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 Chapter 1: The Night Before 
 
      
 
    I felt a chill. Looking down a long dark, shadowy arm had grabbed my leg from under the couch.  
 
    “What is that!” I said, quickly pulling my leg up away from the clawed fingers. 
 
    A dark shadow creature, leapt out from under the couch. It had the shape of a tall, creepy looking man. For some reason I stayed calm. 
 
    “Zara, you can never stop us!” the ghostly shadow screamed at me. Actually spraying me with some sort of yellow goop. 
 
    “Oh yuck,” I said standing up. I took a fighting stance. “Listen icky gross thing, you’re dealing with the second youngest black belt in Hallow Falls’ history!” I bragged. 
 
    The shadow let out a laugh that made me shiver. “Silly human! You are no match for me…” He pointed to my feet. “Besides you are standing on the couch with shoes on. How rude!” 
 
    He had a point. Grandma Betty would not approve of that. “Then maybe I should get my feet off the couch!” 
 
    I threw a flying kick at the shadow hitting it right in the jaw! The shadow shattered into a series of jigsaw puzzle pieces and crashed to the ground.  
 
    *** 
 
    I heard, “Zara wake up, you’re moving and mumbling!” 
 
    My eyes popped open, there sat my best friend Maria Lopez looking kind of confused. “You fell asleep,” Maria said poking me. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said, looking around the room. “I had a weird dream.” 
 
     I found it strange that I had fallen asleep. I love my Friday night sitting at home, munching on popcorn and eating pizza while watching a movie with Maria and my grandma, Betty. Sure not the most exciting evening but after a week of school I enjoyed just relaxing and recharging. Besides, I liked hanging out with Maria and Grandma. Maria has been my best friend for years. Grandma may be way old, like at least 50, but she is still cool. 
 
    Maria and I sat on next to each other on the couch with Grandma along side us in her rocking chair.  
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    This week Grandma got to choose the movie and she picked her favorite of all time: Ghostbusters. I really loved that movie. That had to be why I had that weird dream. 
 
    Maria leaned over and nudged me, “Pause the movie right here for a minute Zara, I need to go to the toilet.” 
 
    “Really,” I complained...with a smile, so Maria knew I didn’t mean it.  
 
    Maria stood up and playfully messed up my hair. “Just do it! We may be best friends, but you know what my bladder is like…when I have to go, clear the pathway!” She reinforced her words with a small smile. 
 
    I did as Maria said. We’ve been neighbors forever. I can’t remember ever seeing Maria without her long blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail or without wearing some type of hat, cap or beanie. Once or twice in the last year, I’ve thought of asking her why she never changes her hairstyle, but couldn’t figure out how to ask without possibly insulting her.  
 
     “Are you ready for the big day tomorrow?” Grandma asked. 
 
    “Turning twelve isn’t a big deal,” I said. “Still not old enough to drive. Still not old enough to do anything.” 
 
    Grandma smiled at me. “It seems like just yesterday you were a little girl who loved to hear my ghost stories at bedtime.” 
 
    Yeah, I actually sort of missed that. Grandma told the best, scariest ghost stories, the kind that made me very concerned about my limbs hanging over the mattress. With her story finished, she’d smooth my hair away from my face and quietly say good night before tiptoeing from my bedroom. Feeling her hand on my head right before falling asleep reminded me that I was safe.  
 
    “I’m too old for bedtime stories,” I grumbled. “I’ll settle for watching ghosts being busted on TV.” 
 
    Grandma nodded, smile locked on her face. “True,” she said with just a hint of sadness. “Still, hard to believe you’re going to be twelve tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll wake up tomorrow feeling no different than today,” I told her. 
 
    Maria came back and plopped down on the couch next to me, making me spill my popcorn. She giggled.  
 
    “Zara,” Maria said, “I’m betting twelve is going to be great for you.” 
 
    “You turned twelve a few weeks ago. Do you feel any different?” I asked her. 
 
    Maria took a sip from her soda. “You’d be surprised,” she said, looking ahead at the television. “Unpause the movie, I want to see how it ends. Even though I live right next door my parents will freak if I’m not home by ten.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2: A Strange Awakening 
 
      
 
    “Zara! Wakey wakey!” a high-pitched voice shouted. 
 
    I tried to ignore the annoying sound that was assaulting my eardrums. Cracking my eyelids, I peered out my window; the sun had poked its way up, but just barely. I longed to stay nice and warm, wrapped under my covers for a few more minutes. I closed my eyes and spun away from the voice. 
 
    I felt a tiny bit of weight on my chest, which I ignored. “Happy birthday, Zara!” the voice squeaked. The weight popped off me. The weight popped back on me. “Now, up! Up! UP!” With each word, the weight popped off me, then on me, off me, then on me.  
 
    It hit me, something small kept jumping up and down on me. My eyes shot open. 
 
    I saw my little brown hamster, Hammy (not the best name, but give me a break; I was a little kid when I named him) standing on my chest. This had to be a dream. A very weird dream brought on by last night’s movie and too much spicy pizza. I closed my eyes, figuring I could shake myself out of this dream and that, when I woke up for real, Hammy would be in his cage and definitely not talking.  
 
