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Dedication

In memory of Witchy and Puchi,

the best dogs on the planet. I’ll see you

on the other side. —DB
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Chapter

1

Fish Tanks and Friends

For a moment, Malia stopped thinking about her plan. She just stood there, staring at the tank full of pink jellyfish.

She was at the Gulf City Aquarium with her class and teacher.

“This is our last stop!” said Ms. Garay. She pointed at the jellyfish’s tentacles. “Did you know that jellyfish don’t sting with electricity? Nope! They have special cells containing poison!”

Someone giggled at Malia’s side. It was Susana Leal, her best friend.

“That one looks like my brother,” Susana said, smiling. “Don’t you think?”

Malia nodded, forcing a laugh. Then she took a nervous breath.

A week ago, she and her cousins had decided to return to 13th Street, the monster-filled dimension they had just escaped. This field trip to the Gulf City Aquarium was the perfect moment to set their plan in motion. But they needed Susana’s help.

Unfortunately, Susana had no memory of her time in 13th Street. That made everything trickier.

Dante and Ivan walked over to meet Malia. They were right on time.
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“Brains and Beauty have arrived,” Dante said, smirking.

“Oh, please,” muttered Susana.

Dante gave her a big grin. “Jealousy is an ugly thing, Susana.”

“And now, students, free time!” Ms. Garay said excitedly, cutting off Susana’s reply. “Stay in your groups, rotating among the stations. These awesome aquarium employees can answer any questions!”
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“Hey, Suse?” Malia asked. “Remember what I said on the bus?”

“You wanted to ask a favor.” Susana shrugged. “I’m your BFF, Malia. Ask away!”

“Okay. I need you to cover for us. These two weirdos and me,” Malia explained. “We have to go somewhere.”

Susana narrowed her eyes. “Where? For how long?”

“An hour?” Malia guessed. “Maybe ninety minutes? But I can’t say where.”

“You can’t . . . Malia, this is not cool,” Susana grumbled. “We don’t keep secrets from each other.”
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Dante sighed. “Cómo no. If you only knew.”

Malia punched his shoulder. “It’s . . . Aunt Lucy’s birthday and we want to surprise her.”

Malia hated to lie to her best friend, but she didn’t have a choice.

Ivan’s eyes went wide. “We’re getting her a pet!”

“Actually two kittens!” Dante chimed in.

Malia shot Ivan and Dante an annoyed look. Don’t overdo it! she wanted to tell them.
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“Oooh, how cute!” Susana clapped happily. “But I want receipts. Record everything on your phone, Mal. Promise?”

Feeling guiltier by the second, Malia nodded. “Yes, totally. Now, please . . . keep Ms. G distracted.”

Susana looked over at their teacher, who was boring the aquarium manager with her jellyfish questions.

“Está bien. I’ve got you covered,” Susana said with a wink.
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Chapter

2

Chabela’s Choice

As the cousins quickly slipped out the door, Malia glanced back. Susana pointed to her cell phone and mouthed the words take pictures. Malia gave her a thumbs-up.

In the hallway, Ivan reviewed their plan. “We go to Doña Chabela’s house and talk to her. She obviously knows how to open portals, or where to find them.”

“I bet she just wants her grandson to come home,” Malia added. “So we’re going to ask her to help send us back to 13th Street.”
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There was a bus stop right outside the aquarium. Within a few minutes, they were whisked into the neighborhood of Little Mexico.

There was another bus stop right on 11th Street, where both Aunt Lucy and Chabela Aguilar lived. Malia and her cousins walked away from Lucy’s apartment complex as fast as they could. The last thing they needed was for her to spot them playing hooky.

The gate to Chabela’s house was open. The three cousins hurried down her sidewalk and up her stairs. Malia rang the doorbell.
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“Doña Chabela!” she called. “Please open up! We found your grandson!”

The door swung open almost immediately. Chabela stood there, shocked.

Then her eyes filled with tears and a huge smile spread across her wrinkled face. “Ay, niños benditos. You lovely children. Thank you. Please, come inside.”

Her living room was full of wooden furniture and bright colors, like Lucy’s apartment. But there was a sadness that Malia could feel all around her—the kind of sadness that comes when you lose something very important to you.
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“We need answers, ma’am. You’ve tricked us into going to 13th Street three times. Why?” Malia asked.

“I’m so, so sorry,” Chabela said, dropping into a chair. “Let me explain. The day I met you was the fourth anniversary of Mickey’s disappearance. His parents are still looking for him, but I always believed there was something . . . supernatural at work. So that night, I prayed as hard as I could for help.”

Malia noticed the house had gotten very still. Somewhere, an old clock was ticking.

“Finally, I fell asleep,” Chabela continued. “And in a dream, I saw a strange woman with hair as white as bone. She told me about the entrance in the alley. ‘If you want to see your grandson again,’ she said, ‘send a child.’ When I woke up, I swore I would do no such thing. I visited the spot, found a strange shimmer in the air, and tried to step through into the Underworld. But adults can’t enter.”

Malia sighed. “So you sent us.”

