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Praise for

Baylor’s Guide to the Other Side

Previously titled A Guide to the Other Side

    “[A] Guide to the Other Side is a fun ride and a great concept. Chills galore.”

    —James Patterson, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Middle School: The Worst Years of My Life

“Baylor’s adventures will intrigue, excite, and captivate young readers . . . . This series opener is funny, mystical, and endearing.”

    —Kirkus Reviews

“A unique ghost story loaded with just the right blend of laugh-out-loud humor and suspense. Anticipate high demand for this series starter.”

    —School Library Journal
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In loving memory of Grandpa Erv
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TIP

1

Keep your electronics away from ghosts.

BOY MEDIUM BAYLOR BOSCO: BEWITCHED OR BEDEVILED?

Keene, New Hampshire. A small town with a big claim to fame. Just last year, the annual Keene Pumpkin Festival achieved a Guinness world record for most jack-o’-lanterns gathered in one place—that’s 30,581 pumpkins carved and lit up with candles.

In the last few weeks, however, the city has captured national attention for a very different reason. Baylor Bosco, 13, claims to be a medium. A boy who, yes, talks to dead people.

Bosco first caught people’s attention when he seriously injured a 68-year-old woman at a local Italian restaurant in early November.

“He was walking right toward her and sped up,” said Michael Lindberg, who witnessed the incident. “She went flying to the ground. That little punk did it on purpose.”

The paramedics were called, but strangely, no charges were filed. Witnesses reported that Bosco then held a group séance and communicated messages from patrons’ “loved ones” for close to 30 minutes.

Less than a week later, Bosco was plastered all over the news again for his involvement in the disappearance of Winchester, NH, resident Rosalie Timmons. Ms. Timmons seriously injured herself after running full-speed into a vehicle that had blocked her path, according to the police report. And the driver of that vehicle? None other than Constance Bosco, the mother of the boy medium.

When asked about her role in Timmons’s disappearance, Ms. Bosco emphatically uttered “No comment” no less than eight times while virtually running away from this intrepid reporter.

Baylor himself was a little more forthcoming. I was able to ask him questions during a recent walk home from school. The 13-year-old seems rather short for a boy his age; he has unstyled dirty blond hair, eyes the color of dirty lake water, and a permanent scowl stretched across his face.

“That woman was evil!” he screeched about Timmons, who had long been known in the Winchester community for her philanthropic efforts. “She tried to kill me!”

Then he appeared to have a spasm, as he grimaced at the air next to him and said, to no one, “No, Kristina, I’m not doing that.” His clear affinity for inflicting pain onto others reared its ugly head when, a few moments later, he spouted off some deeply personal information about this reporter; information he’d clearly thoroughly researched before our meeting.

Whether Baylor Bosco does more good than harm with his supposed gift remains to be seen. Regardless, it looks as though Keene has another eccentric attraction here to stay.

—Carla Clunders, editor-at-large, NewEnglandRealNews.net

I finished reading the article on my phone and sat dumbfounded on my bed. Rage tingled across my skin.

“Baylor, it’s one bad article written by one terrible person,” Kristina said, hovering over my shoulder. “Ignore it.”

“Easy for you to say!” I scrolled through it again, trying to figure out which part was the worst.

“Isn’t this the same website that picked a fight with the mayor and called him a ‘really big doo-doo head’?”

“What’s your point?”

“It’s not exactly reputable. Think of all the nice articles about you that were posted on legitimate news sites. This woman is a fraud.”

“I’m not short, Kristina, okay? I’m, like, five foot four. With shoes on, definitely five foot five.”

“I didn’t say you were short,” she said slowly.

“Well, you didn’t say I was tall, either,” I said, glaring at her.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t think I needed to considering how I’ve been saying for ten minutes that this woman is a moron,” she said, her hands forming fists. “She’s clearly a nonbeliever bent on making you look bad. Why are you wasting any energy on her?”

Somewhere deep down inside, I knew she was right. I mean, what kind of real journalist would compare someone’s eyes to dirty lake water? (Especially when other people have compared those same eyes to a majestic spring sky, but that’s beside the point.)

How could this woman sit there and write such negative things about me? What had I ever done to her? Well, aside from delivering her dead sister’s message about constipation solutions, but that was hardly my fault. It was, in the most literal sense, a healing message, and it was my life’s purpose to deliver as many of them as possible.

