THE STARBURST JUJU

“Sure.” 1 grabbed my backpack and headed for the
kitchen door.

“Don’t forget this!” Dad grinned widely and held up
something pink, wiggling it at me.

is outstretched hand, and my fingers froze inches fror
is. There was a noise awful noise?
Before I coul nd came from)

our house bega naway train|
as going to ny moment. I
II:)oked at myj Their eyes were wide as they stared
back. The urched from the table and smashecJ
into the flo ere. Glas

dishes and moment
before tumbl thousands
pf pieces. I sc pounding]

Mom was th me while Dad]
wrapped his body aro ng us from all the
flying glass. He winced as shards dug into his legs and]
back. The thundering strenggened, the vibrations louder
and louder in my head.
might actually collaps

“What was th
aind [ looked do
held his leg.
nto his c
t arou

the

en I thought our house
the intensg rattling stopped.

7" 1 gasped. Dad\fell away from us,
, lightheaded with pNic, to where he
arge fragment of glass had\yedged itself]
. He took a towel from the tabM wrapped
the glass, and bit off a yell as he hadly tore
#ce from his flesh. Blood flowed down his paxgs as
obbled to the kitchen door and cracked it ope
ollowed behind Mom, who chased after him. He peeke
out the door, then slammed it shut and fastened the lock.

“Is it them?” Mom's voice shook.




Dad looked stunned. “I can’t believe it. They found
us.”

Mom’s trembling hands grabbed mine, and I met
her eyes in reflex, hoping for some reassurance. I found
TOTIC. 1.d TICVeT Scell NeT S0 terried.

“Who found us?” 1 asked, not sure if I really wanted
o know.

Loud howl
wasn't sure I could
bcreaming out as i
irms rose. The hor
butside our kitche
Slowly, but delibe
stopped.
[t was now e
My heart thuq
IDad, what's out t
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. The hair on my
until it was right
ding on our door.
P away. The howling

ny ears, | whispered,

o massive crashed
s. Fragments of
splintered wood flew all around us; the debris blinded me
for a second. Agonizing paja.exploded in my shoulder
when a large chunk of th ruck my arm. Mom and
screamed as we held er. My arm throbbed
n agony.

Two huge JMaddocks stomped in;
wet dog, wasfuffocating. I'd seen them aNqillion times
bn TV, bupfothing could have prepared me Wr the real
thing. With bodies more like bears, their larg

curled” and bared gleaming canine teeth. The

eir scent, like

us. Muscles bulged under their dark fur. Their eyes were
large, green and glowing. They moved in a mechanical
way, like programmed robots. One of them grabbed Dad
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while the other tore my screaming mother from my grasp,
dragging them both out the broken door.
“Pepper! Run!” Dad shouted.

saw, the toaster, and yanked
out in pain as blisters sprq
ven drop it. It was sti
blinked back tears and
of a drawer. My burnt
but I pushed throug

laddock. The bac
fell lamely to the

?

it out of the socket. I cried
my hand before I could

heating the waffle. I
f our large knives out
refuse my grip on it,
yrew it at the closest
pumped its arm and
yg creature didn’t

cven notice.

“Pepper, plg in!”

[ ignored t ¢ and snatched
another knife, (t was only a
kiny paring b ked it at the

same Maddo e shriek of pain Bm the beast
as the sharp edge sank into its back. A small fraction of a
smile slid across my face. I ggt him.
The alien turned ar

holdjfAg him struck him once on the head.
His body went limp and was dragged out the dow.
“Dad!” I leapt up from behind the table, feeling fain
from the sudden movement. Mom flailed as the other
monster tried to yank her outside. She tugged off her




high heel, dug it into the Maddock’s hairy arm, wiggled
free, and desperately ran to me. We held onto each other
for a brief second before the outraged creature wrenched
us apart again.

Mom lunged Dack T0f Me, tears snimmering 1n ner
byes. 1 grasped her arms, trying to pull her toward me.
he Maddock kicke h.

I hunched ove he kitchen floor,
struggling to breat was pulled out
'he door, she scrabbled from the counter and

elled.
d!” I could hardly get
to do, I stood on shaky
d toward the ugly alien,
aming eye. I didn't get
heaved its massive paw

“Mom! I...I don’t u
the words out. Not knowi
legs, held the pen up, and
niming the sharp end at
far before the shaggy M
put, throwing me across t . Excruciating pain shot
through my head as I col ith the opposite wall.

My body slumped to the ground. Barely able to keep]
my eyes open, I tried to stang\My vision was hazy, and I
fell again. Something we own my forehead, and
when 1 wiped my ha skin, blood stained

my palm.

