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Dedication

To Annie, for all the miles so far, and the new map yet to be discovered
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Chapter 0

Juliette, AZ, April 25, 7:00 a.m.

Suza Raines was getting suspicious. As the screen door slapped shut behind her, she paused on the front porch thinking: Mr. Davis. He’ll come by in that maroon jogging suit, walking MacDougals. ...

Sure enough, Mr. Davis promptly rounded the corner, MacDougals straining at his leash and sniffing the gutters. The big old golden retriever sounded like a broom, the way his long nose swished the piles of yellow pine needles around. Mr. Davis walked briskly, his bald head, maroon jogging suit, and pristine white sneakers gleaming in the pale dawn sun.

Suza shook her head and hopped down the stairs. There was nothing weird about that. Mr. Davis and MacDougals walked by at seven every morning, just after Mr. Davis returned from his nighttime job at the town’s power station. If there was anything out of the ordinary, it was that Suza was on time enough to actually see them pass. She was always late out the door because she hated morning, wanted nothing to do with it. And she only needed ten minutes to bike to school (even if it always took fifteen).

So why was she so early? Suza felt like it had something to do with her alarm clock. It had kinda freaked out this morning. Instead of waking her up like usual, with the bubbly voice of DJ Alpine and hit country music on KJPR, it had blasted a strange old-timey song with a deep voice singing in another language. And then she hadn’t been able to read the time because the numbers were incomplete, like a few of the red digital bars were on the fritz. So, instead of hitting SNOOZE a few times until her father, Matt, would come in to roust her, she just got up, only now here she was: early.

Or was she? She pushed up the sleeve of her denim jacket and looked at her bare wrist. Where was her black and purple watch? With that weird old cartoon character named Thundarr that she’d seen on Cartoon Remix? He was all shirtless and silly looking and had a dinosaur for a pet, and the watch was cool because behind him, the moon hung in the distance, cracked in half. Her sister had gotten it for her on Ebay. ...

Silly, she thought to herself, you don’t have a watch, and you don’t have a sister. That was strange. Why would she have thought otherwise?

Then, she had another weird thought: Mr. Davis is going to stub his left toe and fall on his face.

Suza was just picking up her bike from the pine-needle-choked lawn when Mr. Davis’s left toe caught on a crack in the road and he toppled over.

Suza cocked her head. She’d known that was going to happen. ... All the same, she needed to get going. Being early meant she had time to stop by the One Horse Diner. Her dad’s friend AJ worked there and made the best breakfast sandwiches.

She coasted down to the end of the driveway and paused to button up her jacket—

And found Mr. Davis standing right in front of her. Another one of those weird predictions crossed her mind. He’s going to give me something.

“Have to give you this,” said Mr. Davis absently. He reached into his pocket and produced a small metal rectangle. It was the size of a stick of gum, with notches in its sides. The metal was bright silver, but it also seemed to glow with an oily rainbow pattern beneath its surface.

Suza stared at the object. For some reason, it looked familiar.

“Finally got it,” Mr. Davis said, sounding relieved. Then, he leaned in close to her. “You have to take it to the diner,” he whispered.

Suza took the object. It was cool in her hand. She saw a set of five symbols etched in a line across it, like those ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics or something:
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Nervousness crept over her. This was familiar, but she wasn’t sure how. “What do I do with this?” she asked.

“Not sure ... You—you’re supposed to take it to the diner so that we can—” Suddenly Mr. Davis froze. He looked around like there was a bug buzzing around his head and then slapped three times at the skin right behind his left ear.

MacDougals barked fretfully.

“What are you—” Suza began, but then a stern, deep voice spoke up in her head:

NEVER MIND THAT, SUZA. NOW, HURRY ALONG. IT’S TIME TO GET TO SCHOOL.

Suza reached up and absently slapped at the area behind her left ear, as if a bug were bothering her, too. She shook her head. ... What had she been doing? Oh yeah, going to school. She looked up at Mr. Davis. “Did you just say something?” she asked.

Mr. Davis looked down at Suza like he didn’t even know her. “I— Did I?” He checked his watch. “Oh my. Come on, boy,” he said to MacDougals. “Time to go!” He hurried off down the street. MacDougals looked back at Suza with big, pleading eyes.

Suza watched them go, then realized she had something in her hand. She gazed down at the metal object. What was this thing? She felt like she’d seen it before, like it was important—

THAT’S NONSENSE, SUZA. IT’S JUST A PIECE OF TRASH. The firm voice washed across her brain like gentle surf, erasing the footprints of her strange thoughts.

Suza immediately flicked the metal piece into the nearby storm drain, where it clattered harmlessly out of sight.

VERY GOOD. NOW, GET TO SCHOOL.

Right. Suza pushed back her sand brown hair, except for one curl that always sprang free and in front of her eyes. She strapped on her helmet, slipped on her purple-framed sunglasses, and lunged forward on her bike.

