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      When the wall of water raced towards me, time stopped. My head cleared. My heartbeat slowed to a steady pulse. Paddling faster, my longboard found the glassy blue-green section of the wave, and I popped up. Wind sprayed me with briny water, and the crisp, salty air filled my lungs and poured over into my soul. Exhilarated, I rode the face up to the lip, kicking out the tail of my board, the fins released, and I found my balance. 

      Finally. 

      Nothing in my life flowed except the wave I was riding, so I took on its rhythm, letting it move through me, shape me, bring me closer to the Source. In the ocean, life made sense. I felt human again, which was ironic because I wasn’t—fully human, that is. 

      The bottom of the yellow sun melted into the horizon as the sky turned a soft red. We had been at Natural Bridges Beach for over an hour and twilight was coming. 

      The Federal Agents who kept us imprisoned in protective custody hadn’t let us communicate with our friends for months. We didn’t even know if we would get to spend Christmas with them in two weeks. We were only allowed to leave our apartment once a day. Anyone else would have done real-life things like grocery shop or laundry—we hit the beach and tried to pretend we weren’t being watched. 

      While I headed for the water like it had a tether on my heart, my dad went straight to the tidal pools. In no time, he had a group of kids surrounding him on his marine biology expedition. 

      My dad, Noah, was human, one hundred percent. My mom, Amé, wasn’t from around here—not Santa Cruz, not California, not even Earth. I didn’t know this when she was with us. 

      This summer I found her diary where she had confessed everything, including how she felt responsible for trapping the others on Earth. 

      Cause she was an alien. 

      I was still coming to terms with the idea. Of course, my dad had known. My parents had lied to me my whole life. My stomach clenched.

      It was hard to remember a time when I could trust them. 

      I sat up on my board, my feet dangling over the sides. I reached up and patted the lump of the necklace secured around my neck under my hooded wetsuit. Besides the diary, this piece of jewelry was the only thing I had left from my mom. That, and her green-streaked hair, which usually made me look like I was being swallowed by seaweed. Genetics, go figure. 

      The necklace was a torc, a sturdy strip of solid metal that curved around my neck. It was made of some alien bronze, but the real valuable part was the cabochon that dangled from slim chains in the center. It was a sliver, one-sixth of a rock called the Keystone.

      Wait— 

      The stone should be snug in the hollow of my throat; instead, it was over by my collarbone. 

      Had the chain broken? 

      With one hand holding the necklace against my neck, I crouched low on my board and headed for the shore. 

      Once my toes hit dry sand, I dipped my fingers into my wetsuit, feeling for the chain and the stone. All I found was my ocean-chilled skin and the sharp hoop of a broken link. My heart was in my throat, and I shivered against the wind even as sweat beaded on my forehead. My knees trembled and I did a full body shiver when I located the lump of the stone. 

      It could have disappeared into the ocean, never to be seen again. I blew out a strangled breath and waited for my heart to stop racing.

      The waves tugged at the needy place in my soul. They were still clean, and there were at least another fifteen minutes before it got dark. I had time to make another run. 

      I couldn’t leave the necklace out on the beach—this was by far the most valuable thing I owned. The Keystone had somehow brought them to Earth... no one knew how it worked, just that it had. Everyone wanted this stone, so I never let it out of my sight. 

      What if I put it up on a ledge on the cliff? 

      The cliff face was full of nooks and crannies, but if I tried to climb up to one of them, people from the beach and the parking lot above would see. However, the wall of rock stretched out into the ocean and the other side wouldn’t be visible. 

      With one hand on the stone at my neck, I waded through the water and around the formation. On the other side was a small sandy beach cut off from the world. I looked up to the fence around the parking area above. No one was there. 

      I dropped my board and scaled the wall, being careful to avoid stepping on the sea anemone and the row of mussels hanging out in the small tidal pool at the base. The six-foot leash on my board was stretched taut when I found a ledge with a deep lip and a hole slightly angled down. That was as good as I was going to get. 

      I had a solid foothold, so I used one hand to push back my hood, unzip my suit, and unwrap the torque from my neck. One of the chains had broken, and the stone dangled loosely from the other.

      I hesitated; this was crazy. I rarely did dumb things. I didn’t have the luxury. But it would only be for a few minutes. I glanced around, then up. No one could see me. 

      It would be fine. I tried to convince myself and pushed the necklace to the very back of the gap. There was a moss growth on the rock above, and I peeled it off and used it to plug the hole. There. That would work. 

      I carefully noted features around the location and then climbed back down the cliff and splashed back into the water.

      It took a while to find a wave I liked, and I tipped my nose down, diving under the first couple until the right one came along.

      Here it was. This wave was what I had been dreaming of. I paddled hard. The water glowed copper, and dark shadows moved beneath the surface, but I kept my eye on the building swell. I gave a couple extra strokes, then braced my hands on the rails and popped onto my feet. Shifting my weight, I extended a leg, turning into the shape of the wave, carving back and forth, rail to rail, the gentle pumping helping me pick up speed. 

      Someone shouted. I risked a glance at the shore. My father was sprinting away from the tidal pools—and he was being chased. 

      The Helios had found us! 

      Three people dressed in navy blue suits had disembarked from a boat and were following my father. 

      I pointed my board to the shore. Even as fast as I was moving, I was too far away. I watched my dad slip. I gasped and got a mouthful of saltwater. My muscles tensed up, and the board rocked. I willed myself to relax. Wiping out now would only slow me down. 

      Dad recovered, but the shadowy figures chasing him had made up a lot of the distance. 

      I reached back and pulled the pin on my leash. As the tip of my board slid up on the beach, I jumped off and hit the ground at a run, splashing through the shallows. In seconds, I was beside my father.

      A gunshot sounded behind us. The sound was deafening, and an involuntary flinch almost folded my body in half. 