“Stop!” Moy pleaded. With tears rdqning down her
cheeks, she was no longer struggling. She Ssemed almost
calm in theAlien’s arms as she looked into my eys. “Pepper,

0 weak to get up again, I closed my eyes.
* * *

“Pepper! You better not be dead, or I'll kill you!
Please, you gotta wake up!”
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[t was Parker’s voice. It sounded distant and muffled,
like I was underwater. I felt him; he was holding my
head in his lap, stroking my hair. He gently shook my
shoulder.

e sy
Lody dragged out the door.

[ bolted upri
“Holy Shibbl
IHe pulled me up
him but pulled b
clothes, skin, and
blood, but I didn’
really.

“Pepper, I s:
o...but they frea
they flew off...”
Whether he

arker scrambled up.
ed me. I held ontol
n I noticed my red hands. My
braids were caked with sticky
idn’t feel anything,

, tnosc ugly buggers. 1 tried
ked me across the yard...then

couldn’t hear him
inymore, | could y. They were gone;
the Maddocks a body and mind
rollapsed in despair. Parker grabbed me before my head
smacked the ground again.

“Whoa—okay. Pepp
he police.”

The sound of #ghter planes

l[ayNJown. I've already called
ned on overhead.

Nchen. | needed
thmk qbout

. Parker’s voice rang through, reassuring me, lettt
e know he was there, but I wasn’t with him. I was gone,
slipping away into a deep, horrifyingly dark sleep.
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mention the flashbacks I kept having of those green,
glowing eyes, the claws, and Mom’s scream. Always
Mom’s scream. I went through the days numbly, with
forced actions for even the smallest movements.

—— e tostay- Wit e atterHwasretersedfromy
he hospital, and it didn’t take long for us to become
lose. She took care real grandmother

would. In fact, mo t she really wag
t, with her namd

was Nanala, but everyong
efinitely older like o

g. | always knew

just called her Nana.
randma, but she w
hat if we ever arm-
in a second.
She was fierce,
Eﬁinute, she'd be

elicious meal; the

r, Nana would win|

e was always working. One
a wonderfully warm and]
would be carrying a heavy
axe out the door to ¢ k chunks of wood for the firg
fthat night. She was most beautiful grandmother
['d ever seen. She was slender and wore modern clothin

I;hat made her look fresh ang polished. I had chalked ﬂ

ing up the door of the
bling strange words that N never hearcﬂ

ow, after thinking about that day over and\gver,
alized the Maddocks had made a mistake in tak
my parents. Sure, they were good teachers and extremel
smart, but they weren’t the best in their field. That’s what
the Maddocks did, after all: they took the best. When
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the kidnappings first began, everyone thought they
were random, but after a few years, we realized that the
abductees were all adults at the top of their profession;
the greatest engineers and physicians, company CEOs
T PTOQTATIIIIETS, A eTTed aTTiSts AT aamceTs.

Even though the news now reported that my parents
1ad to have bee y were taken, I
knew better. So

Nothing in
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with her to the s
n my own thou
with her. I didn’
bone with my pa
was worth the ris
But as we d

re, and nothing
ch was probably
ded to go along
ys so caught up]
went anywhere
, but I'd always
minder of them

of town I wasn’t
familiar with, I rea ad never taken me
to this market before. rst kidnappings, most
of the major storeowners in town moved, and little streef
markets like this one poppedayp in random places.

Much of our food ¢ the garden Nana had
planted soon after shgZmoved inNbut the weather wag|
oddly cold lately, apd some things wagn't growing well,

ne back here in half an hour.”
[ knew I had to savor this. Unless I was at sch
or Nana's weekly bridge games, a half hour of freedom
was usually all T got before Nana’s anxieties got the best

of her.

mee

13



THE STARBURST JUJU

“Yeah, okay.” I sagged against the car door. Nana
walked to the nearest food tent advertising locally grown
strawberries, potatoes, and corn.

My body shivered in the crisp air, and after putting
oTTySwWeater - toTk ot my-piriepirotearcrited-—tim
humber for the FBI agent supposedly assigned to finding
Iny parents. He had g e in the hospital, told m¢
his name was Agent and asked me to call him if
I needed anything. S n, I'd called him every day,
but he never answere one. Not even once. It wag
like he had never exi
After leaving ye
my heart sank. I nee
People stared at
I glared at one woma
point me out to hery
could you be? I walk
them, but their stares to my back.
The smell of ba e corn filled the air
ns | strolled alongside the tents. One of them, a bright
red one, caught my eye. Thig tent didn’t have food, but
books. It seemed as thouglfpedRle were avoiding it, even|
poing out of their way

r message on his voicemail,
traction.

walked through the market.
opped dead in her tracks tol
ughter. Come on; how rude
and tried to ignore

s. Each one was a different color, but the way t
ere laid out was like the composition of a painting’
Wondering if I could do the same artistic thing with the
hundreds of books in my room, I carefully took out a
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