Cold, sweet air caressed her face. In the distance, a train horn echoed.

The road curved steeply along the side of a forested hill. Suza hurtled along, wind roaring in her ears. To her left, the town of Juliette lay in its perfect grid pattern, on a flat, high desert plateau surrounded by hills of amber grass. A pale sun had just risen over the distant horizon. The rays skipped across the flat brick building tops, bathing the hills and lighting the distant, snowcapped peak of Mount Randall. To her right, the white cylindrical tower of the Foster Observatory stood like a castle atop a rocky ridge. The dome of the observatory was just finishing its final rotation, its curved steel roof sliding closed like a weary eyelid.

The road flattened out and she entered waking neighborhoods, street after street of one-story ranch houses just like hers. Up ahead, a circle of orange plastic fencing had been erected in the middle of the road. A large sign beside it read: “SLOW.” Inside the fencing, a manhole cover was open. As Suza swerved around the construction, a head popped up out of the manhole. It was a man wearing a yellow hard hat and an orange jumpsuit.

He’ll stare at me when I go by, Suza thought.

The man stared at her as she sped past. She didn’t get a clear look, but it seemed like he’d been wearing small, black sunglasses. Wasn’t that an odd thing to wear down in the dark?

NOT AT ALL, the voice assured her. TURN HERE TO GET TO SCHOOL.

Suza almost did, but then she remembered her plan to go to the diner. She continued straight ahead, the houses giving way to short brick buildings, until she reached the traffic light at Main Street. Pickups and Jeeps grumbled by, their bumpers gleaming in sideways sun, tailpipes spinning clouds of exhaust.

Suza locked her bike to a parking meter and started walking down Main Street. As she did, more strange predictions arrived in her head.

It won’t open for him, she thought as she passed a man dropping a quarter in the Juliette Chronicle box.

“Oh, come on!” the man shouted, tugging furiously at the handle.

I’ll bump into a fat lady in a yellow dress, Suza thought as she pulled open the glass door to the One Horse Diner—and immediately collided with a large woman who was just stepping out. Suza bounced back and looked up.

The woman glared at her over a giant travel mug. “Why don’t you—”

“I know. ‘Watch where I’m going, half-pint,’” Suza finished for her. She shook her head and stepped into the warm, bustling diner. She was greeted by the aroma of syrup, coffee, and bacon grease, and she felt a deep growl of hunger.

“Suze!” a voice called from behind the crowded counter. AJ was leaning through a narrow space between two customers. His white apron was already smudged with grease and ketchup and was currently dangling into an unsuspecting customer’s eggs Benedict. “How you doing, little lady?”

“Um.” Suza looked left and right. More predictions were coming. So many at once ... An old man was going to sip his coffee then cough sharply. And he did. A young woman was going to erupt with a gaudy laugh and accidentally spit a hunk of pancake onto the lady across from her. And she did. Woman in a cowboy hat leaving the bathroom ... Check.

“Earth to Suze,” AJ called. “Not awake yet, are ya?”

Actually, it felt like exactly the opposite. Suza felt too awake. Too aware. She turned back to AJ, her face blank. He’ll ask me ...

“You here for the AJ Special? Bacon and peanut butter on whole wheat?”

Suza started to shake. It was like she knew everything.

“What’s the matter?”

“You’re going to be out of peanut butter.”

“Nahh, we’ve got plenty of ...” AJ reached down into the cabinet below him, then looked at her in surprise. “Well, I’ll be darned ... I—” AJ’s eyes suddenly went wide. His voice lowered to a whisper. “Hey, where’s the— the thing? Did you bring it?”

“The—” Suza suddenly remembered the piece of metal. “Oh no ... I threw it away!”

AJ glanced around worriedly. “You were supposed to bring it, weren’t you?”

“I was?” But yes, of course she was. That was the plan. “I’ll go get it,” said Suza.

“Hurry,” said AJ.

Suza left the diner, running back up the street toward her bike. Understanding flooded through her. We need that piece of metal, because there’s something wrong with this morning. But, not just this morning. Every morning. And that piece of metal is a key to—

SUZA! the voice in her head thundered. YOU WILL COME TO SCHOOL NOW! CALMLY AND WITHOUT DELAY.

Suza stopped in her tracks. She slapped behind her ear. All of a sudden, she was calm again. Her breathing slowed. Just get to school, she thought. Right.

She grabbed her bike and rode slowly, arriving at school a few moments later. Buses were pulling up in a line, kids streaming off. Suza tossed her bike carelessly against the bike rack and walked straight through the double doors, down the hallway all decorated with pastel-colored murals of April flowers.

RIGHT THIS WAY, SUZA, the voice said approvingly.

She reached the office and walked inside, straight past the reception counter and directly into the principal’s office.

“Suza,” Principal Howard’s deep voice soothed. He sat reclined, filling the wide leather chair behind his dark wood desk, smiling kindly at her.

