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Chapter 1: A Peaceful Summer
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The sun shone brightly over Alexa’s backyard, turning the grass into a perfect green carpet for another lazy summer afternoon. It had been almost a full year since the chaotic night at the river site, and for the first time in a long while, the Junkyard Detectives Club wasn’t rushing off to stop a chemical disaster. They were just... being kids.

Alexa sat cross-legged on the picnic table, wearing her favorite green t-shirt and jeans, watching her friends with a soft smile. At thirteen, everything felt a little different. Her hair had grown a bit longer, now brushing her shoulders, and she still wore her lucky blue barrette to keep it out of her face.

“Last one in the sprinkler is buying ice cream!” Tyler shouted, already running toward the hose with his shirt off. He had changed the most over the past year — a major growth spurt and puberty had turned him into a taller, more muscular version of himself. He looked strong and confident as he dragged the sprinkler into position.

Riley laughed and chased after him, her braids bouncing. “You’re on! But only if you don’t cheat this time!”

Jordan, with her longer girly hair tied in a loose ponytail, grinned and joined them, splashing water everywhere. James sat at the edge of the table, tinkering with a small drone he was upgrading, his glasses slipping down his nose as usual.

And then there was Sam.

Alexa felt her cheeks grow warm as she watched him from her spot on the picnic table.

Sam was helping Tyler adjust the sprinkler, laughing at something Tyler had said. His shorter boyish hair was messy from the wind and all the running around, sticking up in that familiar way that somehow looked cute now. He had grown over the past year — not as dramatically as Tyler’s big growth spurt and new muscles — but enough that Alexa couldn’t help noticing. His shoulders looked a little broader, his smile a little brighter, and every time he glanced over at her, her stomach did these funny little flips that made her feel both excited and nervous at the same time.

She quickly looked away, pretending to be very interested in the popsicle in her hand. Stop it, she told herself. He’s your best friend. You’ve known him forever.

But no matter how much she tried to ignore it, the feeling kept coming back. The way he always listened when she talked about her worries. The way he made her laugh even when she was having one of her emotional days. The way he still treated her exactly like Alexa — not like some fragile girl who used to be a boy.

She hadn’t told anyone yet, not even Riley. The idea of saying it out loud made her face feel even hotter. What if Sam didn’t feel the same way? What if it made things weird between them? What if the whole group found out and started teasing her?

Still... deep down, Alexa was pretty sure she had a crush on her best friend.

She stole one more quick glance at Sam as he turned the water on, sending a big spray across the yard. When he caught her looking and flashed that easy, happy smile, her heart did another little flip.

Yeah, she thought with a secret smile. Definitely a crush.

“Earth to Alexa,” Riley teased, jogging over and flicking water at her. “You zoning out again?”

Alexa blinked and laughed, wiping the droplets from her arm. “Sorry. Just thinking about how weird it is that we’re actually having a normal summer.”

The group gathered around the table as the sprinkler sprayed in lazy arcs. Tyler passed out popsicles from the cooler while everyone found seats.

“Can you believe it’s been a whole year since we took down the last big threat?” Sam said, sitting right next to Alexa. Their shoulders brushed, and she felt that familiar flutter again.

Jordan nodded, licking her popsicle. “I still have nightmares about that night sometimes. But now we get to just... hang out. Go swimming. Ride bikes. Be normal.”

“Mostly normal,” James added with a grin, holding up his drone. “I’ve been working on some new gadgets just in case. You know... for science.”

Tyler flexed his arm dramatically. “And I’ve been working on these guns. Gotta stay ready, right?”

Everyone laughed. Riley’s eyes lingered on Tyler for a second longer than usual, a small smile playing on her lips. Alexa noticed but didn’t say anything. She had a feeling Riley was starting to see Tyler differently too.

As the afternoon went on, the group settled into that comfortable rhythm they had perfected over years of friendship. They talked about everything and nothing — the usual mix of silly and serious that only best friends could pull off.

“School starts in just a few weeks,” Riley groaned, stretching out on her blanket. “I can’t believe we’re going to be eighth graders already.”

Tyler grinned, flexing his arm again. “I’m ready. Maybe I’ll finally make the basketball team this year.”

They laughed and debated which rides they wanted to hit first at the upcoming county fair, argued about who was going to win the new video game they’d all been playing online together, and teased James about how much time he spent working on his gadgets instead of relaxing.