      “Grace!” Dad stumbled again. I grabbed for his arm. There was a scramble as we grasped at each other. I was moving too fast, my surf booties sinking into the sand, but he caught himself and stayed on his feet. There was a pedestrian path that led to the parking area. If we could make it up the hill—

      Lights flared. An engine roared. 

      A large, black SUV barreled down the access road toward us. More shots were fired, this time directed at the vehicle. Unfortunately, we were between it and the Helios. The vehicle barely slowed as it left the pavement and ate its way through the dunes. We kept running. The SUV shot past us and did a fancy U-turn that sent a spray of sand on our pursuers. Barely slowing, it changed directions. A side door flew open, and we dived inside. 

      Our Federal watchdogs were in the front seat, returning fire. For once, I was relieved to see them.

      “It’s the Helios—go!” My father slammed his hand against the seat back and before he had completed the sentence, we were in motion again.

      I lay on my stomach in the backseat, my knees on the floor, panting. My father pushed down my shoulder. I guess he thought he was shielding me. As the minutes passed and the loud booms of the agents’ guns stopped echoing through the interior, I became aware that something sticky from the seat was now stuck on my cheek. I tried to pull myself free.

      “Let me up.” 

      “No! They are shooting!”

      So, I stayed there, crushed into the leather seats, breathing in a foul combo of stale coffee and body odor. Time did this funny thing when mixed with adrenaline. Seconds felt like a lifetime. I could tell by the squeals and the rhythm of the tires that we were back on the pavement and had made several sharp turns. We were probably out of the park. And the shooting had stopped.

      “They aren’t shooting anymore. Let me up!” 

      I was only sixteen, but I’d already been in enough of these situations, especially this last summer, that I’d learned to recover quickly. React, rebound, re-access, as Waters, my badass defense teacher, taught us this summer. 

      Re-access. Oh no! I left the necklace behind.

      “We have to go back!” I called into the front of the vehicle. My father seized my shoulders and pulled me up.

      “Are you crazy? We have to go home!” His eyes were wide with terror.

      “You are both wrong.” The agent in the front passenger seat who had been doing most of the shooting, turned briefly away from the window and looked back at us. Her gun was still out, and her finger was on the earbud in her right ear. “We expected something like this. It has been happening in the other locations all week.” 

      Other locations—my first thought was of my boyfriend, Shim. Was he safe? I hadn’t heard from him or his brother in months. Nor the twins. We were all aliens, or half-half, or Alien Americans—or whatever term wouldn’t get us shot. 

      “We are falling back to a safe house.” The agent said. She was already back to scanning the street for threats and continuing her low-voiced update with whoever was on the phone. 

      Frustrated, I peeled the thing stuck to my cheek off and looked at it. Raisinet? Stars, I hoped so. I shuddered and tossed it to the floorboard, then pulled the zipper on my wetsuit to my waist and yanked my neoprene hood back. I extracted my arms like peeling a banana. Better. After a whiff of the Feds’ leather seats, I was unconcerned that I was shedding water and sand all over them. I reached up and pushed my hair back. Much better. 

      Dad snorted at my sigh of relief. He looked down at me; his face grew alarmed as he looked at my throat. He’d noticed the necklace was missing. 

      Don’t say anything. I thought. He opened his mouth, and I shook my head at him. 

      “Shhhh.” I glanced at the agents in the front seats. 

      Dad smacked his hand over his face and collapsed back in his seat with a groan. He looked like he had aged ten years in thirty seconds.

      Exposed and shivering, sitting in my damp swimsuit and cold itchy wetsuit. I felt like I’d wiped out in the emotional equivalent of an impact zone. 

      My father looked like he was going through an existential crisis next to me. The Helios were chasing us. We were moving, again. I didn’t know where Shim and the others were or when I would see them. And I’d managed to leave the Keystone, the catalyst for all this and something I never let out of my sight before, hidden on a beach with a rising tide.

      At least, I hoped it was still hidden.
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      “Grace!” 

      I looked up and had only seconds to appreciate the view approaching before being swept into a warm, muscled hug. A whispered sigh swept over my ear. I recognized the minty scent. The clenched knot in my gut, the one that guarded me so I could handle all this on my own, unfurled.

      I was safe. I wasn’t stuck figuring this all out on my own anymore. 

      “What are you doing here? Are you okay? I’ve missed you.”

      I didn’t know which to address first, so I let myself sink further into Shim’s chest. Turning my head, my lips brushed against the warm brown skin of his neck. He chuckled and rubbed his cheek against mine, springy curls tickling me. I took my first deep breath in months. 

      Since we learned our parents were aliens and the government put us in protective custody, my head had been a mess. Talk about redefining who you are! I’d always been an outsider and a loner, but being hunted was new, and knowing it was the Helios after us, a homegrown terrorist cell with plans to take over the world, scared the crap out of me. 

      I tilted my head and asked, “Shim, why did you stop talking through the stones?” Of all the questions running through my brain, this one bothered me the most. 

      We learned the secret this summer that we could communicate through the keystones we all wore. When the Feds split us up, we kept talking through them. But a couple of weeks after the confinement started, the twins had stopped responding. Then a week after, so had Jaxon and Shim.

      Shim raised his head and looked at me, one side of his mouth tilted up as his eyebrows pinched together. “They took our stones when they took yours.” He glanced around and lowered his voice. “I don’t think the government knows we can talk through them, but they know they’re tied to how our parents arrived on Earth. They took them all—the twin’s cuff, the ancient amulet that Jaxon found, even the slice of the stone Kindle was using. I’m assuming they also took Micah’s brooch, but he works so closely with them that he might have just given it to them.” His voice was bitter. Then it softened as he rubbed a thumb along my collarbone. “And I see they got your necklace.” 

      My breath caught. “Shim—” He didn’t know I still had my necklace, well, sort of. 