    Eyes closed, I felt four little feet walking up towards my head then a little fist tapped me on the chin. 
 
    “Hello! Hello! Time to wake up! Happy happy happity birthday!” A pause. Another couple of taps. “Come on, Zara. I know you’re in there.” 
 
    “This is the weirdest dream I’ve ever had,” I mumbled. I opened one eye and found myself eye to eye with Hammy.  
 
    Hammy stood up on two legs, shaking his head. “Nope. Not a dream. Yesterday wasn’t a dream either. It was your first test!” 
 
    I forced open both eyes and sat up in bed. Hammy rolled off me, falling to the floor.  
 
    “Yikes!” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said.  
 
    “No problem. Hamsters are tough.” Hammy called up from the floor. “Zara, we need to talk.” 
 
    I sat up in bed, letting my feet dangle over the side. Glaring down at the floor I grumbled, “No we don’t. This is just another weird dream.” 
 
     Hammy rushed over and bit me hard on my big toe. 
 
    “Ouch!” I yelled, pulling my foot away. “Why’d you do that?” 
 
    “To prove to you that you aren’t dreaming Zara.” 
 
    I started rubbing my foot. “Did you have to bite me?” 
 
    “You don’t feel pain in your dreams. Do you?” 
 
    “Nope,” I said. 
 
    Hammy lifted his forearms off the ground, “So, see? Not a dream. I rest my case.” 
 
    “You couldn’t find a less painful way?” 
 
    “Probably, but that would waste time. Besides, your feet taste like stinky cheese.” Hammy leapt up beside me on the bed and tapped me on the knee. “But enough about your gross feet. We have important issues to discuss. I’m so glad that you are FINALLY twelve! It seems like it took forever.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Now that you are twelve, it’s time for you to begin your official duties.” 
 
    “I’m twelve,” I protested. “My official duties are to watch TV, surf the web, go shopping and hang out with my friends and take out the trash once a week.” 
 
    “You can still do all that. Just only sometimes instead of all the time,” Hammy said. “You can still go online, but you’ll have to spend more time using it for research.” 
 
    Having a conversation with my hamster had me confused enough on its own. But I found his words even more confusing. “You’ve lost me, Hammy.” 
 
    Hammy crawled up my arm and patted me on the shoulder. “That’s okay. Your mom got all confused when I first told her, too.” 
 
    “You’ve never met my mom!” I replied. “She’s been on an archeology dig in Egypt for the last two years with dad. I got you right after they left.” 
 
    “True, true,” Hammy nodded rapidly. “But your mom was in my care before you.” 
 
    “In your care?” I asked. “What are you talking about? You’re a hamster!” 
 
    “Yes, I am a hamster, but I’m also a trainer of ghost hunters or zappers,” the little hamster said solemnly. “Zara, you, like your mom, are a ghost hunter or zapper.” He itched his head with his back foot. “It used to be called ghost hunters but now some prefer the term zappers, less violent and cooler!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3: First Training 
 
     
 
    I got up out of bed, knees and ankles cracking as I stood. The ache in my toe let me know I was awake.  
 
    “I’m not a ghost hunter or zapper,” I said firmly. “I’m just a normal girl...who is talking to a hamster.” At this stage I was wondering if I was actually going insane.  
 
    Hammy looked up at me from the floor. “Do you know what a ghost hunter is?”  
 
    I gazed down at him and scratched my head. “Sure, I watch them on TV now and then. They’re dudes with special equipment that hang out in castles trying to record ghosts.” 
 
    Hammy shook his head and held out a paw. “No, no, no!” he shouted. “Fakes all of them! That’s another reason why we started using zappers!” 
 
    “Ah, okay, if you say so,” I told him. Not sure why that got him all fired up, but I knew he’d tell me. 
 
    “A ghost hunter, a real ghost hunter, is a person who hunts out ghosts in every day places. They don’t record them. Ghost hunters zap ghosts back to where they belong,” Hammy lectured.  
 
    “I’ve never done any of that,” I shrugged. “So, I am definitely not a ghost hunter or zapper.” 
 
    “You, Zara,” Hammy stood up on his hind legs and pointed at me, “are a ghost hunter. You’re just not a very good one, yet. I haven’t trained you. But don’t fret, we’ll start now. You passed the initial test last night by fending off the shadow under the bed.” 
 
    “Whatever,” I waved him off. “You’re a hamster. You spend all day running around a wheel in a cage.” I pointed at his cage on my desk just to remind him. 
 
    “It keeps me in shape,” Hammy protested. “Plus, it lets me do a lot of thinking and studying. Besides,” he caught his breath for a second then continued, “I do other things when you aren’t here. I just couldn’t let on until today.” 
 
    “Why today?” 
 
    Hammy sighed. “Because age twelve is mature enough to understand, yet still young enough to believe.” Hammy’s ears went flat back against his head.  
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    “Here’s your first lesson: things aren’t always what they seem.”  
 
    “Yeah, I see that,” I said with a nod. 
 
    Hammy levitated off the bed, hovered in mid-air for a minute, then floated over to the desk before turning back to me.  
 
    “Second lesson: you can do a lot more than you think you can.” Hammy concentrated on the wheel in his cage. The wheel started spinning faster and faster until it became a blur. 
 