Through it all, Alexa kept stealing quiet glances at Sam.

He was sitting right beside her on the blanket, legs stretched out in front of him, laughing at one of Tyler’s jokes. He was still the same kind, steady Sam she had known since those scary junkyard days — the boy who always had her back, who listened when she needed to talk about feeling different, and who never treated her like she was fragile. But lately... something had changed.

Now her heart beat a little faster whenever he laughed at one of her jokes. Her stomach did that fluttery thing when their arms brushed together. She found herself wondering — constantly — whether he ever looked at her the same way she was looking at him.

Did he notice how her hair had grown longer? Did he think about her when he wasn’t with the group? Or was she still just “one of the guys” to him?

Alexa quickly looked away when Sam turned his head toward her, pretending to be very interested in the melting popsicle in her hand. Her cheeks felt warm again.

Stop it, she thought. He’s your best friend. Don’t make it weird.

But as the golden sunlight filtered through the trees and Sam laughed again at something Riley said, Alexa couldn’t help the small, secret smile that tugged at her lips.

Maybe this year would be different.

Maybe this year, things between them could change too.

Later, as the sun began to dip lower, the group sprawled out on blankets in the grass. Alexa lay on her back, staring at the clouds.

“You know,” she said quietly, “sometimes I still can’t believe everything that happened. I went from being Alex... to this. And now here we are. Thirteen. Almost in high school. It feels like yesterday we were ten and terrified.”

Sam turned his head toward her. “Yeah. But we made it. All of us. And we’re stronger because of it.”

Alexa smiled, her blue energy giving off the faintest, happy glow around her fingers for just a moment. “I guess we are.”

As the sky turned orange and pink, a small, strange thing happened. A faint blue shimmer appeared on a leaf near Alexa’s hand — almost like glowing dew — before fading away. No one else seemed to notice.

Alexa blinked, but decided it was probably just her imagination. After everything they’d been through, a peaceful summer was exactly what they deserved.

Little did she know, the whispers were only just beginning.
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Chapter 2: Back to School
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The first day of eighth grade arrived with a mix of excitement and nervous energy.

Alexa stood in front of her bedroom mirror, adjusting the straps of her new blue backpack for the third time. She had chosen a light blue tank top that felt comfortable yet a little nicer than her usual casual wear, paired with her favorite jeans. The outfit was simple but made her feel put-together for the first day of eighth grade.

Her shoulder-length brown hair was neatly brushed and fell softly around her face, with her lucky blue barrette clipped securely on one side to keep it out of her eyes. She turned slightly, checking how the outfit looked from different angles. It still felt strange sometimes — seeing a girl staring back at her in the mirror — but she was getting more used to it with every passing month.

“You look great, kiddo,” her dad said from the doorway, leaning against the frame with a proud smile. “Eighth grade already. Hard to believe.”

Alexa gave him a nervous smile in the reflection. “Thanks, Dad. I just... want today to go well.”

She took one last look at herself, smoothing down her light blue tank top. Part of her wondered if Sam would notice what she was wearing. The thought made her cheeks feel warm again. She quickly shook her head, grabbed her backpack, and headed downstairs before she could overthink it any more.

What she didn’t say was how nervous she felt. Not just about classes or teachers, but about seeing Sam every day again. Summer had been easy — lazy afternoons and group hangouts. Now they’d be together in the hallways, in classes, at lunch. What if she said something stupid? What if he noticed her acting weird around him?

She shook the thought away and headed downstairs.

The whole club met at their usual corner before walking to school together. The late summer air still felt warm as they walked.

“Eighth grade, baby!” Tyler announced, walking with a confident stride. He had grown even more over the summer. His shoulders were broader, his arms stronger from all the sports he’d been playing. He looked... different. More mature.

Riley walked beside him, stealing quick glances. “You’re definitely making the basketball team this year,” she said, a little shyly. Tyler grinned down at her, and Riley felt her cheeks warm.

Jordan walked quietly on the other side of the group, her longer girly hair swaying as she walked. She kept looking toward James, who was talking excitedly about his latest electronics project.

“I upgraded the drone with better cameras and a longer battery,” James said, pushing his glasses up. “We could use it for... you know... casual observation if anything weird ever pops up again.”

Alexa smiled at James as he continued talking about his drone upgrades, but her attention kept drifting to Sam, who was walking right beside her. Their arms brushed occasionally as they walked, sending little sparks through her
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