I reread the line about spouting off some deeply personal information I’d researched before meeting her. Ha! She made it sound like we’d agreed to an interview when, in reality, she’d hopped out from behind a tree and ambushed me on my way home from school two days ago.

“Carla Clunders. What kind of stupid name is that anyway?”

“That’s it, Baylor,” Kristina said, her hand outlined in blue. “No more.” She wrapped her fingers around my phone and squeezed hard, emitting a pulse of blue energy; the screen went haywire.

“Did . . . did you just break my phone?”

She frowned, releasing her grip. “I really hope not, but I’m still getting used to this.” She’d never been able to use any sort of energy before, but after my recent escapades battling some uninvited demon visitors, she’d finally gotten the go-ahead from . . . someone.

I still wasn’t exactly sure how it worked with Kristina, my twin sister. She was miscarried in the womb, but somehow she grew up with me and hung around on the other side. She split her time between hanging with me and mingling with other ghosts in the Beyond, the place where all ghosts eventually wind up. The Beyond is sort of like an exclusive club on the other side, and only decent ghosts get admitted. There are other places and dimensions on the other side too, but unless you’re a big fan of hordes of fiery-eyed demons, it’s best to avoid those bad neighborhoods and stick to the Beyond.

She claims to go to the Beyond to learn lessons and get advice from spirit guides, but in my head, the Beyond was nothing more than one giant party, with a few billion ghosts just hanging out, sipping on some ghostly soda, eating some ghostly chips, for all of eternity. She always mentions chatting with all these iconic people, like Napoléon or Washington, but the only people I ever got to talk to were random dead people who wanted to tell their loved ones they needed to hit the gym. I wasn’t jealous, per se—I like being alive, after all—but sometimes it felt like I was getting the short end of the stick.

Her long golden hair whipped around her face as she flexed her hand for a few seconds, wiggling her fingers. “I wonder if this is what it feels like, Baylor, when you lie on the couch for an hour watching TV and then your arm falls asleep and you whine about how much it tingles.”

“You’re not being helpful.”

I glanced at the clock and sighed. I was going to be late for school if I didn’t leave in exactly four minutes and speed walk the entire way. My day was already off to a bad start, and the last thing I needed was a detention on top of everything else.

I rushed through my morning routine—the usual stuff like brushing my teeth, combing my hair, and lighting candles to ward off evil spirits—and headed out the front door as Kristina chattered away in my ear.

“Think of all the positive news stories about you after the Rosalie incident. Why focus on the negative one?”

“It’s just weird. It’s almost like she’s on a mission to make me look bad. Isn’t there some sort of law to protect me against creeps like her? I’m only thirteen, after all. She’s endangering a child.”

“You’re acting a tad dramatic about this, don’t you think?”

“No, I don’t,” I said. “In fact, I think I ought to sue Carla Clunders for libel.”

Kristina rolled her eyes and muttered, “She wasn’t wrong about the height thing.”

I pretended like I didn’t hear her and sped up. It was mid-November, and Keene was already experiencing frigid winter temperatures. I tried to convince my mom to drive me to school yesterday morning, but she laughed and said that the cold built character. I disagreed and told her walking a mile through freezing temperatures would only make me a bitter, unhappy person for the rest of my life, but she didn’t seem too concerned about that.

By the time I got to school, my teeth were chattering like broken wind chimes.

“You look rough,” Aiden said as I took my seat next to him. “Oversleep?”

“No,” I said shortly. “I woke up to some stupid article written about me.”

“Oh,” he said, chuckling. “Another Bayliever blog post rambling on about how cute you are?”

My cheeks burned, but no longer because of the cold. “That was one time.”

He shrugged. “Still. She had two hundred comments all agreeing with her. Another one’s bound to pop up sooner or later.”

“Well, this new one is the opposite of that. For some reason this woman is determined to make me look bad.”

“Make you look bad?” J said, sitting in the desk in front of Aiden. “That’s not exactly hard to do, Baylor.” She winked at me through her neon-green glasses. J was so smart that if she didn’t become one of the youngest astronauts ever, it’d only be because she was probably busy studying for medical and law degrees at the same time.

“Good morning to you, too, J,” I said, scowling.