    “Ah, wow,” I said. 
 
    “I’m just warming up,” Hammy said gleefully, his butt shaking furiously. “I love finally being able to be myself in front of you.” His tail pointed down at a spot under my bed then flicked towards the desk. At his tail’s command, a bunch of large, brown leather-bound books slid out from under my bed and took off for my desk. “This is some of your reading material. I’ve also emailed you websites with helpful information.” Hammy pointed to the desk, summoning a chart that I’d never seen lying there before. “Ghost activity has been down for a couple of years, but it’s kicking back up. I made this cool chart.” 
 
    I walked over to the desk and grabbed the chart. It had a yellow line that started straight but then angled upwards. It was labeled GHOST ACTIVITY FOR THE YEAR.  
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    “Can I do that?” I asked. 
 
    “Make charts? Of course,” Hammy said. He jumped on my shoulder. “As you can see, ghost activity is on the rise!” 
 
    “I meant move things with my mind!” I said impatiently. 
 
    “Well, not now. But, with training.” 
 
    I started sorting through the pile of books.  
 
    War And Peace 
 
    The Guide to Good Manners 
 
    Pressure Points for Dummies 
 
    Healthy Mind Healthy Body 
 
    A Spider-Man graphic novel 
 
    Ghost Hunting and Zapping 101 
 
    “What do most of these have to do with being a ghost hunter?” 
 
    “A good ghost hunter or zapper should be well rounded,” Hammy said, tapping me on the ear. 
 
    “Stop tapping me like that!” I brushed his paw away. “When can I start real training? Not just...” I picked the largest book up from the pile and read the title – “War and Peace.” 
 
    Hammy sniffed the air. “Betty is cooking birthday pancakes. From the scent, I’d say we’ve got three minutes. Let’s start off with a quick lesson.” 
 
    Hammy held out a forepaw, pointing at his cage. The wheel stopped spinning as suddenly as it started. “Now it’s your turn. Spin it with your mind.” 
 
    I concentrated on the wheel of the cage. Nothing happened. 
 
    “Take a deep breath,” Hammy ordered. 
 
    I did. 
 
    “Now let it out,” Hammy said. 
 
    I exhaled, trying not to think too much about being bossed around by a hamster. 
 
    Hammy waved a paw in front of his face, “Wow, take a breath mint!” He shook his head then pointed at the cage, getting his mind back to the business of my mind. “Look at the wheel in the cage,” Hammy commanded. “Now see it move in your mind.” 
 
    I looked at the wheel, squinted my eyes, and furrowed my brow. I tried to push the wheel forward. 
 
    “You look constipated!” Hammy shouted. “You’re trying too hard! Your mind and body must be relaxed. You have to try without trying.” 
 
    Try without trying? That made less sense than me being a ghost hunter with a talking hamster sensei. I set my focus on the wheel and relaxed. I breathed in deeply and let it out. I pictured the wheel spinning forward... 
 
    The wheel twitched!  
 
    “Did you see that?” I shouted. “It moved!” 
 
    Hammy nodded. “It might’ve just been your bad breath, but it’s a start.” 
 
    “Zara! Breakfast!” Grandma called from downstairs. “Pancakes with chocolate sauce and butterscotch bits!”  
 
    Oh, that sounded so good. “Grandma will freak when she learns about this!” I stopped and thought for a second. Did she know? Had this happened to her? “Can I tell her?” I asked Hammy. 
 
    “Just go downstairs. I’m sure you’ll figure it out.” 
 
    Downstairs, Grandma sat at the breakfast table sipping coffee. Standing at the end of the table was a white haired, balding man with a walking stick. I recognized him as my Grandpa Mick. 
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     I found this very strange as Grandma Mick had died a few years ago plus I could see through him. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 4: Grandpa’s Back 
 
      
 
    Grandpa Mick smiled and said, “Happy birthday Zara.”  
 
    “Uh...Hi...Gramps…”  
 
    “You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Grandpa said through a grin. 
 
    Grandma stood up from the table, giving Grandpa her angry look. “Take it easy on the girl, Mickey,” she scolded. “This is a big day for her. A lot to soak in.” Grandma gave me a kiss on the cheek. “Sit. I’ll get your pancakes.” 
 
    Sitting down at the table, I couldn’t keep my eyes off of Grandpa. “Grandpa Mick...I...I can’t...believe it’s you.” 
 
    Grandpa lifted up one hip and let out a big fart. “Now can you believe it?” 
 
    The sound of the fart echoed off the walls. Grandpa loved his farts. 
 
    “Mickey!” Grandma scolded. 
 
    Grandpa just grinned. “It was just a ghost fart, Betty. You know those don’t stink unless I want ‘em to stink.” He leaned toward me and said, “Then they could drop a horse at fifty feet.” 
 
    Grandma shook her finger at him. “Mickey! Manners!” 
 
    Grandpa lowered his head. “Sorry,” he said softly. He winked at me and let another fart rip. Yep, definitely, Grandpa Mick. 
 
    “I’m here to help you, Zara. But, more on that after you eat,” Grandpa said.  
 
    Grandma set a plate of birthday pancakes in front of me. The pancakes had thirteen lit candles sticking out from them.  
 
