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      Ten miles from civilization, up highway twenty and way out in the desert, sprawled my stepfather’s junkyard. All around me, an ugly pile-up of cracked tires, dented car bodies, rotten wood, and rusted wire huddled behind a rattling chain-link fence. Even though the dirty faded sign said Slade’s Salvage Yard, everyone called it Bruce’s junkyard.

      No fifteen-year-old girl should have to live in the middle of such a mess! All I wanted was to get away from this desolate place. I thrilled whenever the school bus came. Anything for a ride into town. Even a tiny New Mexico town like Portales Espirituales was an improvement over this junkyard.

      One Sunday evening, I’d been outside all day. I wandered between the junk piles for as long as possible, avoiding my stepfather, Bruce Slade. The sun finally dipped to the horizon, splashing the sky with brilliant colors. Hot and bored, I climbed up the tallest tire pile to catch a breeze. I sat on top and imagined I was a sky dweller walking among cloud castles above. The peach-golden glow of the sunset made my heart ache with strange longing.

      “Yeah, right,” I said to no one in particular. “Like I could get up there.”

      Stuck, probably for eternity, in Bruce’s junkyard. I jumped to the sand below. I glared at my stepfather’s stupid trailer where I had to live. The sandblasted double-wide squatted at the junkyard’s head, blocking any view of the highway, its big picture window turned in. Watching the junk instead of the world.

      The sun slipped lower on the horizon until the junk piles cast long shadows across the sand. Darkness thickened around me. I shivered and dragged myself into the double-wide through the back door. A creepy cold feeling made me shake and tingle. Probably near heat stroke from being outside all day.

      I dug around in the fridge for a bottle of water. I chugged it, then I hunched over the plywood desk in the living room and pulled out my notebook. Naturally, Bruce wouldn’t buy me a phone or a laptop. He lorded over the television like a petty dictator. And my own mother wouldn’t stick up for me. She went along with whatever Bruce wanted because he owned the land and the house.

      I sat there writing in a plain paper notebook. At least it belonged to me. Sometimes I wrote stories or poems. That evening, I felt a major attack of angst writing coming on. I’d write down every complaint I couldn’t voice out loud. First, my name.

      Heather Despair, I wrote at the top of the page. What kind of name is that?

      I ignored my mother banging around in the kitchen—from the greasy smell, frying hamburgers.

      I wrote, I call my mom Shirleen. Not to her face. That’s because she doesn’t act like a mom. She could stand up to Bruce, but she backs down and lets him do whatever he wants.

      Bruce creaked in his lounge chair and slurped beer as usual. I could hear him fiddling with his mega-remote, about to awaken his monster TV and blast all thoughts from my mind.

      “Dinner soon,” Shirleen called.

      I turned a page, still writing. More angst. Stuff like I hate this hoarded-out junkyard. I can’t wait to run away from here. I have a grand total of two friends at school. Bruce is SO annoying, and his beer smells.

      The sudden quiet—so thick it seemed to hum. My neck prickled. Something’s weird, I wrote, then my hand shook until my pen slipped down the page.

      The humming grew stronger, resonating from all directions, and my ears buzzed with strange sounds, ghost moans. My vision warped; my notebook twisted and morphed. On the page, I saw a whirling tornado, a funnel of gray. Spirit voices laughed from within, warbling like the confused sounds of an orchestra tuning instruments. One voice hissed above the rest.

      —Cross over.

      In the center of the whirling funnel, I saw a black shadow in the shape of a human form. A chalk-white face emerged, its eyes like deep black holes. I stared into those eyes, mesmerized.

      Who are you? I wanted to ask.

      My body vibrated out of the living dream; the vision blackened and curled away aflame. I opened my eyes to the plywood desk and lounge chairs—the living room. What just happened?

      I had to peel my cheek from the damp paper of my notebook. The words “Cross over” spidered across the page near my limp pen hand. Had I written that?

      A pink slab dropped down on the words. I jolted in alarm. Dazed, I saw it was only my stepfather’s hand. Bruce Slade’s stone-blue eyes glared down at me, and he hissed. No, he wasn’t hissing. He’d only cracked open a can of beer. My nostrils stiffened at the sour smell, and my head throbbed with confusion.

