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  The Shenandoah Valley of Virginia lies between the Blue Ridge Mountains to the south/southeast and the Allegheny Mountains to the north/northwest. Ancient legend says that the name “Shenandoah” means “Daughter of the Stars.” The legend explains that the stars in the sky loved the valley so much they tossed their brightest jewels there to sparkle in the river and on the land.


  But what if the name “Daughter of the Stars” actually came from another, older, and scarier legend?


   



  Chapter 1


  The taxicab's headlights cut through the darkness of the country road, chasing away shadows like a dog after a rabbit. To the sides of the road, black trees stood still and watched.


  In the back seat of the cab, Danny Denison clutched a twenty-dollar bill in one hand and a paper bag of clothes in the other. His shoulder hurt; he'd fallen asleep on the bus from Charlottesville to Elkton, and had slumped down onto the arm rest. When he'd awakened at the bus stop, the nerve in his shoulder was pinched and sore. He would have taken some aspirin for the pain if he'd had any. But drugs, even regular old painkillers, weren't allowed at the Heller Children's Home unless prescribed by the Home's nurse, and so Danny didn't have any to bring with him when he ran away. He could have bought some at the bus station, but he needed the only money he had, the twenty dollars, to pay for a cab to drive him the distance from the station to his parents' house at the foot of the mountains.


  Danny took a deep, nervous breath.


  He was running away to his parents' house, and he didn't even know his parents. He hadn't seen them since he was four.


  Danny looked out the window as the dark trees rushed by.


  “We gettin’ close?" asked the cab driver. The man had tried several times to get Danny to talk, but each time the man asked a question, Danny had only given one-word answers. He didn't feel like chatting. His stomach ached almost as bad as his shoulder. What if his parents refused to see him? What if they yelled at him for coming and wouldn't let him in? They had given him up when he was little, but now that he was twelve, maybe they would want him back.


  They have to want me back, Danny thought. I’m going to make them take me back. And if they don’t, I don’t know what I’m going to do.


  “I'll tell you in a couple minutes where to stop," Danny said to the driver. "I don't want to go up the driveway. This is a surprise."


  “Surprise, huh?" said the driver. “You think you should be surprisin’ somebody this late at night? It's nearly midnight, you know. You might scare 'em.”


  “I won't scare them," said Danny. "They'll be happy to see me. They've missed me.”


  “How old are you?”


  “Old enough to take a bus and a cab ride home.”


  “If you say so. It’s your dime.


  I wish it were just a dime.


  The cab continued on, into the night.


  Glancing over the driver's shoulder, Danny could read the odometer. They had traveled three miles since the bus station. A woman who worked at the bus station snack bar had told Danny that the Denison farmhouse was about six miles north of Elkton. It was a big old white farmhouse on the right side of the road. The woman had given Danny a funny look when he'd asked where it was, but she had seemed too tired to care much.


  The driver coughed into his fist then put his hand back onto the steering wheel. Danny pulled his paper bag into his lap. He wondered what the houseparents at Heller Home would do when they found out he was gone. Oh, they would call up the police and have a search, that was sure. They would call up the foster homes he'd spent time in and ask if they'd seen him. They might put a picture in the Charlottesville newspaper, maybe on a milk carton or put an alert out on the Internet. But they would never think to call his real parents, because they didn't think Danny knew who his real parents were.


  A week ago, late at night when all the other boys in his cottage were asleep, Danny picked the lock of the Heller Home's main office building. He had gone into the file room and carefully opened the "D" drawer of a large green file box with a screwdriver. Flip, flip, flip through the files and there, stuck in between a lot of other folders, was one with his name on it.


  Danny Denison.


  He had sat down in the office, pulled up beside a window so the light of the moon would come through, and read about his life.


  He had been born to Danette and Ian Denison who lived north of Elkton, Virginia in the Shenandoah Valley. From the time he was a baby until he was four, he had spent all of his days at the home of some neighbors, the Lawsons, while his mother and father worked the long shift at a nearby turkey farm. And then, the day of his fourth birthday, Danette and Ian Denison gave custody of Danny to the state of Virginia, stating in writing that they were no longer able to give him a proper place to live, were unable to care for him, and he would be better off in another setting.


