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Dedication

To my nieces Nikki, Emily, Samantha, and Kaylee,
for taking your cousins on such wild adventures. —DB
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Chapter

1

Big Surprise at the Bus Stop

Dante Dávila hopped down the steps and hit the sidewalk with a smile. He loved his morning stroll to the bus stop!

“Dante!” It was Ms. Cartaya, the mail carrier, slipping letters into mailboxes. “Looking sharp there, cutie.”

“Thanks!” Dante said. “First day of school. Got to look my best!”

He gave Ms. Cartaya a thumbs-up and kept walking toward the bus stop.

Just then Mr. Medina came out of his house, coffee in hand. As he bent to pick up his newspaper, he grinned at Dante.

“¡Buenos días! Ready to break some hearts, Romeo?”

“Nope!” Dante laughed. “Sharing my good looks with everybody’s lucky eyes.”

“¡Eso!” Mr. Medina said, lifting his cup. “Confidence. The key to life.”
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A few cars cruised by as Dante neared the corner, their drivers waving hello. It’s nice to be back in my own neighborhood, Dante thought. Everybody loves me here. It’s safe. Not like 13th Street.

As if his thoughts had called her, a woman came stumbling out from behind a tree.

Dante’s eyes went wide.

It was Doña Chabela. The strange old lady from Gulf City!
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“What are YOU doing here?” Dante asked nervously.

“Making sure,” she gasped, “you get on that bus. Long ride ahead of you, guapo.”
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Chapter

2

Dangerous Detour!

With a grinding sound, a school bus came around the corner. It hissed to a stop a few feet away. The door creaked open.

Dante put his foot on the first step, his hand on the metal rail. If Chabela wants me to get on this bus, maybe I shouldn’t, he thought.

“Hurry up, Dante,” said Robby Leal, the young bus driver.

“Be brave!” called Doña Chabela. “Face your fears, boy!”

Dante hurried inside. As the doors shut, his cousin Ivan, who was sitting in their favorite three-seater, pressed his face to the window. He looked shocked.
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“No way!” Ivan shouted. “Malia, it’s that weird woman from Gulf City!”

Malia was Dante’s other cousin. She was sitting next to her best friend, Susana Leal, the bus driver’s little sister. Susana narrowed her eyes at Dante. They had been rivals since kindergarten, when Dante had been voted Cutest in the Class.

Susana insisted she was MUCH cuter then—and even cuter now!
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“The ugly duckling’s arrived,” Susana said under her breath.

Malia ignored her and stood up to see better.

“Doña Chabela? In Nopalitos?” she said.

“Sit down, guys!” Robby told Dante and Malia. They were the only kids onboard this early. The school bus route had barely begun.
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“Just drive, Robby,” Susana answered.

“You’re supposed to respect me, squirt,” her brother warned.

“Whatever.” Susana checked her face in a small mirror.

“Still not cuter than me,” Dante whispered as he took a seat beside Ivan.

Susana shot him an angry look.

Malia sat between them, clearing her throat. “Dante? Did Chabela say anything to you?”

Before Dante could reply, Robby groaned.

A tree lay in the road ahead, just after the next intersection. “Looks like we have to take a quick detour,” Robby said.
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He spun the steering wheel. The bus began to turn, heading onto the side street.

WHOOSH!

A strange roaring sound swirled around them. The bus shook.

“Wait,” said Robby. “I don’t recognize this neighborhood.”

At the same instant, Ivan, Dante, and Malia jumped up with a gasp!

The bus was surrounded by rusted old cars with no tires. Leaves blew up and down cracked sidewalks. An eternally gray sky hung overhead like a dirty rag.

Below those dense clouds, the tall, crooked, and empty buildings of 13th Street stretched as far as the eye could see.

“Oh no,” whispered Dante. “We’re . . . back!”
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Fire-Breathing Ferrets!

Susana closed her mirror. “Back where?”

Robby slowed to a stop. Dante could see the alley where he’d hidden from the Snatch Bats a few months ago.

“Back where we left off,” Dante muttered. “Like a video-game checkpoint.”

Suddenly six big creatures jumped into the street! They were the size of small horses, but their bodies and tails were longer. Their fur was thick and slick. They had short snouts and ears.
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Susana stared out the window. “Uh, R-Robby? Why are there giant ferrets in the road?”

One of the beasts was in front of the bus. It snarled, showing sharp teeth.

“I don’t know, but they don’t look friendly!” he replied.

Dante hurried down the aisle to the back door. The creatures were everywhere. “Boss? I think we’re in trouble.”
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Malia took a deep breath. “Robby, you need to drive away. Fast.”