She turned to Aiden and smiled. “Morning!”

Aiden sputtered and choked on his own breath. Kristina and I looked at each other and shook our heads. They’d been going out for maybe ten days now—after Aiden finally got the nerve to tell her he liked her in a musical blaze of glory prompted by yours truly—but he somehow acted more nervous than ever around J

“Anyway,” J said, her eyes framed by the bright green glasses. “Are you guys ready for tomorrow?”

The band was marching in Keene’s Thanksgiving Day Parade. I played the tuba; Aiden rocked the flute. The parade always takes place the Saturday before Thanksgiving because most of the residents head out of town for the holiday. Keene learned that lesson the hard way during its inaugural parade a few years ago, when it was held on Thursday morning and only, like, twenty people showed up to watch it.

“I think so,” I said. “Now that Mr. G. finally dropped that weird “Silent Night/All I Want for Christmas Is You” mash-up, I think we’re in pretty good shape.”

She chuckled. “I’m bummed I never got to hear it.”

Kristina groaned from behind. “She should consider herself lucky.”

I agreed with Kristina. If I never heard any of those songs again, I’d be a happy guy. It wasn’t just because the mash-up sounded like a chorus of dying parrots, though. It also brought up some bad memories from the last few weeks.

Right around Halloween, I’d been plagued by a demon wearing a sheet, whom I endearingly referred to as the Sheet Man. It turned out the demon was this poor dead guy named Alfred who was being controlled by his ex-wife, Rosalie. That wasn’t so easy to figure out, though. At one point, I’d wound up in the hospital after the Sheet Man visited me during band practice. We’d been rehearsing the mash-up when he just showed up out of nowhere and, next thing I knew, I woke up in hospital, nearly concussed after my tuba had fallen on my head.

All’s well that ends well, though, and that whole situation ended when Rosalie was suddenly picked off by a horribly evil spirit called a Bruton, one of the worst kinds of demons around, and taken to some place far, far away.

Okay, so maybe it didn’t end well for Rosalie, but that’s what happens when you involve yourself in evil activities.

*  *  *

After school, during the last rehearsal before the parade, Mr. G. made us run through the songs and practice our marching about a million times. By the time I got home, I was ready for a nap before dinner.

“Well, before you nap, I just want to warn you,” Kristina said, her voice sounding a bit thin.

I turned to her slowly. Warnings from Kristina were just about my least favorite things in life. “What is it?”

“Well, it’s nothing bad,” she said quickly, looking sort of embarrassed, “but tonight we’ll be having some company.”

I glared. “Are you saying—?”

“Kristina! Baylor!” rang a British voice from behind me. “How are you this fine evening?”
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Even ghosts adore British accents. Ugh.

“COLONEL FLEETWOOD,” I SAID THROUGH gritted teeth, my eyes tearing into Kristina’s. “You’re back.”

I turned around to find a very young and very dead British soldier, immaculately dressed in a red coat. The colonel had dropped into my life a few weeks earlier when things were going rather poorly—again, the whole Sheet Man situation.

I thought the colonel would go away for good after that was resolved, but nope, he stuck around. He’d been gone the last few days so it seemed like I’d finally gotten rid of him, but here he was. Again.

“Feeling a bit chaffed, Baylor?” he said, taking note of my grimace. “A bad day at school?”

“Oh, just ignore him,” Kristina said hastily, brushing past me with a chill. “Baylor’s been mad all day because some hack journalist wrote a nasty article about him on her website.”

“Her website,” the colonel said slowly. “I know this one. That’s a component of the marvelous Internet, right? Everyone’s connected through the means of an invisible web, a different kind of worldwide web, and this website is her particular place in that system?”

“Sure,” I said, shrugging carelessly. “Why not?”

The colonel smiled proudly and looked at Kristina. “I’m starting to catch on!”

“So,” Kristina said, “did you figure it out?”

“Figure what out?” I asked.

“I did,” he said. “Here’s a surprise: It’s simple.”

“What’s simple?” I asked.

“Oh, good. Is it what I thought it was?” she asked.

“What’d you think what was?” I asked.

“Shut up, Baylor, we’re trying to help you here,” Kristina said, exasperated.

I frowned. “You di—”

“Oh, there’s that permanent scowl Carla mentioned!” Kristina said, pointing at my face as the colonel looked on in confusion.