She started to think: His smile is fake and I have to get out of—

STAY RIGHT THERE, SUZA, the voice in her head commanded.

Beside Principal Howard stood another short man in an orange jumpsuit and yellow hard hat. He wore black boots and small, oval sunglasses that actually looked more like swimming goggles, except that they were pure black. He stepped toward her. Suza wanted to move, but she didn’t. She couldn’t.

“It happens, dear, now and then,” Principal Howard assured her. “But don’t worry. ...” The orange-suited man put his hand around her wrist. It felt neither cold nor warm. “We’ll make everything just like it was.”

Suza looked down, and as the first pulses of neon orange light began to spread from the man’s palm, that feeling of knowing the future overwhelmed her. “No, you can’t do it again!” she screamed. Principal Howard stopped smiling. “This is all happening over and over! You can’t! I won’t—”

But her voice faded as orange light washed over her.
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Juliette, AZ, April 25, 8:06 a.m.

A few minutes later, Suza walked out of the office. She headed straight to class, where she slid into her desk and sat at attention, eyes on Ms. Fells, her math teacher.

“Good morning, Suza,” said Ms. Fells, smiling sweetly. “Nice of you to join us. Do you have a note for your tardy arrival?”

“Huh?” Suza wondered what she was talking about. She glanced at the clock and found that she was eight minutes late. How had that happened? Sure, she’d popped into the office for a minute, but ... Why had she even gone there, in the first place?

“Suza?” Ms. Fells was now beside her. “It’s all right, you’re not in trouble.” Suza watched Ms. Fells reach down and pluck a small, yellow pass out of her hand. “Now,” Ms. Fells said, striding back to the front of the room, “let’s get started.”

Suza stared at her hand for another moment, then shrugged and began pulling her books out of her bag. What were they going to do in class today? She thought about it, but realized she had no idea.

After all, why would she?


PART ONE





JUST ANNOUNCED:

$25,000

AVAILABLE FOR

CREATIVE THINKERS!
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THE

GAVIN KELLER FOUNDATION

PROUDLY ANNOUNCES

THE FIRST ANNUAL

FELLOWSHIP FOR ALIEN DETECTION

OVERVIEW

The Gavin Keller Foundation is pleased to offer this unique fellowship award and field research experience to creative-thinking teens nationwide.

AWARD

Winners will receive a fully funded, two-week research fellowship grant, publication of their field study report in New Frontiers Mag-Zine*, and a $25,000 college scholarship annuity.

APPLICATION REQUIREMENTS

Applicants must submit a standard application and a detailed field study proposal, including:

a) A well-researched hypothesis supporting the idea of extraterrestrial visitation

b) A plan to research your theory in the field over a two-week period

BACKGROUND

Founded by Gavin Keller, a former NASA scientist and editor in chief of New Frontiers Mag-Zine, the Keller Foundation is dedicated to raising awareness of alternate narratives and credible scientific study in the fields of plausible phenomena and speculative forensics.

ACCREDITATION

The FAD is accredited by the NFUO (New Futures University Online) and endorsed by the CCN (Coalition for Crystology and Numerology), the NAP (National Academy of Phenomenonics), NHIP (Network of Highly Involved Parents), the RHSA (Rebel Home School Alliance), and over three other forward-thinking academic and parent associations.
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APPLICATION

FINAL DEADLINE:

APRIL 1st
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*New Frontiers Mag-Zine is America’s most popular online zine, devoted to illuminating our place in the cosmos as well as showcasing new culinary trends for the informed intergalactic palate.




Chapter 1

Greenhaven, CT, June 30, 2:14 p.m.

Haley Richards gazed at the writing prompt on the board:

“My summer will be ...”

“One more minute,” Ms. DeNetto announced. “Please finish up the sentence you’re on.”

Haley glanced around. Most of her classmates had written a couple of paragraphs and were now sitting back in the stuffy air, waiting for these last few minutes of the school year to tick by. She looked down at her own page and saw nothing but light blue lines on a vacant landscape of white. Normally, she was one of the best writers in her eighth grade class, but today she hadn’t written a thing. How could she? Haley had no idea what her summer would be. She knew what it was supposed to be; she’d had it all planned out in what everyone knew was very typical Haley fashion. But then, as everyone in class also knew, things hadn’t quite worked out. And now, not only was Haley’s summer a blank page, but it felt like her very future was unwritten.

“Okay, time’s up.” Ms. DeNetto walked to the front of the room. “And ...” she said dramatically, “it looks like we will have time for a few last readers to end the year.” A fluttering sound came from her hands. Ms. DeNetto was shuffling her Deck of Fates. Groans and sighs sounded from around the room.

