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    The Mysterious Signal

    
    
  
  Summer in Everwood started slow. The heat built by noon, flattening the landscape and turning the horizon into a shimmering line of blurred gold. Year after year, the townsfolk swore that nothing ever happened here—no concerts, no late-night movie premieres, not even a midnight diner open past ten. Elara Grayson had wandered these streets for a year now, ever since the move from the city after her parents’ divorce, but the dusty sidewalks and silent nights still felt foreign to her, like she was drifting outside of her own life.

Elara lay sprawled in the grass behind her house, using the scratchy woolen blanket her grandfather had brought from Wales decades ago. The evening air shimmered with the scent of cut grass and honeysuckle. Her trusty binoculars—a battered pair rescued from the attic—waited at her side. She nudged them now and again, watching for foxes or deer or anything to break the monotony.

Above her, the sky darkened. The deep plum of dusk started to blot out the thin clouds. It was her favorite time: the rest of her family inside, the world holding its breath, and the first hint of stars scattered overhead. Tonight, Elara was determined to catch something rare, or at least convince herself there was more than emptiness up there.

She counted stars—Venus, Altair, Deneb—traced constellations with her fingertip. The wind rustled the treetops with a secretive hush. Somewhere down the street, a dog barked and fell silent.

She almost missed it at first: a flicker at the edge of vision, quick and silvery. Elara blinked, heart picking up. She raised her binoculars—a flash flared high above the pines. Not like a plane. Not like anything she’d ever seen.

It zipped left, then hovered, just long enough for her to catch its shape: not a dot or a streak, but an odd, burning teardrop. It shimmered with cold greenish light and, suddenly, darted so fast it seemed to vanish, swallowed by the stars.

Elara lowered the binoculars, her breath fogging the glass. “No way,” she whispered, almost grinning. A spike of excitement stabbed through her—something had happened. It was probably nothing, probably a trick of the light, but for once, it was hers to discover.

Only the crickets answered. Still, she lingered, straining for movement, but the sky offered nothing more.

Back inside, the kitchen hummed with ordinary life: the clatter of dishes, the television’s glow, her mother reading in her armchair. Elara’s own room waited upstairs—posters of swirling galaxies and moons, stacks of books, her old ham radio perched by the window. Grandpa’s radio. She’d fixed it up a month ago, odd wires and all, listening in mostly to static and the occasional trucker chatting about interstate weather.

She flopped into her chair and flicked the radio’s dials, feeling the comforting click as static filled her headphones. It was ridiculous, but part of her wanted to believe she’d pick up something from that light—a transmission, a code, a sign.

For nearly an hour, there was only white noise. She spun the dial, eyes growing heavy.

Then—

A click. A hiss. A voice, warped, squashed, fragmentary:

"...qrrrz—nger!…help…qzrrk...not safe—"

Elara jerked upright, hands trembling on the dial. She mashed the headphones into her ears, heart pounding. It was like nothing she’d ever heard—panic, garbled and faint, as if the speaker had rushed into the room before the door slammed behind them.

"Repeat?" Elara whispered. "Is anyone there?"

But the radio spat only a high-pitched whine. Then, soft enough to make her doubt—

"Help...lost...danger...can you...hear me?"

The signal broke into static.

She grabbed her notebook, scribbling down every fragment she could remember, hands shaking so much the pen looped wild.

Elara’s skin prickled with an electric thrill. She forced a deep breath, looked at the radio, then at the sky outside her window. Could it be a prank? Her mind raced with logical explanations—CB chatter distorted by weather, a lost hiker, maybe a ham operator fooling around. But in her gut, sharp and insistent, was the certainty that these words were meant for her.

She pressed the transmit button—her voice faltered for a split second, but she steadied. "To whoever is out there, I hear you. Please say again. Are you in danger? Are you nearby? Over."

No reply. But now every muscle in her body thrummed with possibility. Everwood wasn’t empty tonight. Something had happened. Someone, or something, was reaching out.