Before I could think of anything clever to say back, Mom shouted “Dinner!” from downstairs.

“You’ll pay for that one, Kristina Bosco.”

*  *  *

Dinner that night was beef stew, and as my family and I sat around the table to eat, I had the distinct displeasure of having to watch Kristina and Colonel Fleetwood whispering to each other in the family room. I could only catch snippets of what they were saying over the clatter of my baby sister, Ella. She has more rolls on her little body than an Italian bread basket and a smile brighter than last month’s full moon, but for a one-and-a-half-year-old, she could make some serious noise:

“Goo-la-la-BAH!” Ella shouted.

“. . . stone . . .”

Bang bang bang. She was hitting her spoon on her feeding tray.

“. . . Rosalie . . .”

“That’s my smart girl,” cooed my mom as Ella lathered herself with mashed peas.

“. . . amulet . . .”

Just as Ella started shrieking, I couldn’t take it anymore.

“Will you stop?” I shouted at her. She looked at me, scared, and started to cry. Everyone went quiet, including Kristina and the colonel.

“Baylor,” my mom said calmly. “Is there a reason you’re screaming at the baby?”

I flushed. “I . . . I didn’t mean to. I’m just frustrated.”

“And why are you frustrated?”

“Because.”

“Oh, really? Because? ” she said, nodding sarcastically. “That’s how you’re going to answer me? You want to rethink that?”

“It involves ghost stuff,” I said. “You wouldn’t like it.”

Jack, my little brother, dropped his spoon and shivered, while my dad concentrated hard on his stew, foraging for the right vegetable-to-meat ratio.

“Don’t try to pull the ‘ghost stuff’ line on me, young man,” she said with a dry laugh. “It won’t work anymore. That ship has sailed.”

Until recently, that line would have put a stop to the conversation. She’d been feeling less afraid of ghost stuff, though, after seeing Rosalie flying unnaturally through the air, shrieking hysterically as the Bruton carried her off. I could see the Bruton carrying her, but my mom could only see some helpless woman soaring through the sky, her legs askew, her arms flailing wildly, with as much dignity as a rat caught in talons of an eagle.

“I actually just think I’m irritated by that article that got released about me,” I said with a shrug. I didn’t want to name-drop Kristina or the colonel when I didn’t even know what they were discussing.

“What article?” my mom asked, her eyes narrowing.

“From that New England Real News website. You were actually mentioned in it,” I said. “The writer sort of made it seem like we’d plotted together to hurt Rosalie.”

Her eyebrows shot up, and she looked around the table. “New England Real News? Please tell me that’s not the one that did a five-part investigative series trying to prove that vegetables are actually bad for you.”

I nodded grimly.

“Everyone done with dinner?” she asked, her eyes already darting in the direction of the office, where she could pull up the article on the computer. I’d barely touched my stew, and Dad and Jack weren’t even halfway through their bowls. “Good, good. I’m just going to . . . ” She got up and half ran to the office.

“May I be excused?” I asked Dad, who nodded half-heartedly.

“Might as well,” he said, dropping his spoon into the bowl. “Sounds like your mother’s going to be occupied for a while.”

“Fantastic,” I said, getting up and turning to the ghosts. “Kristina, Colonel—upstairs, now!”

Ella, who had already recovered from my outburst, turned to the colonel and shrieked. “Flee Flee Flee!” Ella, like most babies, could see spirits. She’d grow out of it one day, but for now, she was just another female Bosco who was obsessed with the colonel.

“My beautiful Ella,” the colonel cooed, rushing over to place his hand on her cheek. “How are you, lovely?” She laughed and smacked her cheek a few times, and I rolled my eyes.

“Gross,” I muttered. “Let’s go.”

*  *  *

Back in my room, I sat on my bed as I listened to them rehash what they’d been talking about.

“We knew after the Bruton fiasco with Rosalie that we needed to strengthen our protections. Candles are great, but they’re not cutting it on their own anymore.”

“So you guys came up with something new?”

Colonel Fleetwood was distracted by the photographs clustered together on the bookcase by the window. He was leaning in, carefully studying each one.

“We did,” Kristina said. “We’ve worked with our spirit guides on the best way to proceed, and Colonel Fleetwood finally got an actionable answer tonight.”

