Wiky. This is about the skulls. She’s supposed to be the next Keeper in line.

“Has there been anything else? Has he said anything else? Anything at all?” Raymond asks.

I think about the jungle images, and the caves, and all the places I’ve dreamed about. I know he’s been talking in every dream; he’s been saying the same thing over and over. But I never really seem to remember what he says. I concentrate on the dream about the jungle. I know he said something, it’s in the back of my head, I can almost hear it. What did he say? Something about the skulls.

And then it hits me.

“They are calling.”

“What?” Raymond sits up. “What did you say?”

“He said they are calling each other. They want to be together. I think he said we have to find them before they do.”

Raymond’s silent. I rub my pant leg, waiting
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