Sleep was impossible. She turned the words over and over in her head, replaying the flashes of light, the desperate signal. For once, the space in her chest where loneliness lived felt buoyed by a new sense of purpose. She set her alarm for dawn, leaving the radio on, notebook open to a page full of scrawled, hopeful questions.

What did the message mean? Was the light connected?

Outside, the rest of Everwood lay silent—still and, for the first time in a long while, not quite ordinary anymore.



  
    Under the Pines

    
    
  
  Elara’s alarm screeched at 5:23 AM, slicing through dreams of static and green fire. She scrambled for her notebook, nearly sending pens flying.

The radio had been quiet for hours, but her resolve hadn’t dulled in the least. The sunlight edged her curtains gold. She crafted a carefully worded text to Riley, the kind that took fifteen drafts: ‘Need you. My place, backyard. Weird science emergency. Bring that signal thingy from your uncle’s kit. Will explain. Urgent!’

It only took ten minutes before sneakers crunched up the back steps. Elara burst from her room, nearly colliding with Riley: cinnamon-brown hair stuffed under a battered ballcap, messenger bag bumping her hip, face bleary but curious.

“What’s so urgent? You realize it’s barely sunrise, right?” Riley mumbled, adjusting her glasses as Elara dragged her toward the radio perch by the window.

“Just—listen, okay? I saw something in the sky. Last night. Not a plane. Something else.”

“A meteor?”

“Not even close.” Elara shoved the notebook forward. “‘Received this after,’” she said, replaying the scraps of transmission: danger, help, lost. The words crackled in the silent room.

Riley’s eyes widened with every word. “You recorded this?”

“No, just wrote it down. My hands were shaking so bad…”

There was a long pause in which Riley stared at Elara’s scrawls, her thumb worrying the edge of the page. “Look, it sounds weird. Like, out-there weird. Could be interference? But you’re not making this up.”

A faint smile twitched at Elara’s lips. “If it’s nothing, we’ll laugh. But what if it’s not?”

Riley pulled out a battered plastic device loaded with switches and antennas. “Signal tracer.” She grinned. “For emergencies, or, you know, hunting for pirate FM at three a.m.”

Elara’s heart gave a little leap. “Let’s go check the woods behind Granger’s farm. That’s where the light faded. Maybe there’s a clue. Please, Ri?”

Riley hesitated once more, but her resistance finally cracked, curiosity winning out. “Okay. But if we get ticks, or chased by raccoons, I’m holding you fully responsible.”



They set out with the sun barely up, cutting through dew-wet grass that soaked their sneakers. The edge of the Everwood forest loomed, bristling with shadow and the faint green scent of sap and pine. Only birds and one determined squirrel watched as Elara and Riley ducked through a gap in the barbed fence, careful not to snag their jeans.

Riley’s signal tracer swept left and right; a tiny red LED blinked. “Picking up something—not local police, not AM/FM either. That’s…odd.”

Elara’s pulse thrummed. “It’s real. I swear, it’s not just my overactive brain.”

They followed the device’s faint beeps, deeper among trunks splashed with golden sunlight, ducking under tangled branches and spider silk. Fallen pine needles muffled their footfalls. Something strange hummed under their nerves, as if the stillness was holding its breath.

About twenty minutes into the woods, Riley halted. “Here.” She pointed. A neat ring of pressed grass showed where something heavy—or someone—had rested. Nearby, the soil held the imprints of feet: not boots, not even shoes. The shapes were long, with narrow toes and a splayed, three-pronged heel, as if made by a large bird, but far too heavy.

“Woah.” Elara crouched, sketching the footprint in her notebook. “Birds don’t make prints like these.”

“And birds don’t leave behind…” Riley trailed off, pointing to a lump in the moss. They drew near: a metallic, beetle-shaped object, faintly humming with blue light, half-sunk in mud. It was the size of a hockey puck with strange etched lines, like circuitry or unfamiliar writing.

“Don’t touch it!” Riley hissed, but Elara was already glancing at it from every angle.

A twig snapped nearby. Both girls froze.