The bus driver raised an eyebrow. “That’s Mr. Leal to you, Malia. And I don’t take orders from kids.”

“I’d listen to her,” Ivan said. “She helped us escape from this place before.”
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Just then, all the ferrets opened their mouths at once. Dante could see an orange glow at the back of their throats.

Then the creatures BREATHED FIRE AT THE BUS!

WHOOSH!

The bus got hot fast. Some of the windows cracked. The kids moved to the aisle, ducking down.

“What kind of ferrets can breathe fire?” Robby shouted.
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“Giant ones from another dimension!” Ivan replied.

“JUST DRIVE!” yelled Malia.
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Robby stamped on the gas pedal, and the school bus sped ahead!

VROOOM!

Apartment buildings whizzed by. Now they were in the warehouse district. The ferrets couldn’t keep up. Soon Dante couldn’t see them anymore.

“We lost the furry flamethrowers,” he called, his heart pounding in his chest.

Malia looked at Dante. “Are you okay? You’re sweating. A LOT.”

“He’s scared, Malia,” Ivan said. “Fire is his big fear.”

Susana looked at them, shocked. “What?”
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Malia explained. “His seventh birthday. Too much product in his hair. When he went to blow out the candles, WHOOSH! Flaming bangs.”

“It was terrible,” Dante said sadly. “Mom put out the fire, but my hair was ruined. Dad shaved it all off.”

Susana managed to smile. “Bald, huh?”

“Don’t start, wannabe,” Dante warned.

Robby slowed the bus to a stop. “This is crazy. I need answers.”

Taking a deep breath, Dante explained. “We spent the summer in Gulf City. A woman told us to take a shortcut. It led us here, to 13th Street. It’s another world. Full of monsters. You have to defeat them to escape.”
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Robby turned in his seat. “Wait, are you talking about that lady at the bus stop?”

Ivan stood up. “Yes. You know her?”

“Her name is Isabel Aguilar. She lived in Nopalitos when I was in middle school,” Robby explained. “She moved away to take care of her grandkids, I think.”

Susana adjusted her hair with a shaky hand. “So Mrs. Aguilar sent us here? How? Why?”

Malia shrugged. “Maybe she’s an evil witch.”

“Yeah,” said Dante, “who gets fluffy oversize rodents to roast school buses.”
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Suddenly there was a BOOM. The whole bus shook!
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“AHHHH!” screamed everyone.

Except Ivan. “Relax. It’s just the metal of the bus shrinking as it cools down.”

“Whew,” sighed Malia. “I thought we were goners.”
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Hidey Hole

Susana sighed. “Well, one mystery is solved.”

“What do you mean?” Malia asked.

“When you got to Gulf City, you kept complaining about Thing One and Thing Two. A few weeks later, you guys were best buddies,” she explained.

Ivan frowned at Malia. “Thing One and Thing Two?”

“That was before we defeated the Snatch Bats together,” Malia said, embarrassed. “Sorry.”

“Y’all can do a group hug later,” interrupted Robby. “How do we escape?”

Dante looked back down the street. “In video games, you can run away from the monster for a while. But it keeps coming. We gotta get this bus off the street.”

Ivan nodded. “And we need time to make a plan of attack.”

Malia pointed. “Look, one of the warehouses is open.”

Robby headed toward the building. Its metal door had been rolled up. There was just enough space to drive inside.
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The brakes hissed. Everyone exited the bus.

“Let’s get that door down, Ivan,” Robby said. But they couldn’t reach.

“Is there a stool around here?” asked Malia.

“No need,” Dante said. “I’ll just use my charm!”

Susana rolled her eyes. “You’re so conceited.”

“And you’re jealous. Close up, Kalaan!” Dante shouted the magical command.
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The door came slamming down. WHAM! Everyone jumped back.

“Good one,” Ivan said. “Use that 13th Street magic.”

Painted on the inside of the door was a symbol: two lines, one atop the other, with three dots above them.

“What does it mean?” Susana asked. “That question’s for Ivan, Dante. Don’t strain your cute little head.”
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“Ha, ha, Miss Runner-up.” Dante shrugged. “Lots of doors have that mark. It means they can be opened.”

Robby inspected the door. “Suse, go get the chain and padlock from the toolbox.”

“I’ll go with you,” Malia said.

As the two girls headed back to the bus, the sound of thudding steps came from outside, getting louder. Suddenly strange barking and hissing filled the air.

Dante swallowed hard. “They’re here!”
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