      Without warning, we were body-slammed on both sides by mini-tornadoes of energy and cheer.

      “Grace!” The twins Breeze and Skylar screamed in stereo, then squeezed us like they were afraid we would escape. I loved it. 

      “I can’t believe you are here!” Breeze flipped her long blond bangs back, revealing twinkling blue eyes that exactly matched her twin’s.

      Skylar shook his head, barely letting Breeze finish before he asked, “How are you here?” Then added, “How are any of us here?”

      “We’ve missed you so much!” Breeze’s tanned arms reached around both Shim and me and gave another squeeze. 

      I interrupted the questions they were lobbing at me before they turned this into an opportunity for a sing-along. “Why are we here?”

      Under my ear, I felt Shim’s voice rumble in his chest as he responded, “Same as you, we got attacked by the Helios. They hit Micah and his family first.” He let that sink in. Micah was the oldest of the five teens that had arrived on Earth twenty-some years ago; his wife, Trystal, the second oldest. If they were here, so was their son, Jada. I knew he was a little older, sixteen, almost seventeen. I’d never met him. “Then, three days ago they went after Arie and the twins in San Francisco.”

      With a gasp, I turned in Shim’s arms and studied the twins for injuries. “Are you okay?” 

      Skylar shrugged, “Yeh. But Dad was furious. Said the government had left us with a target on our backs. That they were using us as bait. After the attack, they moved us here.” 

      Here appeared to be a large compound in the Santa Cruz mountains.

      Shim gave me a squeeze and continued with the bad news. “Then, yesterday, the Helios went after us in Las Vegas. Tried to take us when Kindle, Jaxon, and I went out to the store.” I turned back to look at Shim. He shook his head, face solemn. “There was a firefight in a parking lot. One of the agents got hit—we don’t know what happened to him.” I held Shim as he breathed heavily through the memory. A shudder racked through me; it could have been Shim hurt, dead. His arms tightened around me and pulled me back into a tight hug.

      “Why does your hair always look like crap?” Arms dropped, we spun around. Jaxon strolled out of the house with a smug smile. A tall boy I’d never seen before trailed behind him. 

      “I was surfing,” I defended myself. Raising my arms, I tried to finger comb the matted ash-brown and green strands. 

      “Is that why you’re wearing that?” Breeze had her nose turned up as if she just realized a wet suit wasn’t my fashion statement.

      I grunted an affirmative, still preoccupied with my hair. 

      “Always dressing to impress,” Jaxon mocked, but his smirk was friendly.

      “Shut up, you little shit.” Shim must have missed the humor in Jaxon’s tone, and as always, things escalated from zero, to one hundred, in seconds.

      The two brothers could not be more opposite. Shim was all lean muscle and about my height, I might be slightly taller, but I’d never tell him. With warm brown skin and the delicate facial features of his mother, except his nose was wider, he was perfect. Even though Jaxon was a year younger, he was almost as tall as Shim. Jaxon had the hard muscles of a sports enthusiast and seemed to have picked up more since this summer. He was pale skinned, like me, but his was coated with freckles that fought for attention with his copper hair. 

      I looked around at everyone; we all looked a little tougher. 

      I’d been practicing every day the fighting skills Waters had taught us this summer. I hesitated to call Waters a defense teacher, he subscribed to the kill or be killed book of life, but with his help, we were as ready as we could be for whoever came after us next. 

      Jaxon approached and shouldered his way past the twins to give me an unexpected hug and a gruff pat on the back that ended up more like a shove, pushing me back into Shim, who reached around and shoved Jaxon back.

      Things might have escalated if the boy who came in with Jaxon hadn’t stepped forward. He didn’t look shy, just hesitant to intrude.

      “I’m Jada.” When we didn’t respond, Jada made a motion toward the house. “Do you want to know why we are here?” There was something off about the pattern of his words. But before he even spoke, he commandeered our attention in his khakis, jacket, and tie, and I suddenly felt even more awkward in my briny wetsuit. Straight, jet black hair, short on the sides and swept back on top, added at least an inch to his height and towered over the rest of us. His deep brown eyes probed our group, issuing a challenge. 

      “You know?” I stepped towards him.

      Jada’s ridiculously handsome smile didn’t reach his eyes. “The agents are briefing our parents now.”

      We started to shuffle to the front door, and Jaxon said, “Why bother? They won’t let us in.” 

      “I’ve got a better idea.” As Shim led us around the side of the large farmhouse, he whispered to me, “There is a window they always keep open in the bathroom off the main room. We should be able to hear something from there.” I crouched low as I followed him under a series of windows until he reached a large oak tree in front of a small, open, shoulder-height window. A few yards away, large French doors opened onto a patio that stretched around the back of the two-story house. Through the window, I saw my father sitting in a chair, facing away from us. Occasionally, someone would pace by the French doors, but unless they pressed their face against the glass, they were unlikely to see us.

      Agents started leaving the back of the house and heading to the parking area. We must have missed the briefing. But our parents were still inside talking. I recognized Arie’s raised voice, the twin’s father—also Shim’s father—speaking. Kindle, Jaxon and Shim’s mother, yelled a response we easily heard. Worried for Shim, I reached for his hand. He squeezed my fingers. Then Kindle started yelling at someone else. 

      “No,” Kindle shouted to whatever the person had said. “No, it’s just how you Teran’s work. Protecting each other and never letting anyone from the other colonies have a chance, especially someone from Nadun.”

      I caught my breath. Pins of excitement raced up my spine. Ever since we learned from my mother’s diary that our parents weren’t from Earth, we had tried to talk to them about their home worlds. They wouldn’t tell us anything, claimed it wasn’t safe to talk about. Shim had taken photos of the diary before we lost it—before I traded it to get our parents back. But a lot of it was the ramblings of a homesick fifteen-year-old girl.