“It seemed like a sign,” Chabela said, a tear running down her cheek. “You walked right by me on the very day Mickey had vanished. Then you returned, gracias a Dios. You’re special.”
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“So you kept sending us back,” Ivan said.

“How did you know about the other two portals?” Malia asked.

“More dreams,” Chabela said. “The woman with bone-white hair told me.”

Dante asked, “Why didn’t you just ask us for help?”
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“What if you had refused?” Chabela said. “Ay, m’ijo, I couldn’t risk it.”

Ivan cleared his throat. “Well, we’re here to help, Doña Chabela. Listen, Mickey is still trapped on 13th Street. He says he accidentally created it on his computer. Do you have it?”

“Vengan,” Chabela said, gesturing for them to follow. She led them down the hall to a bedroom. It was Mickey’s, Malia could tell. He had posters of famous inventors on the walls and a huge computer with three screens. In one corner was a little altar, a memorial to Bruno, with a photo of the huge Irish wolfhound above it.

Dante laced his fingers together and popped all his knuckles at once.

“I got this, guys,” he said, sitting down in front of the monitors.

Malia patted him on the head. “I knew there was a reason we kept you around.”
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Dante started pushing buttons and keys. The screens turned on. White letters and numbers and symbols scrolled past faster than Malia could read.

“Be careful,” Chabela warned. “That machine tore a hole into the Underworld.”

As if on cue, crazy whirring and sputtering noises rang out all around them!

WHIRRR! WHIZZZ!

CHEEKA-POOKA-KREEK!

The room began to shake!
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Chapter

3

Maps at Last!

“Do something, geek squad!” Malia shouted.

Ivan put his hand on Dante’s shoulder. “Exit BIOS, dude!”

Malia had no idea what he meant. But Dante’s fingers danced across the keyboard. The screens went black. Then icons started popping up.

The room stopped shuddering. The noises faded.

Chabela clutched her chest, wheezing. “Don’t give me a heart attack, niños.”

“Sorry!” Dante said. “But look! There’s an icon labeled portal grid.”

“Open it, Dante!” Ivan shouted.

Dante clicked on it.

WHOOSH!

A map of the state filled the screens. There were dozens of glowing dots on it.

“Whoa,” Ivan said, amazed.
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“Can you zoom in on Gulf City?” Malia asked.
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Ivan tapped the screen. Dante nodded. Thinking about their shared, secret language, Malia felt a sudden pang of guilt. She and Susana understood each other like that. Had Malia betrayed their friendship by lying to her?

“Okay, this should . . . ,” Dante began.

WHIIIP!

The map now showed the streets of Gulf City.
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“Now,” Dante said, “we’re on 11th Street, so . . . ah, man!”

“What?” Malia asked.

“The alley portal is gone,” Ivan explained, pointing at the screen. “They must disappear once we cross back to our world.”

Malia squinted. “Scroll up, Dante. There! Where’s that one?”

“That’s the old canal,” Chabela answered.

Malia pulled her tablet from her backpack. “Dante, can you send me the maps of the city and state?”
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In a few moments, her tablet dinged.


“Now we control when and how we get to 13th Street,” Ivan muttered. “Awesome.”

“Okay, we have to hurry,” Malia told Chabela. “Mickey has to find Bruno, then his return portal will open. He needs our help.”

Chabela clasped her hands together. “I’ll never be able to thank you enough, niños. Someday I will repay you.”

“Well, it’s almost Christmas,” Dante pointed out. “I could send you a list of video games I’ve been . . .”

Malia gave him a little shove. “Come on, Pretty Boy. Let’s rescue Mickey first.”
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Chapter

4

Sharks in the Sewer?

The cousins caught the next bus and got out near the canal.

Dante pinched his nose. “PEW! This stinks worse than the Snatch Bats’ breath.”

When they reached the edge of the canal, Malia checked the map. “This is it. Good thing our backpacks are waterproof.”

Ivan made a sound like he might throw up. “Ladies first.”

Malia shook her head. “Chickens. Follow my lead, as always.”

She jumped into the slimy green water. As she sank, the warm canal water got colder. Her feet touched something hard. As she tried to stand, her head burst from the water. Sopping spirals of hair hung all around her face.
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Ivan and Dante popped up beside her.

“Wait, what?” Dante sputtered.

They weren’t on 13th Street. They were UNDER IT.

“We’re in a sewer,” Ivan said. “A very big sewer.”

“Or,” said Dante, “the Underworld of the Underworld.”

Ivan chuckled and Malia rolled her eyes.

In fact, the cousins were up to their stomachs in water inside a huge concrete tunnel. There were narrow walkways along each side. In the distance, metal ladders led to a catwalk or bridge.

Ivan pointed at one. “We should probably climb up there, then go through the manhole.”
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“Hmm,” Malia mused. “Seems safer down here, though. Maybe we could—”

“Uh, boss?” Dante whispered. He sounded scared.

“What is it, Dante?” she asked.

“Sharks!” he cried.
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Malia looked down at the water and saw six triangular fins heading right toward them!

“Run!” she screamed, splashing
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