      “Looks like your mother could use some help with dinner,” said Bruce.

      “Oh, I’m fine,” said Shirleen. Plates of hamburgers and fries clinked on her arms and hands. She’d been a waitress and could balance four orders like a circus performer.

      Bruce lifted his hand to muffle a belch. I glimpsed the spidery words between his fingers. No way I wrote that myself. Something or someone spoke through me to trance-write those words. That vision had been so crystal clear, so real! All those voices! Then the dark figure in a gray whirlwind with a pale face and black eyes like holes.

      What was going on? I knew one thing. I couldn’t tell Bruce or Shirleen. They’d flip out if I so much as mentioned seeing anything strange. Officially, strange things never happened around here.

      “Heather, food’s ready. Come eat,” said Shirleen, her voice tense. She and Bruce hated me spacing out.

      “I’m not really hungry.” I groaned, my hand on my forehead. “Have to finish this.”

      If they would just leave me alone for five minutes, maybe I could figure out what happened!

      “Oh, I hope we’re not too loud for you,” said Bruce. His thin lips curled between ruddy jowls. Shirleen slid plates onto metal TV trays, turning her back on us both.

      “She’s working hard on homework,” Shirleen said in a paper-thin voice.

      “She’s ignoring us!” Bruce’s voice grew louder. “Heather! Come and eat right now.”

      “Fine!” I stomped across the room, clutching my notebook, and fell into a lounge chair before the TV. Bruce always made us watch his stupid show, Spirit Hunters. Everyone hated it but him. Sitting in the overstuffed lounge chair, I peeked into my notebook pages, searching for the strange words.

      “Put it away, Heather. Sit and eat with the rest of us. You may be fifteen, but you don’t get to decide the rules of my house just yet,” said Bruce. He chuckled, very superior, and settled back in his own lounge chair, one hand on his round paunch.

      I growled. On top of everything, he had to remind me how I have no freedom. I slammed the pages shut. The sound reverberated like a death knell.

      Bruce’s eyes darted to my notebook. “That sure is a lot of writing for a school assignment.” His eyes narrowed. “Let me see that.”

      “It’s private.” I hugged the notebook to me. I held my head high, my throat closing up. Death knell.

      “Hmph. Baloney. Give it here,” said Bruce, opening another can of beer. He could smell fear the way a mean old dog could. He slapped my notebook away and tore through it, ripping pages in his rush.

      My shoulders tensed toward my ears. He might see the strange handwriting. Also, somewhere in there, I’d written, Red cheeks, blue and white eyes—Bruce looks like an American flag when he’s angry. Like those tiny flags he puts on the dirt patch out front he calls a lawn.

      My hands tingled, but I wired them tight to my sides. I wouldn’t let him get to me. Just like with a dog, if I ignored Bruce, he’d crawl back into his dirt hole, growling.

      Bruce’s finger pointed as he lurched through the words, reading with stops and starts. “‘The spirits . . . need help . . . delivering messages . . . communing from beyond’—what is this nonsense? What kind of ideas are you hatching?”

      “Hey—I didn’t write that.” Did I? I scanned the page. The handwriting spider-webbed from line to line, all sling and curve and curlicue. So unlike my own tiny lettering. I certainly didn’t remember writing it. My eyes collided with Bruce’s in confusion. He winced.

      “Stop staring at me with those weird eyes,” he growled, lowering his gaze away. His hand relaxed, releasing my notebook to the floor. My direct gaze never failed to unnerve Bruce.

      “Heather’s eyes aren’t weird. They’re golden,” said a gruff voice.

      Bruce’s head bobbed up. I grinned at my brother Sam in the doorway, his black leather jacket and torn jeans, his spiky hair. He stood there like our father come back to life—the same lean face and intense green eyes. Tall like Dad too, now that he was nearly eighteen. Not short like me, with blonde, curly hair. I looked more like our mom—except my golden eyes. No one else in my family had eyes like mine.

      Bruce snorted. “Yellow eyes, like a snake. Now look who’s shown up. If it ain’t Sam-hane. The devil’s own. Where you been, boy? Raisin’ Cain?”