Haley sat up, propelled by a rush of nervous energy in her gut. It was a feeling she knew all too well: a wriggling anxiety just below and behind her belly. She sometimes imagined that it was caused by a tiny creature, a parasite or maybe some kind of stomach gnome. The feeling had been with Haley her whole life, like an old friend, or maybe nemesis was more accurate, a little doubt demon riding shotgun inside her, questioning every move and pointing out every possible flaw.

She slapped her notebook closed. A playing card was taped to the front: eight of diamonds. Each kid had a card, and Ms. DeNetto had a matching deck. If she picked your card, you had to read aloud to the class. And while a blank page might get some of her classmates out of reading, Haley knew that if she got picked, Ms. DeNetto would just ask her to talk about her summer anyway.

If she had to, Haley could talk about it, but she didn’t want to. Didn’t want to deal with everyone’s judgment about what she wasn’t doing, and didn’t want to bother trying to justify what she actually was doing.

She glanced at the clock. 2:15. Fifteen more minutes. That was about five readers. Please don’t pick me, she begged the Fates. Really, it’s the least you could do.

Ms. DeNetto drew the first card from the deck. “Five of spades.”

Okay, one down. Little whispers of “Yes!” escaped around the room. Haley shared in that wave of relief, but only for a moment, because then she realized who had just been chosen. Madison Blake. Well played, Haley sneered to the smiling Fates. It looked like, as payment for not being called on, the Fates had decided to remind Haley of this summer’s failings.

“My summer will be ... a blooming garden of discovery,” Maddy began theatrically. Haley reached back and pulled off her hairband, letting her brown bangs fall in front of her eyes so that she wouldn’t be caught glaring. There were many things about Maddy that could inspire spite and jealousy: how she overenunciated t’s at the end of words and treated l’s like they were made of ornately blown g-llll-ass, the big fuzzy boots that she wore when it was even a degree below fifty, the unspeakable way that she’d dumped their classmate Beckett, and how calm and poised she always seemed to be, in all situations: fluster-free.

But worst of all was her plan for the summer.

“First, I’ll be planting fertile seeds of compassion at Habitat”—emphasis on t!—“for Humanity Camp. ...”

That wasn’t the part that bothered Haley, though it did sound fun.

“Then, I’ll spend two weeks pruning and shaping my lll–ove for theater at Junior Shakespearean Society.”

Not that part, either ...

“And then ...” Maddy added a dramatic pause and even seemed to spend an extra second on Haley as her gaze swept across the room. “The fruits of a long sunny summer will ripen at Thorny Mountain Music Camp.”

That part. Haley glanced over at her best friend, Abby Warren. Abby gave her a sympathetic shrug. Abby was also going to Thorny Mountain, which was up north in the Berkshires of Massachusetts. She and Maddy were the only two kids going from the whole school. Haley had applied, too, but she hadn’t gotten in. It was frustrating. Thorny Mountain was fun, and Haley was good at the flute. It made no sense! She’d been twice in previous years.

But not only did Maddy get the thing that Haley wanted, she was also about to have the kind of summer that Haley was supposed to have, that you needed to have. Maddy was one of those kids who knew, like Haley did, that the summer after eighth grade was no time for goofing around, being a kid, and having fun. No matter what fuzzy old Mr. Kendrick, the school guidance counselor, said, you only had to do the math to know that you were on the clock: four summers—that was all that was left between now and when college applications were due. And college was the big time. You weren’t just being compared to the little bubble of Greenhaven kids; it was going to be you against the whole wide world. You had to be prepared.

And grades weren’t enough. You had to have experiences. That’s why the Madison Blakes of the world had put together summers chock-full of high-protein college application goodness. And Haley had tried to do the same thing, only it hadn’t worked out.

Maddy finished and Ms. DeNetto shuffled the cards again. “Jack of hearts.”

Two down. The class was more vocal in their relief. Anders and Marco high-fived behind her.

But no, no! Haley couldn’t believe it. As if Madison Blake wasn’t bad enough, the next reader was Bradley Hong. Of all the people ... Haley felt a tingle of fizzy adrenaline reaching her fingertips. Her head felt spacey, like it was bobbing in the water. She cast an evil eye up at the gleeful Fates. This isn’t subtle at all, you know. Inside, the doubt demon squirmed with delight.

“My summer will probably be life changing,” Bradley began in his quiet, painfully shy way. He stood in his eternal hunch, black hair a mess, gazing at the floor as he spoke. Haley liked Bradley. He was sweet, and definitely who you wanted to be paired with for a research project, and it wasn’t his fault that what he was about to say might well make Haley barf.

“First I’ll be at Camp Nucleus at MIT. ...”

Not that.

“Then I’m, um, doing fencing camp.”

Or that.

“And then I go to New York for the Daily Times Junior Correspondent Fellowship.”

That. That was the one.