      Before we lost communication with each other, we had been pressuring our parents to tell us more. We knew Teran was the main planet, and its three moons each held a colony. Jada’s parents, Micah and Trystal, were from Teran. But since we hadn’t been able to talk to him, we didn’t know any more than that. My mother was from LaDer, a water-covered moon. I wish I had learned about her home directly from her, but my father would do no more than confirm the name. 

      The twin’s father, Arie, was from a colony on the moon called Mirah. He was furious when he found out we knew that much. 

      Brothers Shim and Jaxon had a little more luck with Kindle. She had been furious at Micah for forcing her to keep the secret so long, so it hadn’t taken much for her to tell them all about her family on the moon Nadun. The privileged life she led growing up the “Daughter of the Mayor” of one of the largest underground mining cities on the moon, and how much she hated her life since they had landed in a field in Santa Cruz decades before. She cataloged in detail Micah’s failings in getting the group home. 

      “Now, Kindle, that’s not true. Micah has been working closely with the government to try and keep us safe. He is the one that negotiated our protection.” I strained to hear my father’s voice as he tentatively broke into the argument. That wasn’t exactly true. I had negotiated their release but didn’t want him to know I had given up my mom’s diary for their freedom.

      “Protection? Prison you mean. We have been hunted ever since we arrived at Prather’s Spot. Now we aren’t free to come and go. They take our stones without asking; they tell us where to live, who to see, what to do….” 

      Prather’s Spot, what was that?

      Shim grabbed my arm and pointed to the end of the drive. An agent doing his rounds was headed our way. 

      “So what?” I said, my voice low. “We aren’t doing anything wrong.”

      Breeze’s eyes bugged out. Skylar wrapped an arm around his sister’s shoulder. “Come on Breeze, let’s get inside.” They headed back to the front of the house.

      Jaxon gave his brother a shove and muttered “later” before boldly crossing in front of the French doors and disappearing around the back. Jada quirked a brow at us and followed Jaxon.

      Recovering his balance, Shim squeezed my hand and, leaning back against the tree, pulled me closer to him. He gave a relaxed wave to the agent that passed by. 

      I waited until the man in the navy windbreaker disappeared around the back of the house. Speaking softly so my voice didn’t carry, I asked, “Does that name sound familiar to you?” 

      “What?”

      “Prather’s Spot?”

      Shim pursed his lips and tilted his head. “Sort of. I feel like I’ve heard it before.”

      I nodded. Kindle’s words tickled a memory like an itch I couldn’t reach. Something about Santa Cruz…Prather’s Spot…spot…something, mystery. That was it!

      “Mystery spot!” I grabbed Shim’s hand and squeezed.

      Shim’s eyes widened. “Yes, you’re right! I think I know something you should see.” He straightened and pulled me towards the house. 

      Did we finally have the answer to one of our biggest questions? 

      But if we were right. What should we do with the information?

      Shim pulled me behind him over the threshold into the dark house. We passed several rooms, each decorated with a blizzard of paper snowflakes, until he stopped at a library. A small pine tree still wrapped in netting was leaning against the wall, waiting to be set up and decorated. A knee-high pile of paper chains was a next to it made of newspaper, tin foil, paper towels, old boxes, and a couple of other types of paper I didn’t recognize.

      “The twins?”

      “Yeah, and Jaxon. Can you believe it?” Shim chuckled.

      “Is there any paper left in the house?”

      “Doubt it. I’d double-check you have toilet paper before you use the bathroom.”

      “Oh, yeah, I see the rolls.” I pointed to a series of small cardboard rings next to a chain of FBI lanyards that had been hooked together. 

      “Look here.” Shim called my attention away from the post-apocalyptic tree decorations. “I was searching for something to read last night, and I saw it…”

      His voice trailed off as he started pulling books off the shelves and flipping through the pages. “No, not the historical section.” Shim muttered 

      I pushed a plush leather chair under the desk and looked at the computer. Should I do an online search? 

      Shim yanked several heavy, hardback books off the shelf. He pushed a few into my hands. “Help me look.”

      “Look for what. What are these?” I flipped open the gold foil-stamped cover of the book, “Stars, it’s an encyclopedia! I’ve not seen one of these outside of a library; why would anyone buy one for their home?”

      “Some people like to read real books,” he said, blushing. 

      I agreed, but anyone that moved around as much as I did would understand the value of an e-book collection. Shim flipped quickly through another. And I started doing the same. Something stuck out of the next book, and it caught his eye. 

      “There it is!” I leaned over his shoulder as Shim flipped to the page. A canary yellow card beckoned to us, and all my synopsis fired in recognition. 

      “Yes!” Shim pulled the book into his lap and collapsed cross-legged on the floor. Latching onto my arm, he pulled me down, almost on top of him. I laughed and wrapped an arm around him. My internal happy dance kicked up a notch as I snuggled in and reached across him. Thumbing the big book in his lap open, I pulled out the bookmark. It wasn’t a card; it was a bright yellow bumper sticker. I handed it to Shim and started to read aloud the section on Vortexes. A couple of minutes in, Shim stopped me. He slapped the bumper sticker reading “MYSTERY SPOT” on the opposite page.

      “Here it is. George Prather discovered the Mystery Spot, also called Prather’s Spot, in Santa Cruz.”

      “But that is a hoax,” I said and then shivered. Shim let me go to shrug out of his jacket and then dropped it over my shoulders before wrapping his arms around me again.

      “That’s where Kindle said they got stuck. This is where they arrived on Earth. We have to check it out.” Shim’s voice was firm.

      I didn’t agree with him, which was an unsettling feeling. “They went back again and again, and nothing ever happened. Thousands of tourists have been there over the years, and nothing has happened.”