  "What a mistake," Danny had whispered as he sat in the dark office, reading his file. "I'm not better off. I'm worse.”


  Other papers in the file were records of the foster homes Danny had been in over the past seven years. None of them had worked out, because Danny knew that the people didn't really want him, they only wanted the money they were getting to keep him. And so he would fight with them and they would send him back to Heller Home.


  But at the Home he didn't fit in, either. Nothing was as bad as the bullying he faced from the kids there. Danny was the same age as the other boys in his cottage, but he was shorter and much thinner. He couldn't sink a basketball; he couldn't hit a ball with a bat and have it go anywhere but foul. The boys never chose Danny for teams in free time, and when the playground supervisor picked the teams, all the members groaned if Danny was put on their side. Some of the boys even beat him up behind the bushes, saying, “Don't cry for Danny Denison, he can't feel a thing.” And Danny didn't know what to do other than take it and never show he was hurt.


  Danny had sat in the dark office looking at his folder for almost an hour. He read every paper more than once, and when he got to the bottom of the stack and found a photo of his mother and father, he traced his finger on their faces and felt tears of anger, sadness, and confusion working their way to the corner of his eyes. He fought them back. He wouldn't cry. He wasn't weak. He was tough.


  And he was tough enough to run away and find his real parents and make them take him back.


  “Here,” he said to the driver.


  The driver lifted his foot from the gas pedal, and made a little sound in his throat as if he was confused. There was nothing visible here except the black ribbon of road going on before them, and the dense, night-shadowed woods to both sides. But the odometer had turned over nearly six miles.


  “Here, stop here,” Danny said again.


  The driver pulled to the side of the road. Danny popped open his door, handed the twenty dollars across the seat to the driver, and climbed out. Before he could push the door shut, the driver said, “The fare is only twelve dollars. I didn’t bring you that far.”


  “Okay.”


  The driver counted out eight dollars change and stuck it out through his open window. “You know, there ain't no houses close by. I don’t feel good leaving you here. You might get hurt.”


  "My house is just up the road about a tenth of a mile. I'll be fine."


  “And if you get hurt I’ll get sued.”


  There isn’t anybody to sue you, Danny thought. He said, "I'll be fine. I promise.” He pushed the door shut and stepped back on the gravel shoulder of the road. He hoped the driver would turn around and go back to town. For a minute, the cab just sat there, and the driver stared out the window at Danny. In the trees behind him, Danny could hear the crickets and cicadas sing their raspy May songs.


  “Okay, then, have it your way,” said the driver. He pulled the cab around in a tight circle and drove back the way he came.


  "Good," Danny said to himself. "One less thing to worry about. Now, it's only my parents."


  He tightened his hold on the paper bag and began to walk. It wasn't cold but he shivered. Maybe he didn't have any friends at Heller Home, and maybe he didn't get along with the foster families, but in just a few minutes he was going to be home with his real parents.


  They had to like him. He wasn’t a little kid anymore. He was bigger, older. He wouldn’t be a nuisance, if that was the reason they had sent him away. He would be really good.


  They had to want him.


  If not, he didn't know what he would do.


  "What am I going to say to them?" he wondered for the hundredth time.


  Around a curve in the road he hiked, and there, on top of a slope, was a large white farmhouse. At roadside stood a dented, rusted mailbox. Painted in red on the side of the box was "Denison. Box 270D.” This was it. His parents' house.


  My house.


  Danny stopped and stared. From this far away, in the light of the half-moon above, the large farmhouse looked cold and uninviting. It needed a good coat of paint. The front porch sagged a little, and a shutter on an upstairs window was missing.


  “You'd think with me gone they'd have enough money and time to fix up the place. It’s not like they had to buy me clothes or food or anything.” Danny said to himself. The thought cut his heart like a knife, hurting his heart. But he grit his teeth and walked on, quietly, up the graveled driveway.


  There was a single light on downstairs. Danny's parents were probably still up, reading or watching television. At least, that was what his many foster parents did late at night. Maybe his father was going over a bank statement. Maybe his mother was feeding a cat or folding towels or listening to the radio.


  Danny stepped quietly up the steps of the sagging porch. His pulse picked up. What if they ordered him away?


  But what if they welcomed him in and were glad to see him after all this time?