The sound didn’t come from an animal. Heavy, measured, human steps crunched between trunks. The girls pressed themselves flat behind a fallen log, not daring to breathe.

A tall shape strode into the clearing. Elara risked a peek: a man with graying hair and a nondescript windbreaker moved in slow arcs, scanning the ground with a handheld detector. His eyes never left the grass. From his pocket dangled an official-looking badge—too distant to read.

Elara clutched Riley’s sleeve, heart pounding. The man knelt by one of the footprints, taking pictures and muttering into a radio. The signal tracer in Riley’s grip twitched, catching a signal that fizzed, alien and coded.

For a minute he circled, oblivious to the two girls lying motionless a dozen yards away. Then, satisfied, he moved off toward a narrow path through the trees, fading into the dappled green gloom.

“Let’s go, now,” Riley whispered, pulling Elara to her feet. They crept backward, careful not to disturb the leaves. Only when the man was long out of earshot did they permit themselves to move. Riley tucked the beetle-shaped device into a plastic sandwich bag and shoved it deep in her bag.

Only when they broke into a jog, then a run back toward the field and the shining safety of morning, did Elara exhale.

“That wasn’t a park ranger,” Riley panted.

“He saw the prints too.”

They paused at the fence, lungs burning with exhilaration and fear.

Riley fished the metallic object out slowly, eyes wide. “We’re way past prank calls and ghost stories.”

Elara fingered the torn page in her notebook—sketches, scrambled radio calls, a scrawled note: Not alone. They’re searching too.

But as the sun burned away the mist, she was sure of it now. The secret belonged to them, at least for a moment longer. They still didn’t know what the message really meant, or who else was listening, but they had proof—evidence in their hands and adrenaline in their veins.

“We need answers,” Elara whispered, voice trembling with hope and fear. “And we can’t let anyone find out what we have—at least, not yet.”

Riley nodded, her usual reserve a sheet of iron now. “Then let’s figure it out. Together.”

And, with the metallic object glowing faintly in Riley’s grip, they slipped back through the fence, the sun at their backs, into the new day and whatever mystery waited next.



  
    A Friend from the Stars

    
    
  
  The morning after their narrow escape from the woods, the only thing stronger than Elara’s fear was her certainty: they’d stumbled into something vast and secret, their quiet town now heavy with possibilities.

The metallic object—cold, almost humming—sat on Elara’s desk, glowing faintly beneath a paperweight. Riley lounged nearby, fingers drumming on her phone, both of them wordless, jittery. Sun cut through the curtains in shafts. Even from inside, Elara couldn’t stop imagining eyes in the trees—or that strange man, hunting what they’d found.

Her phone vibrated. Riley jumped. “It’s just Ma checking if I want pancakes.”

Neither of them had touched breakfast. They wolfed down granola and milk, then slung their backpacks low, bundled the alien device in a pillowcase, and trudged toward the edge of Granger’s field.

No words passed between them until pines swallowed the world again.



They hurried down the narrow game trail, thickets still damp with dew. Elara led, senses pricked for any crunch of footsteps. Halfway to the clearing, she stopped—soundless but for woodpeckers and a far-off train.

“Do you think he’ll come back?” she whispered.

Riley tugged the brim of her cap. “If he’s looking for what we have, maybe he already knows where it is.”

Elara’s hand went unconsciously to the pillowcase.

They crept on, hearts ticking louder with each step.

The clearing waited, sun-dappled and empty—at first. Then, near where the strange footprints had pressed the dirt, something shifted—a flicker of blue-green shimmer, almost invisible in the sun.

Riley squinted, nerves sharp. “Did you see—?”

Before she could finish, a shape began to materialize—like glass clouding into form. From the air itself, something emerged: small and fragile, with an iridescent sheen to its skin that reminded Elara of butterfly wings. Not tall, barely as big as a child, but shockingly not human.

Limbs just a bit too long, skin smooth as moss, eyes enormous and black-lidded. The head was slightly elongated, waves of lavender and teal shifting beneath the surface. Elara’s mouth went dry.