Above all else, it was Haley’s dream to be a journalist, and JCF was the coolest, the only summer journalism program worth attending, anywhere, ever. This was the first year that they were old enough to apply, and if you won, you got to go to New York City for two whole weeks and work at the Daily Times as an intern for a real, actual, in-no-way-not-amazing journalist. And sure, you would spend a lot of time doing grunt research or fetching coffee (which in itself sounded somehow amazing), but also, also, your famous journalist mentor was required to read and edit no less than one original article by you, which would then be published in the Times online edition at the end of the program.

Haley had spent many moments during classes and meals, not to mention the hours orbiting the rim of sleep, imagining herself at the JCF. She could picture her first day: cresting the stairs at Fifty-third and Lexington in the hot July sun and staring up at the steel-lined, modern facade of the Daily Times Building. She would breathe in the air, and it would smell like hot dogs, and in her lungs and beneath the arches of her sweaty feet and in the beats of her heart she would feel the certainty of knowing that she was exactly where she was supposed to be, doing exactly what she was supposed to be doing.

Each day of the fellowship, Haley would be ready, ears alert for when the quiet pearls of journalistic wisdom were dropped in her vicinity. She’d be prepared, too, just in case there was ever a murmur in the offices of a Garrett Conrad-Wayne sighting—yes, the Garrett Conrad-Wayne, he of the grizzled beard and the velvet prose and the dispatches from East Africa that did that thing where they spun you dizzy with beauty and heartbreak at the same time.

Because what if, just what and in addition if, Haley could get Mr. Conrad-Wayne to notice her, maybe by mentioning that she followed him on Facebook and just so happened to have read all of his articles? And what if he was like, cool, and then, what if someday, years later ...

A story would come through that he was too busy to take. ...

And he would remember that plucky Junior Correspondent. ...

And then it would be Haley, descending through turbulent tropical skies to a remote island village on the edge of the world, with sweat stains on linen shirt, weight of digital SLR on neck, stained-edge notebook on lap, sticking to knees.

Haley could picture it all, a big future in a big world, that started this summer ...

Happening to Bradley Hong! This was so wrong! Writing wasn’t even Bradley’s favorite subject! Though he was annoyingly good at it. But his real passion was physics! Physics!

Meanwhile, Ms. DeNetto had chosen the next card. “Two of clubs.”

Carl Powell sauntered up. At least he and Haley had no summer aspirations in common. While Carl read about basketball camp, working at the movie theater, and how there would be free popcorn for his boys, and a few lucky girls, if you knew what he meant (Haley never really knew what Carl meant), Haley just gazed out the window into the lazy June afternoon.

The air was faded tan, the fat green leaves of the maple trees swaying lazily in a hot, pollen-coated breeze. It was so June, so the-last-day-of-school, the world ripe with possibility, but ... Haley wasn’t going to New York this summer, or Thorny Mountain.

In fact, she’d be spending six of the eight weeks of vacation right here in Greenhaven with the Parks and Recreation Department, where she’d worked for the last three summers, and where life-changing opportunities included fishing trash and worse out of the filters at the town pool, planting flowers around town hall, and then pulling weeds and shoveling pet leavings and trying to keep those once-promising blossoms from wilting in the long, hot sun, day after day, running in place, time slipping by.

And yet ...

All that said, the summer wasn’t necessarily a total loss, because for those remaining two weeks of summer, there was something that Haley was doing. And when Haley could put aside her disappointment about the Times and Thorny Mountain, she was able to remember that this other thing was a big thing. Well, maybe. It might also be nothing. Haley didn’t know yet, and that was the main reason for her blank page.

It was also the reason why she didn’t want to get called on right now. It was one thing to go up in front of the class and talk about things like the JCF, or Thorny Mountain, or State Select Soccer or whatever because everybody knew what those things were, and they all sounded serious and legitimate. Haley’s other thing might well be amazing. It was potentially bigger than anything anyone else was doing, but the problem was, it didn’t sound like it from the description. In fact, it sounded kinda crazy. Haley knew this, and so she’d tried to keep it secret, but thanks to chatty parents and nosy teachers, there were no secrets in middle school.

She’d already heard the jokes, from kids like Kaz and Dawn and Carl. And she’d heard the rumblings from parents and from her relatives: What kind of summer opportunity focused on extraterrestrials? How could that at all be serious?

Yep, these were the joys of winning the Fellowship for Alien Detection. And yet, Haley knew that what she’d discovered, the theory that had led to her winning that fellowship, was actually very serious, mind-blowingly serious, at least, again ... maybe. She wouldn’t know until next week, when she got out on the road, and so, in the meantime, she just wanted to get out of this classroom without having to try to explain herself to a bunch of immature kids—

“Eight of diamonds.”

Unbelievable.

“Haley,” Ms. DeNetto said enthusiastically, probably thinking Haley would rescue the tone of the presentations after Carl’s popcorn giggle fest.

Haley sighed to the Fates. Fine. She slid out of her desk and started toward the front of the room.

“Haley, aren’t you forgetting your notebook?”

“No,” said Haley.