      “But don’t you feel it?” Shim’s face scrunched up. “This incompleteness, like we only know half of who we are, like, if we figured out how they got here we would understand who they are, who we are. And I swear it’s not just about my father—”

      “I know,” I interrupted him. “I’m just not sure now, with the Helios chasing us and the Feds monitoring everything we do, is the time to try and find the passage. But I do know why you want to. I feel the hole, this big unknown about our past. And it’s not just about my mother.” Shim nodded. He got me. He always had. 

      “Oh, Stars, maybe it’s not even worth it without one of the Keystones.” He thumped his fist into the floor and closed the book with a snap.

      I plucked at the neoprene covering my knee. “Well, Shim, I think I can help with that.” He tilted his head and studied me with narrow eyes. “I just happened to know where a Keystone is, and I need your help to get it back.”
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      Shivering, I blew into the cup of my hands and rubbed them together, trying to ward off the pre-dawn chill. 

      Last night it had taken forever to clean up. By the time I was finally warm and showered, my father was watching too closely for us to sneak out. Retrieving the necklace before the parents woke up had seemed like a good idea. But, now standing, freezing, in the dark with no coffee, no sleep, and no Shim, I was starting to rethink the plan. 

      I had spent most of the night staring at the ceiling with my muscles tensed for action as frightening scenarios replayed like waves in my head. What if my mom’s necklace was gone? What if someone found it? What if a sleeper wave carried it out to sea? 

      When I did fall asleep, I dreamed the Helios were torturing me to show them how I communicated through the stone in the necklace.

      When my alarm went off at five, I woke up with a kink in my neck and that queasy feeling that said I hadn’t gotten enough sleep.

      And I felt guilty. I slumped back into the open door of Van Ekman, my dad’s old VW van. Going through my father’s pockets, looking for the keys while he slept, was a new low for me. But, if I hadn’t done it, I wouldn’t have discovered what a tight leash they had on us here. 

      Dad always kept VanEkman’s key in his right pocket on a fob with a photo of my mom in it and, when nervous, he would rub his thumb across the portrait. 

      The key was missing. 

      I checked his left pocket and found his wallet: it was empty. His driver’s license and all his credit cards were gone. Those bastards must have taken them from him as soon as we arrived. Fortunately, they hadn’t thought his library card was threatening. And tucked behind the card was the small piece of plastic I was looking for. My dad had locked his keys in the van so many times he had made a backup key from an old plastic container. A little brittle from age. Hopefully, it wouldn’t break.

      A shiver ran through me, and I considered returning for a jacket. Where was Shim? As worried as I was, my heart was thrilled at getting to spend a couple of hours alone with him. He was the only person who really understood me. Not hearing from him for months had left me feeling more isolated and alone than I had before I met him. Which was weird, because since I’d known him, I spent more time without him than with him.

      “Grace.” 

      At my whispered name, I jumped up from the front seat and searched for the source, recoiling at the ghostly figure. It was Breeze. She had the light from her phone pointed at her pale face, the glare harsh on her protruding features and throwing the rest in shadow. As the glow spread, I could see she was standing at the head of the path that led to this pole barn where the extra cars were kept, through the woods, back to the house. She shivered in her thin jacket and were those pajama pants? At least she had put on shoes.

      “What are you doing here?” I hissed. 

      “W-w-what are you doing here?” she countered, stepping closer to the van, her shrill voice loud in the silence. “T-this is dangerous. If you told the parents you were going, they might send people to protect you.” Breeze’s body shook as she made her accusation, nervous fingers twisting her long blond bangs.

      “Shhh—” I whispered, “If we told the parents, they would probably tell the agents to stop us, and we have to go now.” 

      A twig snapped and we both whirled to look down the path. 

      Jaxon sauntered out of the woods into the moonlight. He was chewing on something that looked like a protein bar and had the robot dog Duchess tucked under one arm. Ever since Jaxon had borrowed—stolen— Duchess this summer, he had carted her around like his own metal teddy bear. It was the only soft thing about him.

      “Whatcha doing waiting out here?” Jaxon asked. He was fully dressed but his hair still looked like he’d just escaped a sandstorm.

      Breeze pointed her finger at me. “Shim and Grace think they can just leave—” Her voice was indignant even as she leaned into Jaxon like a magnet.

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. Shim told me. Said I couldn’t come along, which is why I let everyone know and we are coming with you. But why are you waiting out here instead of in the van where it’s warm?” Jaxon pushed past me to climb into the driver’s seat. “I’m driving,” he declared, setting Duchess on the floorboards. He examined the plastic key in his hand. 

      My jaw dropped. He pinched the key from me when he pushed past. This summer we had all taken old-man-Waters’ street-smarts bootcamp where lifts, B&E, and fighting dirty were all part of the class. 

      It looked like Jaxon has been practicing.

      “Does this really work?” When he moved to put it in the ignition, I stopped him. “Wait, the key’ll break, it’s just for unlocking the door and turning on the power. We’re going to push start it.”

      “Huh?” Jaxon looked at me like I had grown antenna.

      “Just—just—give it here. Where is Shim?” This was crazy. Was everyone coming with us? This was supposed to be a secret mission, just Shim and I running to Natural Bridges Beach to get the necklace. There and back in an hour or two. Now we are taking on passengers like the S.S. Minnow. 

      “Yeah, about that. He and Kindle are having it out at the house. I’d be surprised if they didn’t wake everyone up by the time they are done. I’m here to get us started.”

      “She found out we were leaving?” I asked my heart in my throat.

      “Actually, no. So, that is the only thing she isn’t mad about.”

      I waited. 

      Jaxon gave a frustrated sigh. “Grace, she’s still scream’n ’bout all the hoopla this summer but, you know, it’s just like transference or deflection or whatever they call that shit. Cause she knows—she knows she did wrong not telling Shim that Arie was his father. Hell, and not telling Arie either. She’s mad at herself. Mad at Shim. Mad at you—” He cut off at my look of surprise. Jaxon swore and pulled a hand through his hair, the red strands standing at attention for him. “Grace, you and Shim really need to talk.” 