    “Blow out the candles,” Grandma said. “The extra candle is meant to signify your growth this year, mentally and physically.” 
 
    Hammy floated into the room and landed on my shoulder. “Use your mind!” he said. 
 
    “Excuse me?” I said. 
 
    “Use your mind to blow out the candles,” Hammy ordered, jamming his face in my face. 
 
    I brushed him off my shoulder, knocking him to the table. I didn’t need any hamster hair getting stuck in the pancake syrup. Hammy glared at me. 
 
    “I take pancakes very seriously,” I told him.  
 
    “Fine,” Hammy said, crossing his forearms in front of him. “Just blow out the candles with your mind.” 
 
    I ignored him, taking in a deep breath and preparing to blow.  
 
    “It’s good practice, honey,” Grandma encouraged, setting down a glass of milk in front of me. 
 
    “Listen to the rat, Zara,” Grandpa added. 
 
    “I’m not a rat!” Hammy exploded.  
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    I really wanted to dig into those pancakes. It looked like, if I wanted to do it in peace, I needed to at least try to blow out the candles with my mind. I gazed at the orange candle flames flickering gently back and forth, back and forth.  
 
    “Concentrate, relax, try hard without trying hard,” Hammy whispered. 
 
    “Let the girl think, rat!” Grandpa said. 
 
    “Quiet, both of you!” Grandma ordered. 
 
    I closed my eyes. I could still see the candles in my mind, burning strong. I pictured the candles fizzling out. Eyes open, the candles still flickered away. I stared down the candles, locking my gaze on them. I relaxed my mind, picturing a wave of fresh air heading from my head towards the candles.  
 
    The candles flickered out. 
 
    I leapt out of my chair, pointing. “I did it!” 
 
    “Yes dear, you did,” Grandma said. “Now sit and eat your pancakes.” 
 
    Grandpa smiled at me with half of his mouth. Hmm...something about how his eyes were half open made the hair on my head tingle. 
 
    Hammy patted me on the arm as I sat down and sank into eating the pancakes. “Good job, Zara. Don’t get cocky.” 
 
    As I munched away, Grandma brought me two little wrapped gifts: one in a round box, one in a long rectangular box. “Happy birthday, Zara.” 
 
    I looked up at her and smiled, “Thanks, Grandma.” 
 
    Grandma sat beside me. “You’re going to need these with your new responsibilities.” 
 
    As much as I liked eating, I liked opening presents more. I ripped off the paper covering the round box, first. I hoped it might be that circular boomerang blade that I’d seen on TV! After all, I’d given Grandma heaps of hints! 
 
    Opening up the box and shoving the tissue paper aside, I found a red yo-yo. I used to be pretty good with a yo-yo, but I hadn’t played with one for years. 
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    “Thanks, Grandma.” I tried my best to look excited. Maybe I should’ve tried without trying, whatever Hammy even meant by that. 
 
     “Don’t worry,” Grandma reassured me. “It’s not a normal yo-yo.” 
 
    “Really?” I said. What did she mean by that? 
 
    “It’s a defensive weapon. You can use it to stun and daze ghosts,” Grandma said. “At times you need to talk to ghosts or slow them down.” 
 
    Hammy nodded. “It’s got an ectoplasm shielding so they can’t avoid it.” He smiled. “That’s why I was so happy to see you playing with a yo-yo a couple years ago.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” I said. 
 
    I reached over and opened the rectangular box. I found a long, silver, pen-shaped object: a laser pointer, like the kind people use when giving talks. I showed the pointer to Grandma. “Thanks…I do have to do a presentation in class next week. Not sure I’ll need a pointer, but it’s still cool.” 
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    “That’s not your normal laser pointer.” Grandpa laughed. “It’s a ghost zapper. Its beam disturbs a ghost’s energy, sending it back to where it belongs.” 
 
    “And where is that?” I asked. 
 
    Grandma, Grandpa, and Hammy all shook their heads. “Knowledge of that is way beyond our us,” Grandma said. “Suffice to know it puts the ghosts back at rest. That’s your duty from now on. You put ghosts who refuse to rest, to rest.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said slowly. Part of me thought, what if I don’t want that job? Funny thing, a much bigger part of me thought, that sounds so cool. 
 
    “Finished eating, Zara?” Grandpa asked. 
 
    I nodded. I still didn’t like the way Grandpa looked, I could see straight through him.  
 
    “Good,” Grandpa said, standing up and rubbing his hands together. “Now we can have some fun.” 
 
    Grandma looked at me. “Grandpa is here to be your practice ghost. It’s always nice to practice with a friendly target before going out in the field.” Grandma turned to grandpa, “Now, Mickey go easy on the girl and no more farting.” 
 
    “Remember, Zara,” Hammy lectured, “most ghosts can’t really hurt you, unless you think they can hurt you. Or unless you’re scared of them.” 
 
    “Most ghosts?” I asked with a gulp. 
 
    Hammy waved his forearms dismissively. “Don’t worry about the exceptions. They’re so rare most ghost hunters never meet them.” 
 
    “Again with the most,” I noted. 
 
    Grandpa stood up and walked toward me, his transparent body cutting through the table. Stopping in the table’s center, he pointed at my plate. 
 
    The plate flew off the table and landed on my head.  
 