      “Sam. My name’s just Sam,” said my brother.

      “It’s Sam-hane! Ain’t it, Heather?” said Bruce, showing his square teeth. His blue irises popped against bloodshot sclera and rosy jowls. American flag.

      Sam smirked, flicked a glance at me, and hummed “Hooray for the Red, White, and Blue.” He got me. Sam got my messages.

      Bruce sneered at Sam and announced, “It says Sam-hane right on your birth certificate.”

      “It’s pronounced ‘sah-win,’” I said, voicing the soft syllables of his proper name, Samhain, with care. Oh no. I sounded snobbish—like a librarian or an English teacher.

      Bruce’s lips tightened, his eyes hardened slate. “I can read, and it says Sam-hane! You two think you’re so smart.” He huffed, his arms crossed in disgust, then he clicked his remote. The giant television burst into life, Spirit Hunters emblazoned across the screen, theme music blasting.

      “What are you blithering about?” Shirleen peered from the kitchen.

      Bruce’s hangdog face begged her for sympathy. “Don’t it say Sam-hane on his birth certificate, Shirl?”

      “You know it does. But it’s ‘sah-win’—remember?” She muttered something about going to bed early, deposited her plate into the sink with a clank, and swept down the hall before Bruce could protest.

      “Aw! But what about our show? We were going to watch Spirit Hunters!” said Bruce. He squashed deep in his chair, arms folded in disappointment.

      I loathed that show almost as much as Bruce loved it. I hated reality shows anyway, but this one really rubbed me the wrong way. The investigators raced around like they were playing laser tag with the ghosts, all terror and adrenaline. They showed no respect for the spirits of the dead, so the ghosts never appeared or spoke, only stormed around them in whirlwinds of horror and dread.

      But really, why should I care? Mom, though, had good reasons to avoid Spirit Hunters.

      Sam crossed his leathered arms with a creak and scowled. “She’s got good reasons not to watch it.”

      “Why? ’Cause of Able?” said Bruce.

      A cold shiver passed through me as Bruce spoke our father’s name. Sam twitched.

      Bruce took a pull on his beer and laughed. On the screen’s expanse, a goateed man rolled his eyes in darkness. The close-up camera had distended his face into wide-set fish eyes and a swollen forehead. He jiggled knobs on a meter, some kind of ghost-detecting equipment.

      “This show is stupid,” said Sam. “How’s that thing going to find ghosts?”

      The man on TV gibbered into a microphone. A warped, twisted feedback sound erupted, recalling the orchestra sounds from my vision. I covered my ears while Bruce, a sloppy grin on his face, shook his finger at Sam. “Now, now, Sam-hane. Since you’re the devil’s very own, you ought to know the answer to that. Since Able said you’re the next great fortune teller of the family.”

      “Shut up about my dad. Don’t talk about him!” said Sam, his hands trembling. My hands shook and buzzed—why wouldn’t Bruce stop?

      “You think my show is dumb?” said Bruce. “These guys have technology. Unlike Able, these guys don’t get drunk with every nutcase in town. They don’t rip people off telling fake fortunes. Besides—” Bruce’s face slipped into a triumphant leer. “All those séances and visions didn’t save Able, did they?”

      Bruce locked eyes with Sam, whose clenched fists shook with rage. I concentrated my thoughts at my brother.

      —No, Sam! He’s baiting you. Don’t give him an excuse to start a fight!

      My stomach flipped. I dug my fingernails into the chair as the buzzing in my hands spiraled up my arms and fired my shoulders like burning wings. This feeling—it was so strong, like electricity zapping through my whole body. I couldn’t hold back, couldn’t control it. Sam had to back down!

      Bruce clenched his fists, and Sam tensed. Bruce launched toward my brother.

      “Stop it!” I screamed.

      The buzzing shot to my head, lancing my vision with jagged streaks of blue, my body throbbing with hot energy. POP! Shards spattered over me. Pop! Pop-pop! Pop-pop-pop! Glass from broken light bulbs scattered like sand onto the carpet. The TV fizzled and died. Darkness soaked in around us, and if Bruce swung at Sam, nobody saw it.