Some annoying classmates had already started snickering to one another.

Haley reached the front of the room and felt a sudden surge of nerves. She felt her T-shirt sticking to her back, her jeans sticking to her shins, and her glasses sliding down the bridge of her nose. There was a hot sensation on the back of her neck. She should have left her hair up! She tried to take a deep breath, but her lungs seemed to hit a wall.

What if they’re right? said the doubt demon. It might all be silly. It might all turn out to be nothing.

Quiet! she snapped. Then she took a deep breath. You can do this, she told herself. Forget about how the fellowship SOUNDS. Just tell them about the story.

Yes. The thought calmed her. The story she’d uncovered, the story that had won her the fellowship ...

Her classmates might be laughing now, but they wouldn’t be after Haley told them about the mystery of Suza Raines.


Chapter 2

Greenhaven, CT, June 30, 2:24 p.m.

Haley had uncovered the mystery of Suza Raines by accident.

But if you were to read Hunting the Story, the collected essays, musings, and cocktail recommendations of Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist Garrett Conrad-Wayne, or better yet, happened to own a dog-eared copy that you kept in your backpack at all times like Haley did, then you knew the truth was something different:

“Most people,” Haley could quote at any moment, using a mildly pompous British accent, “see the world as a presentation of events and moments, each of which is absolute. In other words, they perceive each thing as it is now and accept it for what it is. The journalist, on the other hand, sees the now and immediately peers through it, asking how and why each thing came to be. Instead of seeing merely what is, the journalist seeks to know what was, to understand why, and to dream of what could be.”

Here Haley would often insert a burly chest cough, from years of good scotch whiskey and bad cigarettes, and also to crack a smile from Abby, before continuing: “This awareness by the journalist is the Sixth Sense for Story. In most cases, the answers are quickly found by consulting our own learned knowledge or referencing the world around us for context, but in these other cases, when the questions cannot be immediately answered, the Sixth Sense tingles. And when it tingles, the journalist knows that somewhere behind the surface lies a story waiting to be uncovered, and the hunt is on.”

That was how it had begun for Haley, with a tingle in her mind, and this feeling just so happened to strike during some serious procrastination time on Facebook.

Thinking back on it now, it had been so random: Haley had been sitting around one evening, in the middle of January, enthusiastically avoiding a set of comprehension questions about I Am the Cheese. She’d been scrolling through the babble of status updates when she peeked down one of those random rabbit holes that can open up online.

First, an update had caught her eye from a mutual friend of hers and Abby’s, named Mia. Three photos appeared in a row on Mia’s wall. She was at a wedding. The first photo showed Mia with a microphone, her face beet red, hamming it up with two other girls doing karaoke. The second showed Mia standing in a group with the bride. And then in the third, she was by a sunny table of hors d’oeuvres, waving happily at the camera, with a big grin around a mouthful of food. Standing beside her at the table was a heavyset girl with a scowl and black-rimmed eyes and bright magenta hair.

And it was this inadvertently photographed girl that caught Haley’s attention. Unlike Mia, who wore a flower-printed dress, this girl was in jeans and a maroon T-shirt. She had lots of jelly bracelets on her wrists, and her bangs were held back with thick black barrettes. Kind of a weird look for a wedding, Haley had thought.

She’d then noticed the writing on the T-shirt. It read, “We Are the Missing.”

Haley maybe thought it was a band. So this was some typical emo chick whose parents were lazy and let her get away with too much, like going to a wedding without dressing up.

But ... there was something more, and now, it was hard to remember exactly what. Had it just been the T-shirt? Or had it also been the look in the girl’s eyes, which seemed more tragic than just pouty. ...

Maybe it had been that look. Haley ran her cursor over the girl, saw she’d been tagged, and clicked on her name: Stephanie Raines.

And that was just about the end of the line. Stephanie’s profile was locked off for friends only, so you couldn’t see anything.

However, there was one photo on her wall that had been made visible to everyone. It showed a smiling girl, leaning on her bike in a driveway. She wore oval glasses, and her face was covered with freckles. She looked maybe a little younger than Haley.

And the caption below it read: “Please help find my sister.”

And then there was a link: www.wearethemissing.net

It wasn’t a band name.

Haley slid over the photo. The girl leaning on the bike was tagged Suza Raines. Her profile was locked off, too. She was a happy-looking girl, someone who seemed down-to-earth and fun. She didn’t look like a runaway, not that Haley really knew what that would look like. And she wondered: What had happened to this girl?

And even at that point, it may still have been mostly about procrastination, but as Haley had opened a new browser tab to search for “We Are the Missing,” she’d felt the tingle growing. There was something here—she just knew it. And the feeling almost seemed dangerous. A voice in her head told her not to look any further, to go back to her schoolwork.