    “Ouch!” I exclaimed, pulling the heavy ceramic plate off of my head. “That hurt! And now I’ve got chocolate sauce in my hair!”  
 
    “Ah, yes,” Hammy lectured. “Powerful ghosts can use mental energies to move objects.” 
 
    “Kind of figured that out,” I muttered, wiping the sauce from my hair with a napkin. 
 
    “Well, I couldn’t be sure,” Hammy said. “Your grades are far from stellar. Just a little concerned about your intellectual abilities.” Hammy had a smug look on his face. 
 
    Grandpa rubbed his hands together and said, “I’m going to teach the stuff you can’t learn in school or even on the Internet.” He pointed again, flicking his finger.  
 
    My chair went flying backwards, carrying me with it, almost crashing into the wall. 
 
    Grandma shot up from her seat. “Now, Mickey, don’t hurt Zara, be careful!” 
 
    Hammy hopped down to the floor, yelling, “Stop him! Use your tools!” 
 
    Sprawled on the floor, I aimed the laser/ghost zapper at Grandpa and pushed the trigger clip. A red beam fired out from the tip. It would have hit Grandpa dead center, right in his gut, but at the last second, his midsection swooped to the side. It was like he was made of rubber. My shot whizzed past harmlessly. 
 
    “Ghost bodies are very flexible since there is nothing to them,” Hammy said. “That’s how the yo-yo can help.” He paused for second and itched his chin. “Plus it has another really important use that we’ll let you figure out. It will help you learn to think on the fly!” 
 
    Grandpa pointed at a painting of a tree on the wall above me, sending it crashing down. 
 
    “Never liked that painting,” Grandpa said, walking towards me again. 
 
    I needed that yo-yo and fast. Scanning the room, I saw it still sitting on the table. I stretched my arm out reaching for the yo-yo. To far away to simply grab it, I held my arm out and pictured the yo-yo flying to my hand. Nothing happened.  
 
    “Try without trying too hard,” Hammy reminded me. 
 
    “Let it flow,” Grandma said. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I tried to forget about my dead grandfather approaching me. With that panic shoved aside, I concentrated on the yo-yo. Not on my hand stretching out towards the yo-yo, but bringing it too me. Much to my surprise, the yo-yo rose up from the table and floated towards me.  
 
    “It’s not going to be that easy!” Grandpa teased. Grandpa swatted at it, but I used my mind to swerve the yo-yo past him. He stomped his foot. 
 
    The yo-yo reached me and I immediately clasped my fingers around it. I let it dangle from my hand.  
 
    “Oh so quick,” Grandpa said, his eyes spinning in his head locked on the yo-yo. He shook his head. The eyes stopped spinning. I flicked the yo-yo out, hitting him right between the eyes. Grandpa stood there, stunned. I picked up my zapper, aimed, and fired. A red dot appeared on Grandpa’s stomach. 
 
    Grandpa gave me two thumbs up. “Nice job, Zara!” 
 
    Grandpa then turned even more pale and transparent. He blew Grandma a kiss then disappeared, dissolving into mist. 
 
    Grandma and Hammy applauded as I hauled myself up from the floor.  
 
    “Very good, Zara! I knew you could do it,” Grandma said. 
 
    “I had my doubts,” Hammy told me. “But, it was nice to see I was wrong.” 
 
    “I feel kind of bad about doing that to Grandpa,” I said. 
 
    Hammy shook his head and his tail. “Don’t,” he told me. “Ghosts - even friendly ghosts - shouldn’t stay on this plane of existence for too long. Their presence messes up the balance of the universe. You did what you had to do. What you were born to do.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said meekly, though I didn’t. Not really. 
 
    “Now, it’s time for you to begin your duties as a ghost hunter,” Grandma told me. “We have your first assignment.” 
 
    Hammy whispered in my ear, “Betty is old fashion, she always uses the term Ghost Hunter…” 
 
    I retrieved my chair and sat back down at the table. Miraculously, my milk hadn’t spilled. “First assignment?” 
 
    Grandma nodded. “We put new hunters in the field fast. Don’t worry. This one won’t be too hard. You know the old Henderson house?” 
 
    Everybody on the street knew the old Henderson house. Nobody had lived there for years. Nobody had painted it since before that. Maria and I always talked about it being haunted.  
 
    “Sure, I know it.” 
 
    “Good. Once your partner gets here, we need to rid it of a couple of ghosts,” Hammy said. 
 
    “Partner?” I said. 
 
    Grandma nodded. “Yes, we always pair a ghost hunter with a ghost sensor. Someone who can feel different patterns of energy.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I want a partner,” I protested. 
 
    “That’s the way it is, Zara,” Grandma said. “Centuries of practice have taught us that teams work best. One is strong where the other is not so strong.” 
 
    The doorbell rang. 
 
    “Ah, that must be your partner now. Go answer the door. It’s always best if the hunter and sensor meet alone the first time,” Hammy said. 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Go!” Hammy and Grandma ordered. 
 
    I stood up from my chair and slowly walked out of the dining room. I moved even slower through the living room making my way to the door. I took a deep breath followed by another. 
 
    The doorbell rang again and again. 
 
    “I’m coming!” I said, reluctantly picking up my pace. 
 