For a second, no one moved. Then the being flinched, recoiling, arms drawn defensively across her chest. She—because the shape suggested a she—was trembling, as if holding herself together under unbearable strain.

Elara felt the air grow thick. Instinct screamed run, but curiosity pinned her. She made herself speak, slow and soft. “We… won’t hurt you.”

The alien’s lips parted. The sound that followed wasn’t speech, exactly—just a shimmer of harmonics, like whale song echoing in a tunnel. But there was something else: a pressure against Elara’s thoughts, gentle and searching, like a light touch on her mind.

In her head bloomed a feeling—not words, but meaning: scared-alone-lost-help.

Riley’s hand found Elara’s sleeve, knuckles white. “You’re… Are you in trouble?” Riley gasped, almost as if the question had been pulled from her.

The being nodded, voice chiming, sorrowful. Her hands hovered in the air, fingers forming shapes that seemed almost like sign language. One moment, she tapped her heart; the next, she flicked a finger toward the sky.

Elara took a rattling breath. “We… heard your signal. On the radio. Was that you?”

The shimmer quieted. Very gently, the being reached out—not touching, but inviting. Elara held out the pillowcase, sliding the metallic object into the grass.

The alien’s eyes widened. She lifted the device with trembling hands. There was a noise—a tiny whirr—and both girls felt a flush of gratitude.

Riley voiced what Elara couldn’t. “You need this? What for?”

A fierce hope flared across the being’s face. She pressed the object to her chest, then mimed a crash, hand spinning wildly, her other hand forming a rough circle—like a planet, or the world.

Again, meaning rippled through Elara’s mind: crash-landed-damaged-can’t-fix-need-help. She pointed skyward, then at the device, then at herself, lips moving uncertainly. At last she managed: “Yiri. My name.”

Elara’s voice shook. “I’m Elara. This is Riley.”

Yiri offered a wavering, hopeful smile—small, but real. “Yiri,” she echoed, the word stilted and musical.

Elara’s mind tumbled with questions—how, why, what now—but Yiri’s next motion was desperate. She motioned deeper into the woods, then pointed to the device again, shaking her head. Clearly, it wasn’t enough.

Riley understood. “You need more pieces,” she murmured, nodding.

Yiri moved her hands swiftly: counting off on three fingers, then pressing a hand to her wrist to mimic a watch—time running out. Behind her, she gestured to the trees, drawing a quick shape in the air: a rectangle, then she lowered her head in fear. The girls didn’t need translation.

“He’s after you too,” Elara breathed. She didn’t say the word: government, but they both saw Mr. Fenwick’s shadow in the glade, stalking closer.

Riley bit her lip, resolve hardening. “We can help. We know these woods better than anyone.”

Yiri’s luminous eyes filled with relief and worry, war with hope. She mimed secrecy: finger to lips, then a hand covering the glowing object. Elara nodded, tucking the device into her jacket.

A stiff wind soughed through the pines. Birdsong startled—a sudden hush. Elara’s chest tightened. “We need to move. If they’re searching, staying here’s too risky.”

Careful as a breeze, Yiri drifted to the tree line, melting momentarily into the trunk’s shadow. She beckoned. Elara and Riley followed, boots crunching, hearts ricocheting. The world shrank to a conspiracy of three.

As they pushed deeper, Yiri paused, struggling to stay solid. She was weakening, or maybe scared. Elara impulsively reached out—a touch, so gentle. Yiri trembled, then straightened, brave for their sake.

They skirted patches of dappled sunlight, Yiri occasionally pausing to trace unreadable glyphs on bark or feel the vibrations in the moss. Suddenly she dropped to one knee, hand brushing the ground—listening, Elara realized, for something lost.

A new pressure entered Elara’s mind, softer—warmth, trust, worry for home.

Riley crouched, voice hushed. “What’s out there? What’s your planet?”

Yiri closed her eyes. In the earth with her fingertip she drew a cluster of seven stars, then beneath them, a little swirl. Then she tapped her chest again. Home—distance—loss.