      Terrified, I clawed up from my chair in the darkness. Blue stars still spun before my eyes. I felt faint. I slumped against the prefab wall. Leaning there, my heart lifted within me like a wild thing torn free. A crackling sound pulled my eyes upward.

      A thick current of blue electricity rippled from my hand along the length of the wall, illuminating Bruce’s wide eyes and open mouth and the grim line of Sam’s jaw. Their fists clenched, they watched me extend my open hand. I breathed in deep, the electricity a warm buzz in my palm, clenched my hand, and tugged it toward me. My fingers twitched a spastic dance as the blue electricity retreated back into my hand. When the last spark disappeared, I closed my fist tight. Darkness folded in.

      I quivered in the darkened room, fearful and exhausted. Why did that happen? I’d felt the buzzing before, mostly when I was upset. Never anything remotely that strong.

      Bruce swore, echoed by a loud clunk and a crash. Sam’s hand touched my shoulder.

      —The teardrop trailer. We need to talk.

      I shivered, then sent my thoughts back.

      —I’ll meet you there.

      I stumbled through the dark, my notebook fluttering beneath my feet. I scooped it up. A crack of starlight opened in a far wall, and Sam’s shadow slid out. He moved through pure blackness with the ease of one who didn’t need to see. Not with his eyes, anyway.

      But I did. I groped toward the kitchen, hands before me like a sleepwalker, and collided with the back door. I eased out and under a canopy of stars. In the sand below the double-wide’s steps, I sank down, still shaking. I gazed up at the endless spangled sky.

      Inside, Bruce thumped toward the back bedroom. Voices rose—Bruce, Shirleen, Bruce. Soon they were shouting. Hot tears seeped into my eyes, and I swiped them with the back of my hand.

      Officially, strange things never happened around here. Sure. But unofficially, we all knew the truth. Sam and I were strange—and getting stranger.

      I tried so hard to hide it. And Sam, he stayed away a lot. Yet somehow, we always did things—weird unnatural things. Then Bruce and Shirleen would fight. It scared the bejeezus out of them, I knew. And that light show tonight—that was the worst it had ever been. Even I had been terrified. All my life, energy buzzed in my hands, but I’d been able to conceal it. Mostly. But tonight . . . it was as if something in me opened up to another dimension.

      I peered at my notebook, at the name I could just make out by starlight. Heather Desperate Despair. How could I hope for better things with a name like that? So ridiculous and so fitting, given my life. And Sam’s name too—Samhain Despair. Both our names sounded like miserable jokes.

      I collapsed back on the sand, eyes open to the stars, tears running down my face and soaking into my hair. I didn’t hate Bruce. Really, it was myself I hated.

      I might have lain there longer, but a soft wind settled over me like a breath, gentle and cold. I shivered and rose, creeping across the sand lot behind the double-wide. The teardrop trailer shone in the moonlight against the darkness of the junk piles, a white, tear-shaped globe. Two-wheeled and tiny, it stared at me with one round window like an eye. Bruce propped it there long ago, its trailer tie on a cinder block. It hadn’t moved since.

      Behind the teardrop, the junk. Dark narrow corridors lacerated the mass of junk into high-piled heaps. Bent metal, beat-up cars, mountains of tires, even an old crashed bus. Weird twisted shapes creaked and groaned over my head as the desert air cooled in the night.

      I held still, listening. My skin shivered from the drop in temperature, even though the wind had stopped. How did it suddenly get so cold here? I felt a pull—a whoosh of movement that drew me almost imperceptibly toward the nearest corridor. I took a few steps forward into blackness. There—at the far end of the corridor, not fifty feet away—a human figure moved. My heart beat a fierce rhythm in my throat.

      “Sam?” I called.

      A pale face illumed in the corridor, its black eyes boring into mine. Like the figure from my vision! But who—or what—was it? For an eternity, those black holes met mine, tugging at my soul, stilling my breath. I gasped deep the night air. The figure wavered before darkness swallowed it into shadows.