      What did Jaxon mean? Shim and I talked last night. We talked every chance we got, which, admittedly, hadn’t been often since the government had gotten involved in our lives.

      Kicking the dash, Jaxon pushed off and slithered over the seat into the back, calling out to Breeze as he went. “Blue Eyes, you come’n or not?”

      Breeze shifted her weight from side to side, the rocking motion pushing her closer and farther from the van. “Well, I don’t know if I should.” 

      “You should stay,” I responded automatically to Breeze as my gaze followed Jaxon. “Why is Kindle upset with me?” 

      “Not really with you. About you. Talk to Shim.” Jaxon said, with a mulish look. He made a motion of sealing his lips shut. 

      “Wham.” 

      I jumped. In the moonlight, I could see Jada standing with his fists planted on the hood. He looked furious and cute. I hadn’t seen him since our introductions yesterday. Today, there was no school uniform, just a sweater vest over a button-up shirt and jeans. He scowled. “You’re going.” It was more of an accusation than a question.

      “Jada…” I broke off as he swung around the side of the van and climbed in the back. I guess he was coming, too. As he settled next to Jaxon, I noticed that he had hearing aids in his ears. I wonder why I didn’t notice that yesterday.

      When Jada looked up, Jaxon gave him a chin lift. 

      Twilight was lifting the darkness and the moonglow was losing its strength when I heard someone else coming down the path. There was a collective sigh of relief from the van when Shim emerged from the woods, zipping up his backpack. He stalked the few yards from the path to the van, bypassing the other vehicles in the lot.

      All the tension in my body disappeared and my brain went fuzzy for a second as he seemed to move in slow-mo, muscles bunching, the dark curls of his hair bouncing with each step, the strange pre-dawn light kissing his features. 

      Jaxon snickered behind me, and I snapped out of it, shaking my head. Shim looked serious and I missed his crooked grin. I reached out and wrapped an arm around his strong bicep and smiled as just touching him made something click into place inside me, settling my nerves. 

      Until he stiffened.

      Jaxon made a gagging sound and some comment. 

      “Grace, I need to tell you something—” Shim started with the opening line no girl ever wants to hear. My breath caught as my chest tightened. Bracing myself, I pulled back and looked into his grim eyes. He looked away. 

      “We have to go!” Skylar shouted as he exploded from the woods at a run. “Agents right behind me.” Skylar grabbed Breeze’s hand as he raced past, pulling her along in his wake. Breeze looked relieved to have the decision made for her. The twins started to climb in, and I stopped them.

      “Wait, everyone needs to push.” I got into the front seat and put the fragile key in the ignition, turning it halfway to turn on the power. The key bent but held. I thrust in the clutch and jammed the gear into second. There was a mad scramble as everyone latched onto a portion of the van. Huffing and cursing was drowned out by the metal groan the van’s frame gave as it rolled through the silent lot and onto the main street. I waited a little longer than needed to get us further from the house before I released the clutch and popped the gear. The engine sputtered and caught with a loud belch.

      As soon as they heard the sound, everyone jumped in. The side door slammed, and Jaxon called, “Let’s hit it!”

      Over the engine’s roar, Skylar filled us in. His voice faded in and out of my hearing. “I don’t know if the agents saw me, but they were right behind me, headed down the path in a hurry and they were arguing. There was something going on,” he paused, gasping for breath, then continued. “They said there were new orders that no one liked and that they were prepping to leave today.”

      There was some cursing in the back of the van and a scrambling sound. I glanced in the rearview mirror as Skylar and Breeze slid into the back row of seats.

      “Leave…them or us?” Someone asked. I shifted gears and the engine quieted as the ride smoothed out.

      My hand searched under the wheel until I found the switch and flipped on the headlights in time to take a sharp bend in the road. Fighting the force of gravity, Jaxon leaned forward between the front seats. He patted Duchess’s head and out of the corner of my eye I could see her wag her little spring tail, mechanical head pushing up into his palm.

      “The chances of them leaving us alone—zero. The chances of them splitting us up—high. If we are leaving today, this is our only chance to check out the landing zone,” Jaxon said.

      “It’s not a landing zone. They came here through some type of Einstein–Rosen bridge. And Grace and I agreed we were not going to Prather’s Spot. We are just going to get the necklace and then go back. This isn’t a field trip.” Shim’s tone was just short of explosive, but still, his geek-side burst through his dark mood. 

      I agreed with him. The necklace was most important. And last night we had both expressed how much we were looking forward to spending time alone. So, why had he invited everyone else to go with us? It was like he was trying to avoid me. 

      My heart clenched along with my hands on the steering wheel. “Shim, are you okay?” When he didn’t respond, I added, “Jaxon said you were arguing with Kindle.” 

      The road straightened, and I was able to glance over at Shim, who shot a warning glare at his brother. Jaxon raised his hands and eased back into his seat. I waited for Shim to say something. The distance caused physical pain as he pulled away and stared out the window. I left it for a couple of minutes as we entered a dark curvy patch where the accommodating road wove around immovable ancient Coastal redwoods. The van whined and groaned through the turns. We emerged from the deep darkness of their branches and several minutes later, when we finally reached the freeway, I could relax a little. 

      I drove in silence, contemplating what had changed with Shim. Yesterday was wonderful except for someone trying to kill us. But seeing Shim again, being back with the others, made me feel like I was part of the group again, not stumbling around in the dark on my own. I had been so reluctant to let them in, but they had become my family. Now, I was scared of losing them and every bump in the road felt like a fore-warning of disaster. 

      Shim had been happy to see me. It was just like the summer, the way we knew each other, trusted each other. We immediately reconnected and started solving problems together. What we had, it just worked. But this morning, something had changed. 