For a long moment, the three sat in a circle there, every fear and promise tangled up in silence. At last, Yiri opened her fingers, showing them a patchwork of silvery leaves, beads of liquid light, and a single sliver of crystal: all parts that meant nothing to Elara or Riley, but were precious to Yiri.

“We’ll find what you need,” Elara promised. “But we have to be fast. That man—he’s looking, and if he finds you—”

Yiri looked at each of them in turn, then nodded gravely. She pressed the metallic device into Elara’s hands once more, and for a second, the device glowed, brighter than before.

Elara swallowed, adrenaline and something like awe flushing through her. “You’re not alone now,” she said, feeling that truth settle over her heart. “We have you. We’ll help.”

In the hush of that clearing, with a friend from the stars among them, summer in Everwood had rewritten its rules. The world was bigger and scarier and more wondrous than either girl had dared imagine.

They rose as one, following Yiri’s cautious lead into the deep, green dark—each step a promise, each breath a secret, as the race against discovery began.



  
    Race Against Time

    
    
  
  The forest thickened around them as Yiri led the way, her translucent skin shimmering between bars of sunlight. Elara’s breath was shallow—part nerves, part awe. It was as if the summer, which had always stretched empty and endless before, had been crumpled and rewritten. Now every second was precious, every sound woven with meaning.

Riley darted glances over her shoulder, holding the pillowcase close with the glowing device inside. The woods felt different with Yiri beside them—not just less lonely, but alive, pulsing. When the alien tripped over a root, Elara instinctively reached to steady her. A flash of feelings rushed past Elara’s mind—gratitude, anxiety, and a twist of homesickness so acute she nearly stumbled herself.

Once safely under a tangle of oaks, the three huddled close, knees pressed to moss. Yiri drew in the dirt the strange seven-star cluster, a daily reminder that for her, hope had always meant looking up. In the hush, Elara offered her canteen. Yiri sipped timidly, then mimed with spidery fingers: need-pieces, time-running-short. Elara nodded. “Show us—where?”

Yiri considered, then pointed: northwest, then back toward the southern edge. Elara consulted the map in her mind—the water plant, the old Grayson barn. Spots outsiders would overlook. “The old plant first,” she whispered. “It’s closest, and nobody’s ever there.”

Riley frowned, brow knit with that particular logic reserved for computer code and clandestine adventure. “Won’t they check there? The agent?”

“We know the shortcuts.” Elara inhaled, emboldened. “C’mon. This way.”



The journey started slow. Elara and Riley wove Yiri safely between brambles and old logs, crisscrossing deer paths. Here and there, Elara filled the silence with stories—ones she’d never voiced aloud, not even to Riley. She pointed out the tree where she used to bury old radios, and Riley followed up with a tale about hacking the school’s speaker system to play the Stranger Things theme during morning announcements.

Yiri’s eyes grew larger, shining as she followed. Though her voice was a cascade of chimes and modulated hums, emotion bled through. Sometimes a faint word cracked through: “Alone,” “friend,” “safe?”

When they paused, Riley found a stick and drew a wobbly schematic in the dirt—a cartoonish ship, ringed with cartoon stars. She laughed. “Not exactly NASA, huh?” Elara nudged her and they cackled, the sound foreign but welcome.

A cautious hope grew among them, even as the shadows lengthened.



The old water treatment plant sat on the edge of a low hill. Chain-link fencing circled cracked concrete basins, and the main building’s roof was a patchwork of moss and warped tin. Elara glanced both ways before leading them to a loose panel, pried open by years of mischievous kids seeking a private refuge.

Inside, the air was cooler. Shafts of light filtered through high, grimy windows, illuminating graffiti and dust motes suspended like memories. Yiri’s posture stiffened—she could sense something nearby. She pressed her open palm to the wall, humming low. That peculiar pulse bulged in Elara’s head: here-here-close.

Riley’s signal tracer whined faintly, red light blinking. “North end?”