      A distorted, frozen feeling overwhelmed me, dead electricity in the air, like energy and silence all at once. What was this feeling? I took another step down the corridor. Part of me wanted to chase after the dark figure, measure its depths with warm human hands. I hung balanced on the edge of deep blackness, but my neck prickled and my heart folded inward. Spooked, I raced back to the teardrop trailer and crept inside.

      —Good. You’re okay.

      Sam’s grin flashed from a dark corner. He sat on the floor, arms wrapped around his long legs, too tall for this trailer.

      Like much of Bruce’s junk, the teardrop trailer had seen better days. Once, it probably contained a mattress that made the four-foot-high space a comfortable sleeping compartment. Now it had only a dirty hard floor and a ragged camping cot someone tossed in as an afterthought. Other than the cot, the interior was bare—the cupboards stripped away, the windows without curtains.

      I crouched on the dirty floor next to Sam, then leaned against him, shivering for human contact.

      “Sam, I saw someone,” I whispered. “Just now.”

      A shriek issued through the night air, and I jumped.

      Sam grunted. His message dripped with disgust.

      —Listen to that! I’m sick of them and their fighting. They never shut up.

      “I saw a ghost,” I said.

      He nodded. Tight-lipped as always, he said nothing. I waited, feeling his impatience flicker between us—impatience to get away from all this and live free. I looked out the teardrop’s eye-shaped window. In the double-wide, a lit candle floated from room to room, visible through the windows: Bruce and Shirleen, screaming at each other by candlelight.

      I held my notebook in a moonbeam, flipping through until I found the page with the weird writing.

      “I got a vision while I was writing. Something contacted me. It wrote ‘Cross over.’ See?” I held it up to show him. “Then—you saw what happened. I nearly shocked everyone. What was that, Sam?”

      He blew out a breath, long and slow.

      —I don’t know.

      “Why don’t you know? You should know! Listen, when I came outside, a creepy junkyard specter was waiting for me. Right out there!” I pointed in the general direction.

      Sam shook his head.

      “What? Now you don’t believe me?” I said.

      —I do. Heather, I do. There are things in this junkyard—well, I don’t need to scare you.

      “What things? What things in the junkyard?” I peered out the eye-shaped window at shadows that twisted and morphed in fantastic shapes. Jaws bristling with teeth, faces cemented in screams, knives and axes and twitching, gargantuan spider legs . . . I blinked hard. Sent them back to shadows, but my pounding heart remained. Sam chuckled.

      —Let’s just say the one you need to worry about goes by the name of Bruce.

      I gulped. “Have you seen these—things?”

      —No. I hear them though. They never shut up either.

      Sam winced and untangled headphones from his pocket. His ears plugged with music, he rolled away from me and curled up on the floor.

      I wanted to ask him, What is making this happen?

      But I knew he wouldn’t tell me until he was ready. Not even by mind message. Sam had always been the strong, silent type.

      A moonbeam flittered through the eye-shaped window and revealed the spidery words on my open notebook page. Cross over.

      Images flashed through my mind: the figure in the gray vortex of my vision, the black-and-white shape in the junkyard corridor. There are things in this junkyard . . . I shivered, the base of my spine tingled, and a zing of electricity shot up my back to the crown of my head. My hands touching the notebook glowed.

      Sam said to worry about Bruce. I thought Bruce was the least of my problems.
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      Hours later, Sam and I lay on the trailer’s creaky cot, Sam resting his feet on the ceiling, me with my feet halfway up the wall. My notebook shoved under the cot. The midnight silence of the junkyard seeped through us.

      “Sam?” Maybe now, I could ask him.

      —Don’t talk out loud. They could hear you.

      “I don’t always like to mind message. It’s creepy,” I said.

      —Oh, and zapping things with blue electricity isn’t creepy at all, I guess.

      I shrugged at Sam, and he shrugged back.

      “I have to leave,” he said.

      The big yard light flared on, buzzing like an insane cicada. I shook my head no. He’d threatened to leave plenty of times, but always, he’d promise to stay until he was eighteen in November. This time, he sounded dead serious.

      “You can’t leave. What about me and Mom? What would⁠—”

      “Dad say? I think—I know—Dad would say to leave. Even if Mom won’t,” said Sam.