    I opened the door to find Maria on the other side. “Happy birthday!” she said, giving me a little hug.  
 
    I looked past her to see if anyone else was coming down the sidewalk. I knew for better or for worse my sensor would be coming and I didn’t want to have to explain any of this to Maria. I barely understood what was happening myself. 
 
    “Uh, Maria,” I said slowly. “Any other time, it would be great to see you, but right now…I’m, uh…waiting to meet someone.” 
 
    Maria just looked at me with those big brown eyes of hers. She smacked me in the side of my arm. “Dummy, I’m your sensor.”  
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 5: Walking Talking Balking 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, Maria and I found ourselves heading down the street towards the old Henderson house. It seemed like any other nice day with a clear, blue sky and brightly shining sun overhead, except of course for the ghost hunting bit, armed only with a yo-yo and a laser pen/ghost zapper. 
 
    At first we walked in silence. My head filled with so many questions and so much confusion. I didn’t know where to start. Words got all jumbled up in my brain on their way to my mouth. 
 
    “So, do your parents know about this?” I mumbled weakly.  
 
    Maria nodded, lowering her eyes, “Yeah. Mom was a sensor, but she wanted out. So, she married a normal guy.”  
 
    “I hardly ever see your mom these days,” I said. 
 
    “Me, either.” Maria looked down and away. “Mom’s not handling my sensor-dom very well. She works like eighty hours a week at the law firm just to avoid me.” Maria sighed a little, then straightened back up. “Still, my dad has really stepped up. He started doing his reporting job for the Hallow Falls Gazette from home and has done all the reading and the research. He’s learned a lot and he’s taught me more.” 
 
    “How weird is this?” I asked. 
 
    Maria shrugged. “We’ve walked down this street hundreds of times.” 
 
    “Never to hunt and zaps ghosts,” I noted. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “We did always joke that the Henderson place was haunted.”  
 
    The closer we got to the old Henderson house, the slower I walked. Nerves! “How long have you known about all this?” I asked. 
 
    “Two years,” Maria said frankly. “Sensors start training at ten. Lots of mental prep.” She paused for a second. “I’ve been dying to tell you, but there’s rules...” 
 
    “Who makes the rules?” 
 
    “There’s a high council or committee or something or other. I don’t know much about it. Hammy or your grandma might tell us more someday if we pass this test.” 
 
    I stopped. “This is another test?” 
 
    Maria nodded. “Our team field test. To make sure we can function on our own.” 
 
    “What if we fail?” 
 
    “We won’t,” she replied. Maria took me by the arm and started pulling me. I inched forward, dragging my feet. I wanted answers and it seemed like Maria had some.  
 
    “Why us?” I asked. 
 
    “Why not us?” Maria countered. “We come from long lines of ghost hunters and sensors.” 
 
    “Why here? Why our boring little town?” 
 
    “Hallow Falls is a nexus,” Maria answered. 
 
    “Wow!” I said. 
 
     Maria looked at me with a tilted head. “Do you know what a nexus is?”  
 
    “Nope, but it sounds cool.” 
 
    “Nexuses are pathways - gates - between our plane of existence and the ghost plane of existence,” Maria told me. “Something about Hallow Falls makes that passing easier.” 
 
    “So, what’s the big deal if a few ghosts run free?” I asked. 
 
    Now Maria stopped walking. She gave me her ‘are you serious’ look, which she always gave me when I said something extra stupid. “You’re kidding, right?” she demanded, hands on hips. 
 
    “Until a couple of hours ago, I had no idea there were ghosts roaming around. Now, suddenly it’s my destiny to catch them and I want to know why,” I said. 
 
    “They upset the natural balance of this world and the worlds beyond,” Maria replied impatiently, rolling her eyes. “They tip it.” 
 
    “That’s what Hammy said, sort of. I don’t know what that means.” 
 
    “If they tip it too far, more and more ghosts leak into this world,” Maria said slowly, like I was a little kid...a dense little kid. 
 
    “So what?” 
 
    “Zara, you saw what one ghost could do, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, recalling Grandpa throwing me against the wall.  
 
    “Well, the more ghosts that are in an area, the more powerful they all become. They can actually join into one big hive of power.” 
 
    “That sounds...pretty bad,” I conceded. 
 
    Maria started walking again, picking up the pace. “Believe me, it’s terrible. That’s why I find them and you send them back.” 
 
    “Can’t we just close the nexus?” I asked, rushing to catch up with her. 
 
    Maria stopped walking and threw her arms up. “Of course not! We need the nexus so spirits can pass from this plane to the next! Without it, ghosts would just pile up!”  
 
    “OK, I get it,” I said. “Sort of…” 
 
    Maria started walking again. “Finally! Now let’s get on with it.” 
 
    We could clearly see the Henderson place now. The house hadn’t been lived in or maintained for a long long time. Some of the front of the house’s cream paint had peeled off exposing the bricks. Every window had at least one crack or had huge holes in them. The once red roof only had several holes in it. Calling it an eye-sore would be a compliment. 
 
    A rusty, black metal railing led up to the front door. I walked up the steps and approached the door. 
 
    “Stop!” Maria ordered. 
 
    Turning to her, I asked, “What’s wrong?” 
 