They tiptoed down the rusted metal walkway, hearts thumping. At the far end near a corroded tank, Yiri abruptly halted, pointing at a slim crack where weeds pressed through concrete. Elara knelt, pried apart the chunked rust. Inside, something glittered: a fractured rod, thin as a knitting needle and flickering with blue light. She handed it to Yiri, who exhaled a series of trills—relief, joy, urgency.

“Okay, got it,” Riley whispered. “Let’s—”

Suddenly, a shout echoed outside: “Sweep over here! Check every building!”

Elara’s heart stopped. Her eyes met Riley’s: the agent and his team—already closing in.

Without a word, Riley took the lead, motioning to a hatch barely visible in the corner. Years ago, they’d discovered a service tunnel beneath the plant. If they could squeeze through…

“Go!” Elara hissed.

They poured through the hatch, the echoing clang masked by Yiri’s haste. They belly-crawled into the dark, jagged concrete scraping knees and shins. Boots pounded above—doors banged; voices barked orders. Elara’s lungs burned, but she dared not breathe heavy. Yiri’s glowing parts cast barely enough light. The tunnel angled down, frigid and rank. Spiders scattered in the pale blue glow. At one point, Riley choked back a cry—her backpack snagged on jagged metal—but Elara yanked her free and urged her on.

Boots scraped millimeters overhead. Flashlights slashed dust through a grate. One beam paused—just above their heads.

Elara held her breath as a drip of water plunked beside her ear. It took all of her focus not to flinch. The agent’s voice reverberated, close enough to make every hair on her arm bristle. “You two, sweep these tunnels. Now.”

But a distant bang—an outbuilding’s door—distracted them. The beam shifted. Silence fell. Elara exhaled, clutching the metallic rod tight, sweat slicking her brow. Yiri pressed close, waves of relief and anxiety radiating from her in trembling bursts.

It took another five tense minutes for them to squeeze out a sewage grating a block away.

They collapsed in a patch of weeds, gasping, mud-streaked and wild-eyed.



They moved quickly after that, slipping behind the hardware store (“Cut through the alley!” Riley hissed) and snatching short breaths in the shadow of the bakery, where the smell of rising bread did little to calm Elara’s nerves. In the small town, everyone knew everyone, which meant every sidelong glance could be an informant, every slammed car door a potential threat.

Riley checked the signal tracer again. “Second piece—barn.”

“That’s home turf,” Elara grinned, attempting bravado—but it wobbled at the edges. Still, the unspoken trust between them grew heavier, more urgent.

Crossing the empty road, they crept into the long grass by the old Grayson barn. The outer walls leaned, years of wind and weather tearing at the red paint. Elara’s hands shook as she pried open the side door—carefully, quietly. Inside, slants of late-afternoon light picked out ragged hay bales and dust.

Yiri’s glow pulsed brighter as she stepped forward, as if she could sense her part calling out. At the far end, in a heap of splintered boards, a wedge of metal sparkled. Yiri darted ahead, grasped it—a sinuous band, flexible and cool, inscribed with indents like constellations. As she picked it up, the lights running down her arms flared—a gratitude as deep as homesickness itself.

That’s when Riley’s breath caught. She tipped forward, landing hard on a forgotten rake. The metal clanged. Elara cursed.

Voices outside—deeper, closer. Boots in the gravel.

“They’re here!” Riley hissed.

The rear door. Elara yanked it open. They sprinted for the back hedgerow, Yiri remarkably fast once fear took hold. Riley barely kept up, her lungs burning. Voices barked from behind—“Stop!”—but the trio plunged through weeds and tumbled over a drainage ditch.

Somehow, miraculously, they made the tree line, lungs aching, hearts shuddering. They did not stop until the town faded soft behind them, only the hush of pines and the shrill rasp of crickets in their ears.



Finally, they paused beneath an ancient maple well beyond sight of the road. The three sat in a loose triangle, clutching knees to chests, eyes shimmering with exhaustion and panic.