      My stomach knotted up. He’d leave me here to deal with Bruce? And facing the—things? I didn’t want to deal with any of this alone. Only Sam got me. Probably. He’d never said otherwise. Not that he ever said much of anything.

      “Okay.” I made my voice strong, sure. “If you’re going to leave then take me.”

      Sam twisted his face away. “I can’t. Not yet. I know some place I can go, but you can’t go there.”

      I blinked back tears welling up. “Can’t you at least tell me where you’re going?”

      Sam put his hand to his forehead. Let out a long slow breath. Like Dad used to do.

      “Dad wouldn’t say to leave me here,” I told him.

      “Yeah. That is what he says. I still think it’s dangerous, but I—I guess you can come. It has to be tomorrow,” said Sam.

      “Why tomorrow?” I frowned at Sam in the dark. “Can you hear Dad?” I reached to search his mind, but his thoughts slipped away like ice before I could catch them. Sam didn’t give up secrets.

      “Stop that,” he said in a tired whisper.

      “What’s happening to us, Sam? What’s happening to me?”

      Sam looked into my eyes, unfazed by their golden strangeness. “I will tell you this. What Dad believed—the spiritualism—most of it is true. Maybe all.” He turned his back to me.

      “We leave tomorrow,” he said.

      “Okay, tomorrow,” I agreed. Sam always promised he’d get me out of here somehow. Finally, it was coming true.

      I watched his back swell and fall, his breath slowing into sleep. If I stilled, I sensed the junkyard breathing too—the tangled mass of junked vehicles, piles of metal, chunks of wood, and old tires lived a life all its own. Inhaling dark figures and strange shapes. Exhaling weird energy, dead electricity. I lay transfixed in its spell, nearly trancing with it.

      Something scraped against the trailer’s skin. I bolted up, then blew a relieved sigh and unlatched the door. A tiny black Chihuahua scrambled through.

      “Sybil! Poor girl, where have you been? Shh. Lie down,” I whispered.

      Little Sybil curled catlike inside my sweater and whined. Months ago, I’d found her limping by the highway in Carrizozo, a weak skeleton. Sam had warned me then that Bruce wouldn’t welcome a dog. As so often, Sam’s prediction came true. Bruce wouldn’t allow her inside the double-wide, claiming fleas would take over. Sybil had to live by stealth in the junkyard, eating whatever I could scrounge for her. Bruce complained every so often but let her stay. He said a dog that small would be eaten by rats anyway.

      I didn’t believe that. Sybil had learned the junkyard paths and crevices, knew the heights and holes better than anyone. Not rats, nor snakes that fed on rats, could out-twist her in this junkyard. But coyotes. There was real danger. Sooner or later, if Sybil didn’t stay hidden—I shuddered and tucked my sweater closer around her. She was so tiny. Surely, I could smuggle her along.

      Half dreaming how to hide Sybil, my eyes drifted up, up—through the overhead window. Behind the teardrop, an old school bus loomed, parked close, like a head-on collision frozen in time. The cracked windshield and twisted hood bespoke a crash. I sometimes stared at that bus, wondered at its story, how it got here, how it crashed. So many mysteries in this junkyard. That pale, glowing face I’d seen earlier, the ghost with black eyes like holes—who was it? I drowsed, my mind playing dream tricks with the face. It stretched wider, the black eyes deeper, the mouth open in a cascade of showering, golden light. I shaded my eyes with one hand.

      “Too bright,” I said, then I opened my eyes, rubbing sand from them. The brilliant morning light showed the trailer door open to the blue desert sky.

      I searched the inside of the trailer. Sam wasn’t there. Sybil was still curled asleep inside my sweater. Sand on the floor—sand blew in the sun-filled doorway. The piles in the corners meant the door had been open for hours. He’d left early.

      —Sam! Where are you? Don’t leave me here!

      I waited. My hands formed fists with the effort of messaging. No answer—the message fell flat and dead. Why did he leave? He promised he wouldn’t leave me! I searched the tiny space for clues. No note. No tracks. Nada.

      Sybil rolled out of my sweater and stretched with a squeaky yawn.