“Actionable?”

“We can do a lot on our end,” Kristina said, “but it’s even better when you can establish a physical protection to cordon yourself off from harm.”

I had a flashback to the Bruton surrounding us with fire in Rosalie’s basement—the intense heat from the fire that took the shape of people writhing in pain, the desperation on Kristina’s face as she tried to put out the flames, the mind-numbing fear that pulsed through my body as I realized I was about to die.

“Yeah, that sounds good to me,” I said brightly. “So what do I need to do?”

Kristina turned to the colonel, who was examining an old photo of Grandpa Bosco and me. He’d died years before. “Colonel Fleetwood?”

The colonel perked up, startled. “Apologies! I was distracted by the charming photo of Baylor and Douglas.”

“Douglas? You call Grandpa Bosco by his first name?”

“Well, of course,” he said, sounding confused. “He’s not my grandfather, after all.”

“Yeah, but still . . . it’s weird.”

In all honestly, I was jealous he got to see my grandpa. He said his name so nonchalantly, too, as though he and his ol’ pal Douglas hung out all the time in the Beyond, telling each other jokes and goofing around and having the best time ever. What a jerk.

“Anyway,” Kristina continued, “Colonel Fleetwood, if you’d like to explain your news?”

“Indeed!” he said. “Baylor, we’re enhancing your protection, and it’s really quite simple.”

“Do share, then, old chap!”

“Baylor,” Kristina said, her face in her hand, “why?”

The colonel pressed on. “The stone, the one you made for the talisman to defeat the Sheet Man? Its power remains, and we can harness it to protect you.”

I frowned, leaning over to my nightstand to retrieve the stone from one of the drawers. The first night I met the colonel, I had to go hunting for materials to make a talisman, an object that wards off evil spirits. I needed a piece of wood, a round stone, and an egg, and we somehow ghost-rigged the stone inside the egg and sealed it shut. I’d eventually cracked it open and used the stone to stop Rosalie and the Sheet Man.

Afterward, I’d discreetly picked it up from Rosalie’s house when we stopped by with the police after the Bruton incident. I’d kept it as a souvenir of sorts, as weird as that may sound, but it was easier to hold on to than either the cracked eggshells that had encased it or the primitive wooden bowl I’d spent hours whittling.

“This thing?” I asked. “It’s just a rock.”

“Just a rock?” Kristina scoffed. “It was able to break the negative energy that bound the Sheet Man, remember?”

“Yeah,” I scoffed back. “That one time, after we had done the magical thingamajig with the lights and the chanting.”

Kristina smiled slyly. “There’s more where that came from.”
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Amulets: Good for keeping bad spirits away, but bad for blending in.

“NO,” I SAID. “ABSOLUTELY NOT.”

“Why not?” Kristina asked. “It’s for your own good!”

She and Colonel Fleetwood had just explained what they wanted me to do with the stone, and since it involved wearing it like a necklace, it wasn’t going to work out.

“Because guys my age don’t wear necklaces,” I said. “Jared Terrance came back from a trip to Hawaii wearing a puka shell necklace, and everyone destroyed him for it. He had to take three fake sick days in a row just to get people to forget about it!”

“This is going to be a lot different than a puka shell necklace, Baylor.”

“You’re right,” I said, nodding fervently. “It’s going to be a whole lot worse, because that stone is big and bulky, and there’s no way I’m going to be able to hide it. People are going to notice it instantly. I’ll have to admit I’m wearing some weird stone necklace under my shirt because the only alternative is saying I have an alien parasite growing out of my chest.”

Kristina crossed her arms and tapped her foot impatiently. “You know how this is going to end, right? You’re going to keep complaining, and Colonel Fleetwood and I are going to sit here and listen; finally, once you wear yourself out, you’re going to give in and do it. So, in the interest of time, can we just skip to the last step?”

“You think you know me so well,” I said, annoyed that she was probably right. “Well, guess what?”

“What?” she said, in mock surprise. “Are you suddenly not going to give in? Are you going to act like a headstrong idiot for a few more days before you realize how stupid you’re being and finally agree to do what we wanted you to from the beginning, but you’ll feel better about yourself because you at least stood your ground?”

We glared at each other in silence for a few moments while the colonel politely studied the popcorn ceiling.

“Let’s just get this over with,” I finally said.