Maybe that voice knew how Haley could fixate on something that interested her, and that there was no time for this, not with homework and after-school newspaper club and flute lessons and, at the time, those unfortunate Irish-step-classes-that-shall-not-be-talked-about, and of course that essay Haley wanted to get a head start on for the JCF application. But Haley had not been able to fight her Sixth Sense.

The search results for We Are the Missing came up. It was a network of people claiming to have experienced alien visits. Their blogs and sites were full of wild claims, everything from having been taken aboard spaceships and turned briefly into animals, to accounts of being forced by near-maniacal extraterrestrials to go to drive-through windows and order hundreds of hamburgers, which they apparently had insatiable cravings for, and so on, but whatever these people claimed, the constant was that everyone reported experiencing missing time events—situations in which periods of time had passed that no one could account for—and some of them also claimed to have lost people: friends, family members, sisters ... like Suza.

And from there, Haley was gone. Homework, flute lessons, even that JCF essay, none of it stood a chance. Night after night, all winter and into spring, Haley had spent endless hours reading accounts of missing time and missing people, and all that research had led her to discover a pattern. Then, the advertisements on various websites led her to the Fellowship for Alien Detection, and finally, the theory she described in her application, based on the pattern she’d found, won her that fellowship, and ...

And ... it had done more than that. Because if Haley were really honest with herself, she would have to admit that the story of Suza Raines had consumed her so much so that she had totally rushed her applications to the JCF and Thorny Mountain and had barely gotten them in at all.

It was this story, this mystery that her Sixth Sense had been powerless to ignore, that had not only led to her winning the FAD, but also to missing out on those other opportunities.

Of course Haley had wanted to win them all, but, when compared to her discoveries about Suza Raines, those other opportunities felt ... safe. They were official, known, whereas the FAD was risky, wild. Its mysteries were uncharted, and it felt like it had the most potential for something Haley could only describe as “new map.” Worlds unseen, horizons unexplored ... the FAD had the potential to change the topography of her whole life. Getting that story assignment from Garrett Conrad-Wayne when she was in college? How about getting a huge story next week? And then who knew what the future might hold after that, what undiscovered worlds Haley might be able to get to. New map. That was the thing. And even if her theory ended up being bunk, there was still the road trip and its promise of sights, sounds, and country that she’d never seen. Everything about the FAD was literally over the horizon from the life she knew. And that was what Haley wanted more than anything.

But the price had been losing out on those other opportunities ... and having to stand in front of class and defend the FAD’s oddities, now.

“You didn’t write anything?” asked Ms. DeNetto, sounding perplexed.

“No.”

“Well, can you tell us what you’ll be doing anyway?”

Someone snickered. It was Kaz. She and Dawn and Carl were grinning at Haley now like hungry hyenas.

“Little green men,” Haley heard Dawn mumble to Kaz.

“Little green boyfriend,” Kaz replied. They both cracked up.

Haley wondered yet again at her classmates’ ability to think they were so old, and yet act so completely juvenile at the same time.

The doubt demon seized control again. They might be right, it said. How can there really be aliens out there? And if there are, how is some thirteen-year-old from Connecticut going to find them?

This was a good point. One that had tripped up Haley more than once. Generations of scientists, not to mention crazy RV-driving, ham radio–operating, aluminum-foil-helmet–wearing freaks, had come up empty in the search for evidence of extraterrestrials and UFOs.

But no. ... No, she told the doubt demon. None of them had what she had: an actual story. And so, no, she was not going to stand up here and be a joke. She was not going to give in to doubting herself, because she knew what she had. And in fact, she remembered now that she had her keys in her pocket, and on her key chain she had something that was better than a notebook essay. Oh yeah, she thought to herself, that’s what a real journalist would do. And so after one last check-in with Abby’s encouraging eyes, Haley went for it.

“Okay,” she said brightly. “So, I won something called the Fellowship for Alien Detection, and while most of you might think that sounds silly, you won’t after you hear my winning theory.”

She dug into her pocket, pulled out her keys, and held her thumb drive out toward Ms. DeNetto. “May I?” she asked.

“Oh, um, sure,” said Ms. DeNetto.

Haley slid the drive into a port on the computer at the front of the room. It was connected to the projector. She scrolled through and clicked on her files, stopping on a slide-show presentation called INTRODUCTION. She’d made it for when she was on her research trip, for introducing herself to interviewees, and on the off chance that she ended up being interviewed herself by any town officials or local media. This was actually the perfect opportunity to try it out and see if it worked.

On the white screen at the front of the room, a photo appeared. The mere presence of an image immediately quieted the class, and Haley felt a serious tone settle over the room. She wished she’d been able to squash the nerves and doubt demon earlier to think of this; it would have saved her so much anxious energy, but better late than never.

She paced in front of the photo. Her shadow was thrown at a high angle behind her.

“This is Suza Raines,” said Haley, sweeping a hand toward the girl on her bike. “Originally from Amber, Pennsylvania. Reported missing six months ago. She remains missing to this day, and there have been no leads in the case.” Haley let a beat pass. A paragraph change. She looked around. Even Kaz was suddenly staring forward.