      “Sybil, where’s Sam?”

      The little dog sniffed around and yipped, cocking her head at me. She had no idea.

      “I’ll tell you where he is!” Bruce shaded the doorway, clothes dusty with sand, stubble spiking his chin.

      I jumped back and hit my head against the ceiling hard. Sybil barked an alarm, then hid behind my leg.

      Bruce leered and said, “I sent him packing. That’s where he is!”
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      —Sam, where are you? Please let me know you’re okay!

      Dead and flat again. Sitting in the doorway of the teardrop trailer, I clasped my hands and sent out a mental alert that usually made him come running at top speed. Nothing—as if he didn’t exist.

      Glaring across the sand lot at the double-wide, I wiped away another tear.

      Stop. Stop crying. It wasn’t helping me solve this. And I needed to solve this. I blew my nose, wiped away the last of the tears. Tried to think. What happened to Sam?

      I didn’t doubt Bruce would love to get rid of Sam and me both. But all he said was, “I sent him packing.” Then he stomped off, wordless.

      “Where?” I followed, questioning him. “Why?”

      He turned away, his face a blank stone. Shirleen too. She only glared when I demanded to know where Sam was. Bizarre, even for them.

      The bus horn sounded from the highway. I made my decision. Grabbing my notebook from the teardrop trailer, I ran for it. My feet pounded the sand as Sybil galloped at my heels. At the last minute, I scooped her into my backpack. The bus was already rolling away, back onto the highway. I sprinted after it, waving and yelling. It screeched to a stop, and the bus driver opened the door.

      “Late again, huh?” The bus driver grinned.

      He was a jovial, rotund man who never seemed to mind putting up with my nonsense. I clawed my way on board, panting, and mouthed a “thank you.” He just bobbed his head and cranked the gear shift. Soon we were rolling along the highway toward town.

      Escape—to the Portales Espirituales high school. As the bus jolted along the highway and Sybil squirmed in my backpack, I plotted my next move. This was it. I was running away, just as Sam and I planned last night. Somehow, I’d find him.

      I watched sagebrush and creosote bushes whiz by the bus windows, desert vegetation lodged in sandy hills. Sam’s disappearance was largely my fault. I let that fight get to me. Then things got weird. What if I called the ghost somehow? Our father used to call ghosts . . . I shivered.

      Or what if I just ticked Bruce off, scared him enough that he got rid of Sam? Maybe Bruce got tired of the freak show, and I didn’t much blame him. All he and my mom wanted was a normal life, even a shabby one. They never asked to have kids who communicated with their minds and called down blue electricity. They wanted to work, eat hamburgers, watch TV. Normal.

      The bus rumbled its way up the high school drive and jerked to a stop. I swarmed in with the rest of the crowd. Amid the high school’s right-angled halls and comfortable jumble of bodies, I hid my golden eyes behind my hair. I hurried to put away my books. Then to carry out the first step of a desperate, despairing plan to find my brother.

      Struggling with my locker, I waited. Those two would get here soon. Yeah, I was a little early this morning, but they always came by.

      My friends were in this geeky club for investigating strange occurrences. Sam’s disappearance would be right up their alley. If Sam was somewhere in Portales Espirituales, they’d find him. But what if he’d gone somewhere else—somewhere weirder?

      Buried in thought, I almost tripped over Oskar Chandler, who was bent down digging through his bag. He didn’t carry a backpack like a normal person. No, Oskar had this creaky leather satchel that looked about a hundred years old. A little strange—but Oskar himself was extremely hot. He gazed up at me with stunning eyes, blue with little flecks of green in the center. My mind turned to goo.

      I smiled too brightly. “Sorry!” I said with a high, nervous giggle. “You’re just so easy to fall over!”

      So easy to fall over? Was that supposed to be flirting? I am not good at this.

      I lowered my eyes. Inside his bag, words shone gold on black spines: The Casual Spiritualist’s Handbook . . . Ancients and Foretellings . . . The Ghost Tracker’s Guide.

      Oskar gave me one furtive glance and darted away, lugging his bag after him.