*  *  *

I’d originally found the stone and wood for the talisman on the night of a full moon, and the three of us had used our energy to create it from that. Thankfully, since the weird mystical stuff was already accounted for, the process of making the necklace was fairly painless. I took some twine from my dad’s workspace in the basement and wrapped a long piece around the stone a bunch of times. Then I looped a different piece through the twine and tied it together to form the most primitive necklace I’d ever seen. It looked like something a caveman would give to his cavewife as an anniversary gift.

“My one request,” I said, examining the creation in my hands, “is that we don’t call it a necklace.”

“It’s really more of an amulet,” Colonel Fleetwood said.

“I’m not sure that’s better,” I said, scrunching my eyebrows together.

“We’ll figure the wording out later,” Kristina said gently. “We need to finalize the protections on it.”

“More weird bands of light coming from our fingers?” I asked, remembering the bizarre tornado of energy that we’d somehow conjured to create the original talisman.

“Nope,” Kristina said. “Fire. Lots and lots of fire. Light your candle.”

I stockpiled candles the way other thirteen-year-olds stockpile baseball cards, and I always had a few scattered throughout my room. I lit one every morning so the fire’s energy could surround me and keep me safe. I did as Kristina asked and set the lit candle on the desk in front of me.

“Good. You’ll need to do two things now.”

“The first,” the colonel said, “is to memorize this line: Surround me with white light and protect me in the dark night.”

“Simple enough,” I said. “What’s the second thing?”

“As you’re saying that line, you’ll have to dip the amulet into the candle’s flame,” Kristina said.

“Won’t that burn the twine? And make it useless?”

“Not if you don’t screw it up.”

So I did as they instructed. I said the lines aloud (and then, for good measure, repeated them over and over again in my head), and brought the amulet down to the flame. It took several seconds for the brown, itchy twine to catch fire, but once it did, it burned with intensity—the flame seemed to alternate between gold and blue, and it hissed in an oddly satisfying way.

I had a moment of panic when I realized the flame was about to inch its way up to where my fingers were holding the amulet. Kristina noticed, and she reached out her hands and held mine. I couldn’t feel them, but a chill lingered around my fingers.

“Trust us,” she whispered. And sure enough, the flame licked up and around my hands, but it didn’t burn my skin. After a few more seconds of burning and hissing, the flame snuffed itself out with a dramatic poof.

The amulet had transformed. The brown, itchy twine was now smooth and dark, almost like leather. The stone had morphed from perfectly white to an ashy silver, and it wasn’t as bulky, like it had shed a layer or two of stone.

“Nice,” I said in a hushed voice. I put it around my neck and under my shirt, and for a moment, the glassy stone burned hot against my skin. I grabbed it off my chest, but in my hand, the stone felt cool.

“And that’s all there is to it!” Kristina said. She and the colonel smiled at each other.

“So what does it do?” I asked. “I’m protected against everything now?”

The colonel laughed. “If only it were that easy. This is just an enhancement to your protections. Should you find yourself swarmed by evil spirits, the amulet will offer enough protection to fend off attacks to your body and spirit.”

“Wouldn’t it be better if it could keep me from getting swarmed by evil spirits in the first place?”

“One step at a time, Baylor,” Kristina said. “We’re working on it.”

“Right,” I said warily. “Better than nothing, I guess.”

*  *  *

I keep a dream journal on my nightstand in case I get any weird messages in the middle of the night, mostly from the little kids who sometimes rush through my dreams. It’s a woefully ineffective way of communicating a message since scribbling in the dark while half asleep isn’t simple, and I’ll often wind up staring at the words for a while trying to decipher their meaning. It doesn’t happen often, though, mainly because ghosts don’t really bother me in my dreams, and if they do, I can usually remember the message.

Anyway, I’m only supposed to be able to communicate with ghosts whose loved ones are in my proximity, so I shouldn’t be getting any random messages unless someone is hiding out in my closet in the middle of the night. And if that turned out to be the case, I’d have bigger problems than some incomprehensible messages.

That night, I drifted off into one of the strangest sleeps I’ve had in a while. At first I didn’t even realize I was asleep. I was in band rehearsal, and Mr. G. said he’d not only given up on the Christmas mash-up for the Thanksgiving Day Parade, but he’d also given up on us completely.