“On the night of her disappearance,” said Haley, “fourteen people in Amber reported experiencing the effects of Missing Time, meaning they believed they had skipped over a period of time that they could not at all remember. Their accounts varied wildly, and none could be confirmed, but what matters is that they all had one answer in common. When asked how long they’d been missing, they all said the same thing: sixteen minutes. Well, all except for Suza, because she didn’t come back.”

Haley clicked to the next slide.

This one showed a map of the United States. Red dots were drawn all over it.

“Now, people report alien abductions all the time. With the internet, there are thousands of reported cases, many of them by weirdos with stories that make no sense. But here and there, as the red dots indicate, large groups of people within a town have reported this phenomenon of having lost sixteen minutes of time.”

Haley cued the next slide. Same map. Fewer dots.

“And in many of those same towns, at least one person has been reported missing at right around the same time, if not the same night, as the missing time event.”

Haley stopped and faced her class. Even the gum chewing had ceased. “So you might ask, how did these people know about this missing time, and why don’t they have any proof?” She clicked again, and the next slide showed a bulleted list that read:

• Disorientation

• EMP Loss

• Network Reconnect

“There are three reasons,” said Haley. “First, the people didn’t really understand what had happened at first. It took at least a minute or two for people to snap out of their trance and suspect what had happened. For some, they never even knew until they heard about it from someone else. Many people thought they’d just dozed off for a minute, as the event happened late at night, and so they just got on with their lives.

“Second, there is another interesting coincidence among these towns: They all experienced computer malfunctions and electric problems similar to an EMP burst—that’s an electromagnetic pulse. The power went out briefly and many hard drives, appliances, anything with a microchip were either damaged or wiped clean. Internet service was down until power was restored, and servers were reset.

“Third, cell phones, if they weren’t wiped out completely by the EMP effect, would have reset, and when they connected to the network, the time would have immediately updated.

“As a result, the only people with any actual evidence of this sixteen-minute time loss were the ones who happened to have an analog watch, or clock, anything mechanical that was frozen for the same amount of time that the people themselves were. And some of those people just shook their heads and reset their watches before they knew any better. Add that to the disorientation, the data loss, and”—Haley finished—“there’s very little proof that these things even happen. And, let’s be honest, reports of alien abduction and missing time sound a little crazy.”

“Then how do you know it’s even true?” asked Madison, with her best skeptic’s sneer.

Haley felt a little jolt. Time for the big reveal ... “Well, one thought I had was to look at town webcams for the abduction nights, since lots of towns have cameras to keep track of live weather and traffic and stuff. I wanted to see if, you know, UFOs showed up or something. The thing was, the data for those nights had been messed up by the EMP effect. But then it was while I was looking at this photo that I noticed something.”

Haley clicked to the next slide. It showed a photo of an old brick building with a tower in the center. On the tower was a clock.

“Here’s a webcam of the town hall in Gable, New Hampshire. Gable had wide reports of a missing time event back in March. This screenshot of the webcam is from two days after the reported incident, once they got things back up and running. But there’s something wrong with this picture. Anybody see what it is?”

Her classmates squinted. Abby raised her hand with wild enthusiasm.

“Yes, Ms. Warren?” Haley asked with a grin.

“The time is wrong!” said Abby.

“Right.” Haley stepped up to the photo and pointed. “The webcam is live. Here’s the time next to the date. See it? Six-forty p.m. But the town hall clock says ...”

“Six-twenty-four?” Carl asked as if telling time was new to him.

“Exactly,” said Haley. “Sixteen minutes off. That clock has since been corrected, but it got me thinking. Lots of town clocks are antiques, big, old, analog. And someone has to manually fix the time when it’s wrong. So I checked and found that Amber, the town where Suza went missing, had a webcam on its town green, too, and you could see the clock on the town hall. I called the town offices in Amber and asked to see their webcam footage. I said I was doing a story on the number of people using public spaces, and so I was going to count the number of people on their town green by the hour each day.”

“You lied?” asked Beckett, sounding shocked, or maybe amazed.

“Well,” said Haley, “kind of ...” She hadn’t thought of it as lying, but more like how Garrett Conrad-Wayne had put it: Stories are cunning and elusive, and often use people’s own fears and insecurities as camouflage. The journalist must not be afraid to do what is necessary to see through this dense foliage, to, if necessary, camouflage themselves and their intentions in order to get the information they need.

Haley liked that explanation better than lying, and like Wayne had said, it had been necessary.

“Anyway, so they sent me the files, and sure enough, right after the reported missing time and Suza Raines’s disappearance, the town clock was off. ...”

“Sixteen minutes?” said Beckett, on the edge of his seat.

Haley nodded with some theatrical flair of her own. “Sixteen minutes.” She flipped through a few more webcam photos
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