    She shook her head, annoyed with me. “There are some people on the street.” 
 
    Looking around I saw Mr. James cutting his grass with an old manual powered lawn mower. Mrs. Sheldon kneeling down tinkering in her garden. A couple of kids, rode their bikes down the street. 
 
    “So?” I said. 
 
    “We don’t want people to see us going in there. They might get suspicious or curious or whatever,” Maria said.  
 
    I realized the kids on the bikes wouldn’t be a problem, they weren’t paying any attention to us. But Mr. James and Mrs. Sheldon might notice us poking around where we don’t belong. It also looked like they wouldn’t be heading inside for a while. “What do we do?” I asked. 
 
    “Not we. Me,” Maria said. 
 
    Maria clinched her fists and closed her eyes. Her body stiffened. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked. 
 
    “Shh…” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    ‘Shh…” 
 
    I kept quiet and decided to turn my attention to our neighbors. Sure enough, Mr. James and Mrs. Sheldon got up and walked into their homes. 
 
    “Did you do that?” I asked. 
 
    Maria nodded with just a slight wink in her eyes. “You can move things with your mind, I can make people think things with mine.” 
 
    “Cool,” I said, even though I thought that her power may actually be better than mine. 
 
    Maria signaled me to follow her. “We’ll go in through the back door,” she said.  
 
    I followed. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Zara. Your power is just as cool as mine,” she said. “Yours is more consistent. Mine only works if I can really concentrate. Plus, I can’t use it on people if they know I’m trying to use it on them.” 
 
    All of this was so new and so strange, I just smiled and followed my friend.  
 
    Lots and lots of tiny pale headstones filled the Henderson house’s backyard. 
 
    “Ms. Henderson had almost thirty cats,” Maria said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Maria shrugged. “Lonely, I guess.” She pointed to the back door. “You lead.” 
 
    Holding my yo-yo in one hand and my ghost zapper in the other, I pushed the backdoor open. I forced myself to ignore my better judgment and that knot in my gut. I peered in through the crack in the door. I saw a pretty average kitchen: sink, counter, cupboards. Of course, most of the doors had fallen off the cupboards, cracks laced the counter, even from here I could tell the sink glowed green with moss. Looking up I saw the ceiling covered in cobwebs. 
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    “Gross,” I said walking into the room. Turning to Maria, “This place is even messier than your roooooooooooooooooom!” I said as my legs slipped out from under me. 
 
    Next thing I knew, I laid prone on the floor, stuck in yellow goop. “Gross!” I yelled. 
 
    “That’s a good sign,” Maria said, stepping over me into the room. 
 
    I sat up, looking at the yellow goop I had slipped in. “What is this stuff?” 
 
    “Ghost spit,” Maria said as if I should already know that. “Ectoplasm if you want to get all science-like. Like I said, it’s a good sign. It means my senses were right. This is a ghost sanctuary.” 
 
    I stood up and wiped some of the yellowish goo off of me. It felt like a cross between oil, Jell-O, and mud. “Sanctuary? So, there’s more than one ghost?” 
 
    Maria nodded. “Yep, bright girl.” 
 
    We walked through the kitchen into the living room; at least, what used to be the living room. Only a couple of broken wooden chairs and a moss covered sofa remained in the room. On top of the sofa and chairs sat lots of transparent cats: fat cats, skinny cats, Siamese cats, spotted cats, cats missing tails, long cats, short cats. 
 
    “Apparently the cats didn’t feel like leaving, yet,” Maria said. 
 
    If the cats saw us, they didn’t seem concerned. They all simply lay and sat there like cats do, slowly and contently purring. Somehow I sensed they knew we were there and they just didn’t care. Now that scared me. 
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    “What cats?” a voice said. 
 
    “Can ghost cats talk?” I said. 
 
    “No idea,” Maria said with a slight tremble. 
 
    A man stood up from behind the couch. He looked very old; in his sixties, I’d guess. He was quite well dressed and carried a walking stick, just like Grandpa. He had a white moustache and matching hair. I had seen him wandering around town pushing a shopping cart. 
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    “I’m not a ghost or a cat,” he said. “But that still doesn’t give you permission to be in my new home.” 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 6: Home Sweet Home? 
 
      
 
    “Ah, sorry. Didn’t mean to be trespassing in your home,” I told the strange old man. 
 
    “His name is Bob Brown and it’s not really his home,” Maria said. “He’s just sleeping here during the day lately.” 
 
    The man gave us a toothy grin and pointed to himself with one thumb. “Yep, that’s me, Bob,” he said “I just found this place a couple of days ago. It called out to me. I like it.” 
 
    I heard Maria say inside my head, “He can’t see the ghost cats. Only ghost hunters and sensors can usually see ghosts. Still, he can feel them, maybe…” 
 
    “Hey, you’re thinking thoughts to me!” 
 
    “Yeah, we can communicate telepathically,” Maria said. “Probably should have mentioned that sooner.” 
 
    “Would have been nice,” I said out loud. 
 
    “What would have been nice?” Bob asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said. 
 
    “Kids today! So impolite!” Bob said crankily. 
 
    “You have to leave now, Bob,” Maria ordered. 
 