      I thought about it. I could sit here festering in doubt or I could ask Shim. 

      There was a quick dip in the road and my stomach clenched. I pushed the words out. “Shim, what did you want to tell me?” 

      He was silent as I exited the freeway and headed toward the coast. I chanced to glance over at him. I thought it was the fading twilight that gave Shim a haunted look, but then I saw his eyes. The misery in them took my breath away. Without saying a word, I pulled off the road into a wide gravel shoulder.

      Before the van’s wheels had stopped rolling, Shim hopped out of the van and walked back in the direction we had come. 

      “Hey, where’s he going?” Someone in the back shouted. 

      “Are we there?”

      I stood on the brakes and we coasted several yards before the van stopped.

      “Keep the engine running,” I told no one in particular. Steeling myself, I got out. 

      Jada slid open the side door of the van and looked out. He turned towards Shim, then looked at me and with a sigh. He moved into the driver’s seat. 

      I hesitated at the back of the van. A hard shiver shook me as I watched Shim pace up the narrow strip of gravel that separated stop from go. My initial instinct to go to him was stalled when I realized I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear what he had to say. 

      Jada revved the sputtering engine and the resulting cloud of diesel fumes propelled me forward, coughing and sputtering, down the gravel shoulder. I’d almost caught my breath by the time I reached Shim, who was now standing and waiting for me. His eyes were somber, and his shoulders slumped. Even his hair had lost its bounce. 

      “Are you sick?” I asked, a little ashamed of sounding hopeful. Shim rubbed his chest as he shook his head. When he finally spoke, I wished that he hadn’t.

      “Grace, I have a girlfriend.” 

      My eyes widened, and I felt the words like numbing blows. Stumbling back, I tripped over a broken, rejected tire tread. Shim reached out to catch me and I pushed his arm away as I landed on my backside, pointy pieces of gravel inflicting dull wounds that don’t kill you but leave painful bruises. It took a minute for me to find my tongue. 

      “Are you kidding?” He wasn’t. It was something in the slump of his shoulders and the miserable look on his face. This wasn’t something he would joke about. I knew him, or at least, I thought I had.

      When he shook his head, my hope that this was all a misunderstanding evaporated.

      “For how long?” I asked as I wiped off the gravel stuck in my hand on my jeans and scrambled to my feet. He reached to help me and shrunk back at my glare. 

      When I stood again, he wouldn’t meet my eyes, studying his clenched fists instead. “Two years.” 

      The words knifed through me. “Two...so...before we even got together?” I gasped. 

      Shim’s head sunk another inch.

      At that instant, I knew what a magnet felt like when it was flipped around. Everything in me that had always been attracted to Shim and drawn to him was suddenly repelled. 

      “Grace, I want to explain—” Without looking at him, I headed back to the van. 

      Jada was still in the driver’s seat, keeping the engine going. I slid into the passenger seat but felt like I was on display. Had they known? Did everyone know but me? 

      “Skylar, switch with me.” I crawled over the seats, too tall, too gangly, my knees and elbows knocking into the others. They were probably laughing at what a mess I was. I squeezed between Breeze and Skylar, forcing him to move to the middle seat. 

      As I stared out the window of the van I was acutely aware of everyone’s gaze like grains of sand stuck in a swimsuit. I hunkered deeper into the seat, turning my head almost all the way to the back. Why didn’t Shim tell me? Why hadn’t anyone told me? 

      It seemed like just yesterday I was learning that everything I knew about myself was a lie. And here I was again. I sniffed and quickly swiped the palm of my hand over my face, wiping away the wetness. If Shim lied about this—what else isn’t he telling me?
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      We retrieved the stone without fuss. Well, a little fuss. Shim wanted to help, wanted to explain. I took Jada instead and he held my ankles as I went from the top of the rock outcropping head-first down the face to find the hole where I’d stashed the necklace. 

      I cried when I found it. Hanging upside down, the ocean waves crashing greedily below, licking up the saltwater dripping from my face. 

      Jada pulled me up and then wrapped an arm around my shoulders. We both pretended it was a relief that the necklace was safe. When I got back to the van, Shim was in the driver’s seat, keeping the engine running. 

      Skylar hung on the frame of the sliding door, blocking our entrance, and announced, “We are going to Prather’s Spot.”

      No one questioned the declaration, so they must have been discussing it while Jada and I were busy and had decided without us. I wonder how much Shim had instigated that. 

      Jada had his arm around my shoulders. An unexpected wave of exhaustion had me leaning into him as I asked Skylar, “Why? What do you expect to find there?” 

      “I don’t know. Don’t you want to see the place they arrived? It all feels so unreal. If we hadn’t read your mother’s diary if she hadn’t said straight up, “We are aliens,” I’m not sure I would believe it now. I just want to see where it happened.” Skylar waved his arms as if presenting a looking glass into the past. 

      “Grace, how were you able to keep your necklace? We tried to hide our cuff, but they knew exactly what they were looking for. They must have read the diary and the research journal; they must know all the stones came from one Keystone.” 

      “The journal!” I stood up straight, pulling away from Jada. “The journal talked about the properties of the Keystone. The government has both the journal and the diary, so they must suspect that we can communicate through them. That must be why they took them.” 

      “I never saw the journal so I don’t know what it says, but they would want to study a stone that has no precedent on Earth,” Jada said.

      I kept forgetting that he wasn’t with us this summer, and I wondered how much he knew of what had happened. 

      I shivered as a strong wind blew in from the ocean behind us. In the front seat, Shim shrugged off his jacket and held it out to me. I ignored the offer.

      “Let us in.” I pleaded with Skylar. He fell back into his seat and Jada and I quickly climbed in and slammed the door behind us. 