      Sybil whined, and I let her poke her head out of my backpack. Okay, maybe I shouldn’t be judging Oskar. He didn’t have a live animal in his bag. But he was into some weird stuff anyway.

      Like me, Oskar seemed a shadow person. Lurked around the edges a lot, avoided people. I had good reasons to be furtive, but for him, it made no sense. He was hands-down the hottest person in this school. He wore a long coat most of the time, but I saw him once with it off and wow! Perfect auburn hair, a finely chiseled face, his body trim and muscular—I just kept staring. And staring.

      I could never get him to talk to me or even smile. He just stalked around in the shadows wearing that long coat, even in the heat, carrying that antique bag.

      But today, he walked about ten feet, turned, and beamed. I froze in shock, then⁠—

      “Hi, Oskar!” My friend Trenton Minch had finally arrived. He waved and grinned at Oskar like a maniac, his round face all dimples, his springy blonde hair bobbing as he danced around. Oskar smiled widely, showing his gorgeous teeth. Oh my God, he was beautiful. My heart thudded in my chest. Trenton squealed and waved again. Oskar gave Trenton one last heart-stopping smile, then walked away.

      “Hmm,” I said to myself. “He never smiled at me that way.” Well, Trenton was pretty funny. He made everyone laugh. Maybe even Oskar.

      Trenton came bouncing over. “Heather!”

      “Hi, Trent,” I said.

      “I’m fabulous, thank you,” he said, even though I hadn’t asked. “Please tell me you have the homework assignment? I’m way too distracted in English class.” He rolled his eyes in the direction Oskar had gone. “Did you see him?” He clasped his hands before his heart and sighed.

      I sighed too. “I did. The hotness almost blinded me.”

      Trenton laughed. I handed him a crumpled assignment sheet from my binder. He pointed to Heather Despair written at the top. “I can’t believe that’s your real name,” he said for the one millionth time.

      “It’s real.” I frowned, struggling with my locker door. Despair was Sam’s real name too. My locker popped open, the door almost smacking my face, and disgorged a glut of books. Notebooks flew across the floor, pages and pages of my writing visible to all. I blinked hot shame and frustration. What use were all these stupid words? They wouldn’t bring back Sam or my dad. They wouldn’t put my family back together. I bent over, snatching armfuls of notebooks.

      “Here, let us help.” Lily Benavidez had arrived. She bent to help me pick up my books. A straight-A student who played by the rules, Lily never seemed embarrassed of her literary and scientific tendencies. Her hair was black and spiked and often had pink streaks, and under that, enormous glasses, and under that, always a sedate argyle cardigan of some type. She resembled a punked-out librarian.

      Trenton scrambled around grabbing books and papers, still singing my name. “Heather Despair, Heather Despair. Here you go,” he said, extending my books to me with a gallant smile. He never tired of saying my name, ever.

      “Shh, Trenton!” If only he would shut up before he called attention to my weird name!

      “Just ignore him. If he doesn’t spaz out every half hour, he’ll explode,” said Lily. She took Trenton by the shoulders. “Trent—you know Heather hates her last name. Suppose we called you Trenton Lloyd Minch?”

      Trenton grasped his chest as if the mere mention of his middle name had wounded him. “How dare you bring up the Lloyd?” he moaned. “Liliana Renée Benavidez!”

      Lily shrugged. “I like my name.”

      They strolled off together, chattering nonstop, arguing as only best friends can.

      “Wait,” I said. Time to put my plan into action. “PEPPER! I want to hire them.”

      They both froze and turned slowly around.

      “Did you say PEPPER?” Lily stared.

      “It’s PEPPIC! Portales Espirituales Paranormal Phenomena Investigation Club!” said Trenton in his shrillest voice.

      “That’s quite a mouthful,” I said, smirking.

      “Paranormals for short,” said Trenton.

      “Okay, whatever. Are any investigators from PEPPIC for hire? Because I think I have . . . a case.”

      “A case?” Lily’s eyes opened wide behind her huge glasses.

      “Interested?”

      Lily looked around the hall like maybe some other club was going to steal this chance. “Trenton and I might be available. What’s this about?” she whispered.

      “It’s Sam,” I gulped away the ache in my throat. “He’s missing.”
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