“I’ve decided to quit my job and become a ski instructor in Argentina,” he announced to the room of stunned faces, his long, golden-red hair shining brightly from an invisible source of light somewhere behind him. “I figure I can’t be any worse at that than I am at this job.”

“But—but have you ever skied before?” asked my friend Bobby, who was slumped over his drum, devastated.

“Sure haven’t,” he said.

“Well, that doesn’t seem like a good idea.”

“You’re right,” I said, turning to Bobby. And he was. Mr. G. wouldn’t just abandon ship in such a grand way. In that moment, it dawned on me I was dreaming, and it was like a hazy veil had been lifted from my eyes. I looked around the room and a few things affirmed my realization.

First off, Aiden was weeping into his flute, and although I wouldn’t be shocked if Aiden actually did cry at this kind of news, I doubted his tears would rival the intensity of a small waterfall. Next, I looked at the sheet music in front of me, but the musical notes were just doodles of cats. Finally, I spotted a giant, bulbous octopus in the corner of the room, its tentacles stirring limply as it attempted to grasp its slippery saxophone. That pretty much sealed the deal for me.

Mr. G. had somehow changed into brightly colored ski clothes and was clutching a pair of skis in one hand and poles in the other.

“Time to go!” he said, heading to the door.

“I’ll join you,” I said, and stood up to follow him out of the room.

“Argentina’s a long way away, Baylor,” Mr. G. said as he sauntered outside. “Are you sure your parents will . . .”

But then he faded away, and I found myself in a vast black room, as if I’d accidentally launched myself into outer space. It was warm and cozy, as though I were wrapped in the most luxurious blanket money could buy. A pathway stretching left and right sprawled out as far I could see; the ground was illuminated by what looked like shimmering shooting stars. Some were brighter than others, and I was standing on one tinged with a blue glow.

I half walked, half floated to the left, wondering what to do. Billions of stars filled the vast space around me, glowing warmly despite their distance. At my feet, stars were spaced evenly apart down either side of the pathway; it looked vaguely like an airport runway, but it felt more like a universe that belonged just to me. One particular shooting star was flashing intensely a few feet away from where I’d entered. I was curious as to what would happen if I stepped onto it. I placed a foot on it, and with a soft whoosh, I somersaulted forward and gently tumbled into a rolling field.

The sun was setting behind massive oak trees on a hill in the distance; the sky was ablaze with vivid stripes of various shades of pink, blue, and gold, like someone had spilled paint all over a canvas and mixed all the colors together.

I walked down the hill, gazing in awe at the sky, and stumbled into Bobby again. He was sitting cross-legged on a picnic blanket, drinking a cup of tea, while a moose sat across from him, also cross-legged and drinking from a matching, but slightly larger teacup. On a fancy platter in front of them were two kinds of ants-on-a-log: the celery, peanut butter, and raisin version for Bobby, and an actual log crawling with ants for the moose.

Even though Bobby was one of my good friends and probably the goofiest person I knew, I’d never dreamed about him twice in a night before. It didn’t entirely surprise me that I’d dream up such a weird scenario for him.

“Baylor!” Bobby exclaimed. “Hey, dude! Nice of you to join!”

“Thanks, Bobby,” I said, laughing. “Who’s your friend?”

“Mr. Moose is an old acquaintance of mine,” Bobby said. Then, in what looked like a move they’d rehearsed many times, they reached behind their backs, pulled out top hats, put them on their heads, and nodded toward me.

I had never seen a moose move so gracefully—that thing was huge, and for it to balance the top hat on its antlers was impressive. I was strangely jealous of their hats.

“Do you have a spare for me? I’d hate to look underdressed for the party.”

“But of course,” said Bobby, and he motioned to the moose, which reached into a raccoon-fur satchel and pulled out another hat for me.

“Thank you,” I said, the top hat fitting snuggly on my head.

“Snack?” Bobby asked.

“No thanks,” I said, “I don’t love raisins.”

“Who does? Those are for Mr. Moose,” Bobby said, picking up the log. “We get the ants.” He shoved the log against his mouth and licked voraciously.

I gawked at him. “That’s really gross, Bobby.”

He frowned, still chewing. “Ever tried them?” he asked between bites as little bits of ant legs and guts splattered out of his mouth.
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