Riley’s composure broke. She hugged her knees, face crumpling. “I—I can’t believe how close that was,” she whispered, voice thick. “I thought we’d be caught. I thought they’d take you, Yiri—or us.”

Elara put an arm around her, but Riley shook her head, blunt. “You’re always chasing the next big thing, Elara. I’m scared. I know this is amazing, and Yiri needs us and all, but…” Her hand knotted in the dirt. “What if I can’t keep up? What if you don’t need me when this is over—when you’ve got a taste for all of this?”

For a heartbeat, Elara wanted to argue, to tell Riley this was crazy, but honesty stilled her. “I do chase things. Not because I want to leave you behind. I want you with me. Everything is brighter with you here. I’m… braver with you.”

Yiri watched, head cocked in trembling curiosity. Slowly, bravely, she reached for both girls’ shoulders, her touch feather-gentle—a reassurance that flickered through emotion itself: comfort, togetherness, a promise made of warmth. Elara could sense her apology for bringing this danger and her gratitude—it pulsed through her, strong and sad.

Riley wiped her eyes, snorting a laugh. “This is the weirdest, best summer ever. And the scariest.”

Elara smiled, squeezing her hand. “We have each other. That’s the part I’m never letting go of.”

They sat for a moment in the golden light, bruised and exhilarated, clutching the precious pieces—now only one more left to find, and all of Everwood closing in around them. But in that hush, the distance from planet to planet seemed less impossible, the risk less lonely. For the first time, they weren’t afraid to hope.



  
    The Night of Departure

    
    
  
  The edge of summer pressed close, impossibly tense with anticipation. Sunlight had burned itself away, leaving Everwood under a patchwork sky, cool and endless. In the woods beyond Granger’s field, three figures crouched by the roots of an ancient oak; the night was theirs but for a little while.

Elara hunched over the palm-sized alien device, its veins of blue and silver pulsing softly between her hands. Yiri, more solid now, worked with sure, practiced gestures—her shimmering fingers twisting the rod, band, and metallic puck into place within an oval shell sleek as river stone. Riley knelt nearby, flashlight trained low, awkwardly silent. Sweat beaded on her brow despite the chill; adrenaline had baked away any sleepiness hours ago.

For days, they’d scavenged, hidden, and run in sweat and fear, keeping the agents two steps behind. By dusk, the last part—an odd glass filament—had been found tucked in the hollow of a lightning-struck cedar. Now, Yiri’s craft was nearly whole.

Elara’s insides wobbled. “It’s really happening.”

Yiri nodded, electric joy warring with exhaustion. Emotions flickered through her gaze—fear, hope, gratitude—bright enough for Elara to feel, as real as a heartbeat.

Riley looked up from her phone. “Fenwick’s team is combing the southern woods. If we move quick, we’ve got maybe twenty minutes before they double back.”

The tension between them felt brittle, but under it, something gentler—an unspoken agreement that tonight everything would change. Elara tried to memorize how this felt; the close hush of summer leaves, the buzz of crickets, the entire universe holding its breath.

Yiri gestured for the girls to lean close. She pressed her palm first to Riley’s, then to Elara’s, sharing a rush of images—her spiraling galaxy, a ship slipping starward, rushing joy and sorrow tangled together. Then she touched the device to her chest, soft blue light rippling down her arms, readying the small vessel half-buried under moss and leaves.

Riley squeezed Elara’s arm. “We should make sure the way’s clear.”

Elara nodded, pulling herself to her feet. “I’ll handle the east trail. Riley, you double-check the fence.”

They parted, vanishing for a moment into the dense dark. Elara ducked beneath tangled branches, scanning for flashlights, the call-back-and-forth of agent radios. Every shadow seemed to breathe. She heard a distant bark—a clipped order—and flattened herself behind a rotting log, waiting for the crunch of boots to fade.

Her heart battered her ribs. She was terrified—but she was not alone. Courage was something she’d had to learn, borrowed from Riley’s steadiness and Yiri’s brave, wondering trust. Now she clutched it close.