  No matter what they did, he wasn't going back to Heller Home.


  Taking a deep breath, Danny knocked on the wooden door. He listened, tilting his head forward. He heard nothing. He knocked again. Again, there was no sound from inside the house. He wondered if his parents had fallen asleep in the living room.


  “Okay, I'm really going to let them hear me,” he said. He swung his foot against the door. It slammed with a loud crack that anyone anywhere in the house would have to hear. Danny turned his head and listened for footsteps. There were none.


  “Just great," he said. His stomach fluttered. It would be easier if he could just go inside and get it all over with. He put the bag on the doormat and walked over to the window where the light was. He looked in through the thin curtains. He saw a fireplace, a worn sofa, and a wooden table. His parents weren't in there. They were either asleep upstairs or gone.


  He studied the living room. There was a bright red, blue, and green rug on the floor. The woven patterns looked like an ancient Native American design. On the mantle over the fireplace was a set of candlesticks and three small statues. One was a dancing boy playing some sort of drum. Another was a man with huge eyes and a tiny torch. The third was a woman in a flowing white gown, her arms held out, her smile wide, toothy, and frightening.


  Danny shivered. “I guess they like to collect weird things. Miss Perry at Heller Home collects thimbles. That’s weird, too.”


  He went back to the front door. He would just let himself in, and hope his parents didn't think he was a burglar and shoot him.


  He rattled the doorknob. It was locked.


  He picked up his paper bag and walked down the porch steps. He cut through the boxwood hedges and along the dirt path to the back of the house. There, he tried another door. It, too, was locked. He peeked in. It was a kitchen, but it was dark and empty.


  "Now what?" he asked aloud.


  He looked all around him. He could see the outline of a barn just beyond the wire fence, and the field that stretched behind it. Beside the barn was the shape of an old car, covered with a tarp. The tarp was covered with layers of dead leaves. Clearly, it was rarely if ever used. Beyond the field and barn were the woods and the dark wall of the Blue Ridge Mountains that rose to the star-filled sky. This area where his parents lived, the Shenandoah Valley, was a long valley, indeed. The day after sneaking into the office and looking at his file, Danny had gone to the school library and done some research. The name Shenandoah was said to be an Indian name meaning "Daughter of the Stars.” There were no more Native American tribes in the area, but Danny wondered if those who had lived, hunted, and farmed there more than 2,000 years ago had ever sent their kids off to live in some Home somewhere else.


  He knew they never did.


  "Now what?" he asked again. There was no answer from anywhere, only the sounds of the crickets in the nearby hedges and owl cries from the woods at the back of the field.


  The only other choice was to spend the night in the barn. With a little luck, there would be some hay or straw on which he could rest. He had a sweatshirt in his paper bag. He could ball that up for a pillow. There were two pairs of jeans in the bag, too, and he could lie on them so the bale so it wouldn't be so itchy.


  The barn door was hard to open. The metal strip on which the door slid was rusted. With several hard tugs, Danny finally got it open enough to squeeze through. Once in, he put his bag down on the floor and squinted his eyes, trying to adjust to the darkness. He carefully felt his way along the wall until he came to a row of shelves. There, his fingers discovered crusted paint buckets and brushes, oily rags, and old plastic bottles. Then his hand came down on a cobweb-covered flashlight. He picked it up and whispered, “Oh, please work.”


  With a flick, the flashlight came on.


  Danny sighed with relief. Those long-lasting bunny batteries really did what the commercial said they did. He took the bag and flashlight to the nearest bale, kicked off his shoes, and made himself a fairly comfortable bed. As he lay down on the straw and shined the light at the wooden beams far overhead, he wondered if animals had ever lived in this barn. Had his family ever owned horses or cows?


  “I wish I could remember," he said softly, and then he felt the calm tug of sleep on his mind.


  It wasn't the sound of a rooster or the rays of the sun that woke Danny up. It was the sound of voices and the rustling sounds of movement through tall grass.


  Danny sat up quickly. He rubbed his eyes and squinted at the barn door. It was still dark, but there was a blue tint to the air, meaning morning was on its way. He'd been asleep for a few hours at least.


  Quietly, Danny slipped into his shoes without tying them, and crept to the barn door. He looked out. The moon was
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