      I rubbed my hands together as I continued. “I don’t know how I kept the necklace. Luck really. We had two new agents. They weren’t with us in Vegas. They knew about the Helios, but they didn’t seem to know about what happened this summer. As soon as they arrived, I switched my necklace around so the stone was at the back of my neck. All they ever saw was the bronze torque. They asked my father about the necklace, and he said it was my mother’s, and she had taken it when she disappeared.”

      “But she went missing after the Helios grabbed her, so the government knows it and thinks the Helios have a Keystone.” I glared at Shim as he made his first contribution to the conversation. 

      “Another reason why we need to go back to the house where we are protected. Right now, we are where my father and I were shot at just yesterday. The Helios could be watching us right now.” I pounded my fist on the back of the vinyl seat.

      “Shim, she is right about that. We can’t just sit here anymore.” Jada said as he scanned the parking lot. It seemed we were all alone, but were we really?

      VanEkman rolled back out of the parking space, the brakes squealed, then the van lurched forward, halting with each gear change as Shim tore out of the parking lot at the speed of a racing green turtle.

      “Look,” Skylar continued to plead his case, taking a minute to look each of them in the eye. “If the Feds are going to move us all or split us up—this could be our only shot.” 

      Shim stopped the van at an intersection with the ocean at our backs. Going left would take us back up Highway 17, back to our parents and the smothering custody of the government. Going right would take us into Happy Valley in the Santa Cruz mountains, into the unknown and maybe into the net of the Helios.

      Intellectually, I knew Skylar was right. We had to take advantage of this unexpected freedom and check it out. But the illusion of home and family that I thought I had found with Breeze and Skylar, and Jaxon, and Shim, especially Shim, was peeled away, leaving me shivering and exposed. Emotionally, I was exhausted beyond reason and logic and just wanted to go back to my dad. But I was outvoted.

      “Fine, whatever,” I said, crawling into the back of the van.

      Shim swung the wheel right and I hunched down in the back seat in silence as he navigated through the city of Santa Cruz. I cracked open the back window, trying to breathe in the healing salty air as I pretended to study the muraled walls and sun-bleached buildings of the lazy coastal city. I still had a catch in my breath as surf shops and meditation centers gave way to quaint village streets when Shim turned inland and left the coast. My body shook and rocked with the van as it reached its top speed of 45 MPH. 

      “Did your parents tell you anything about how they arrived on Earth?” Breeze leaned forward to ask Jada in the front passenger seat. 

      The engine whined as the elevation rose from sea level and we entered our first grove of redwoods. The noise must have been too much for his hearing aid to combat. Jada leaned closer, then shook his head and pointed to his ear. 

      Breeze gave up and waved a “never mind” then turned around to Jaxon, who was sitting beside me. He had Duchess in his lap, her back compartment flipped open to expose the solar panels and he was aiming them at the wide strip of light now coming in the windows. 

      “Jaxon. Did your mom talk to you about it?” She yelled the question.

      Jaxon snorted and lifted Duchess out of the way as he leaned forward, resting his arm on the back of her seat. “Kindle told us Jack Shit, as always.”

      “Not true.” Shim shouted over the engine noise. “She talked about Nadun and her father being a hotshot mayor of a town called Neran.” 

      “Oh that, that wasn’t really telling us anything, that was her getting even with Micah for trying to muzzle her.” Jaxon’s tone held a hint of admiration for his mother’s act of rebellion. 

      Watching Jaxon’s fingers brush Breeze’s shoulder, a pang of envy flushed through me. I looked at the driver’s seat. But all that was visible was the back of Shim’s head and one shoulder. I kept thinking about some other girl’s finger brushing that shoulder and threading her fingers through those curls. A wave of nausea swept through me and I tried to think of something else. With a sad groan, I settled deeper in the seat, a spring poking me in my butt through the cracked vinyl of the seat. I listened to the twins comparing notes on what they knew about all our parents’ arrival on Earth—which was very little. 

      The van slowed as it whined through a curve. Dark shadows from the trees blocking out the sun matched my mood. There was one thing that would make me feel better. I fingered the broken chain that should have been holding one side of the stone to the necklace.

      “Jaxon, do you have pliers in there?” I indicated the mini toolkit in Duchess’ backside. 

      He raised a copper brow then saw the chain. Digging into the kit, he grabbed the pliers. Trying to keep my hands from shaking, I held the stone and the two pieces of chain while he worked the pliers.

      “Did you know?” I couldn’t make myself add any detail to my question. But I didn’t need to. He understood, and I knew the answer when he wouldn’t look at me. Jaxon had known Shim had another girlfriend. Maybe everyone had—but me. 

      “These two pieces need to be together. It’s not a perfect solution, but it will hold for now. We will hit it with some solder tonight and the necklace will be as strong as ever—I promise, Grace.” Jaxon spoke with a sincerity I had never heard from him before and—was he being metaphorical? Maybe not, I thought as he added, “Shits messed up, Grace, shake it off.” 

      He should put out a sign, “Counseling by Jaxon.” 

      The semi-repaired necklace clenched in my hand, I stared out the window. I lifted my nose to the opening and took a deep breath. It caught in my chest and I struggled through the inhalation. The smell outside had turned to pine and growing things marinated in the ever-present diesel of Van Ekman. The engine whined in protest at the elevation and curves. By now, I should be used to disappointment. My life was like this van, beaten, but still rolling. This was just one more example of life dumping on me. 

      No. Anger pushed me until I sat up straight. This wasn’t life, this was one guy not meeting my expectations. I had thought Shim was perfect. I had been living in a dream. We had bonded under an unimaginable stressful situation. And I had ignored everything that didn’t fit into my perfect scenario. But I had learned my lesson. I’d feel sorry for myself later. Now, I had things to do. 

      I wrapped the flattened bronze strip around my neck and latched the repaired chain, vowing to never take it off again. 

      I took a deep breath and leaned into the conversation as Jaxon replied to a question
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