At the clearing’s edge, a faint light filtered between trunks—Fenwick’s men. Elara froze. There was no time: if they found the site, everything would be lost. She fumbled in her pocket and pulled out her old walkie-talkie—a battered remnant from childhood spy games. She clicked it on and, with trembling hands, tuned it to the channel the agents’ radios had bled into two nights before.

She pressed the transmit button, pitched her voice low, and hissed, “Movement—north by Miller’s barn. Two figures. Request backup. Quick—over.”

A new flurry of voices erupted across the agents’ radios. Flashlights flicked and bobbed together, striding toward the decoy location. Elara sucked in a breath, slipped away from the glow, her heart buoyed by how simple it was—how close she’d come to panic, then found her wits when it was needed most.

She darted back to the oak tree. “They’re moving,” she whispered. “This is our best shot.”

Riley reappeared, cheeks flushed, backpack thumping her hip. “Coast’s clear.”

Yiri reached for the assembled device, now pulsing brighter than ever. She knelt, tapped a sequence of indents—it chimed and flexed, expanding into a globe of humming violet. From beneath the leaves, she pulled forth the rest of her vessel: sleek, seamless as bone, small enough to hide beneath the mulch but large enough for a single passenger. A final key press, and the hull slid open with a hiss, revealing a glowing seat and console, runes flickering like starlight.

Elara’s throat felt tight. “You—you’ll be safe?”

Yiri tried to smile. She brushed her fingers across Elara’s temple—a feathery caress. Home, hope, friendship. The meanings poured into Elara’s mind like warm rain. She pressed her hand over Yiri’s, fighting back tears. “We’ll never forget you.”

Riley—stoic till now—blurted, “Promise us you’ll remember us, too.”

Yiri nodded and, in halting English, whispered, “Always. Friends.”

From the woods, a single flashlight beam pierced the gloom—one of Fenwick’s men, splitting off from the others.

Instinct roared in Elara: We have to stall them. One last time.

She dashed into the open, waving her arms. “Hey!” she shouted, voice cracking—a burst of panic and bravery all at once. The agent whirled, beam snapping to her face.

“There! By the fence!” she yelled again, dashing parallel to the clearing, drawing the agent away. Footsteps thundered after her—Riley’s voice echoed, “Wrong way!” She watched as Fenwick’s man chased her down the muddy ravine.

For a single breathless minute, Elara crashed through the underbrush, adrenaline burning away all fear. She looped wide and, when certain she wasn’t being followed, doubled back. Her lungs ached; her legs shook. But the path to the clearing stayed empty.

By the time she returned, Yiri and Riley waited by the ship. The vessel shimmered, casting an iridescent glow over their faces. Riley’s cheeks were wet. Yiri offered Elara both hands—an invitation, a thank-you, a promise.

“I’m glad it was us,” Elara whispered. “I’m glad you found us.”

Yiri pressed her hands to her heart, then to theirs. With a final glance full of worlds unspoken, she stepped into her craft. The hull slid closed, concealing her from view. The blue pulse swelled, silent as breath; a shimmer of light refracted through the trees.

Above, the clouds parted—a river of starlight winding across the sky. The vessel levitated, wavering just above the moss, then shot upward with a burst of pale green. It sailed past the branches, into the navy sky, and then—like a wish, like a secret—vanished among the constellations.

For a long time, Elara and Riley stood silent, their faces lifted toward the place where their friend had gone. Grief and awe braided together, vast and bittersweet. The woods around Everwood were just woods again—but nothing would be the same.

Riley wiped her nose, trying to laugh through her tears. “You think anyone’ll ever believe us?”

Elara smiled, hope rising through the ache. “Doesn’t matter. We know. We changed something—helped someone.”

In the distance, sirens wailed, the search still on. But here, in the cool hush, friendship and wonder filled the empty spaces that used to ache. They turned for home, arms looped together, hearts forever opened to the impossible.

Above them, the stars burned brighter than ever, urging them on into whatever adventures the future might hold.
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