    Bob stood his ground. Crossing his arms, he said, “Nope. Not done with my catnap, yet. A man needs his beauty rest.” 
 
    “He’s immune to my powers,” Maria thought to me. 
 
    “Of course he is,” I said. 
 
    “Of course I am what?” Bob asked. “I don’t think you two kids are right in the head.” Pointing directly at me he said, “And why are you carrying a yo-yo and a pen?”  
 
    “It’s a laser pointer,” I corrected. 
 
    He took a step backwards. “You’re starting to freak me out.” 
 
    All the cats in the room now stood up. Their soft purring became faster, louder and angrier. They started arching their backs and puffing out their fur, trying to make themselves look bigger to scare us like cats do. They didn’t really look any bigger, but they still succeeded in scaring us - mostly me.  
 
    I knew I had to do something pronto. Luckily, Grandma always taught me to be extra alert in any situation. I counted twenty-one ghost cats in the room. Time to start sending them back to where they belonged. Wherever that may be. 
 
    I aimed my zapper at a grey cat stalking towards me. I pushed the button. A beam of red light shot from my zapper to the cat.  
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    The cat disappeared in a poof. The other cats started to yowl in panic. Bob looked around the room, I wondered if he could sense what was going on. 
 
    The cats came at me while Bob flung his arms over his eyes. 
 
    “Are you crazy!” Bob shouted. “You could blind somebody with that thing!” 
 
    No time to answer Bob. Not that I really had an answer, anyhow. I needed to take out the cats as quickly as possible. Luckily for me (and luck is a kind of loose term when you’re covered in ghost goo and surrounded by ghost cats) the zapper felt and responded very much like a video game joystick. I just needed to point and click. I had gotten very good at the target shooting games. Now it finally made sense why Grandma had given me all those games.  
 
    I eliminated five of the cats before they even knew what hit them. I smiled with each ghost I zapped. Who knew ghost hunting could be so enjoyable? 
 
    “Watch out for that one!” Maria shouted, pointing down by my right leg. 
 
    Sure enough, a Siamese cat crept across the floor towards me. I aimed. I clicked. The cat disappeared in a poof.  
 
    Two cats came leaping at me.  
 
    “Duck!” Maria shouted.  
 
    Zap! Zap! I blasted the two cats before they reached me. 
 
    I turned my head towards Maria. “No need to duck when you’re as fast as I am!” I bragged. 
 
    Suddenly, a sharp throbbing pain tore through the back of my left leg. Turning, I saw a cat down there, claws extended, whacking me. 
 
    I aimed and fired before the cat could hit me again. The cat disappeared.              I bent down and rubbed my leg where the cat had nailed me.  
 
    “That actually hurt! A lot!” I said. 
 
    “Of course it did,” Maria said. “These cats are hitting you with ghost energy. It’s like really being hit. Now do you see why it’s dangerous to have so many ghosts together?” 
 
    “Wow, the ghost cat that keeps attacking my foot is really getting annoying and it actually really hurts!” I said, blowing away two more approaching cats. 
 
    “I can help that,” Maria said. Bending down, she touched the spot on my leg where the cat had whacked me. The pain stopped. “How’s that?” she asked. 
 
    I sighed, relieved of the pain. “Better.” 
 
    “I blocked your brain from receiving any pain signals,” Maria said, as if she was talking about the weather. 
 
    “Oh, okay. Still good. I think.” 
 
    Not only had the pain stopped, but the cats had halted their attacks. I had eliminated at least half of them. The others stood back, next to Bob, eyeing me. Bob, for his part, still had his hands covering his face. 
 
    “I think these ghost cats know they’ve met their match!” I said. 
 
    Maria shook her head. “No,” she said slowly. “They’re regrouping…” 
 
    The cats purred and started circling around me, faster and faster. As their circling went faster the purring grew louder. The cats looked like a blurry streak!  
 
    Nope. Didn’t like the looks of this at all. 
 
    “Shoot them! Quick!” Maria shouted, her voice cracking with worry. 
 
    The ghost cats spinning around me made it extremely easy to target and hit them. I basically only had to aim my zapper in the same place, click the trigger, and simply let the cats run into the beam. The ghost cats may have been scary, but they didn’t appear to be any smarter than normal cats. In a snap I had taken care of all the cat ghosts. 
 
    I grinned. “That was easy!” 
 
    “Too easy…” Maria cautioned. 
 
    I shook my head. “Maria, there is no such thing as too easy. Who’s to say that I’m not just a naturally gifted ghost hunter?” 
 
    Bob removed his hands from his face. “There’s something weird about you two! I’m out of here, bye girls,” he said as he departed out the door. 
 
    My grandma had taught me well. Even though I really didn’t realize she had been teaching me at the time. From all her stories I knew the only way to get rid of a ghost was to zap them with a special laser or bop them between the eyes with a magic yo-yo. Now, the magic yo-yo really made sense. 
 
    The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. Maria pointed behind me. In one quick fluid motion, I spun around and zapped another cat ghost with my laser. It just smiled at me, it didn’t poof away. This ghost was different...I knew that the only way to defeat it was to use my yo-yo. I flicked my yo-yo out towards its head. This cat certainly wasn’t a push over! It waited till the last instant then stepped to the right, sending my yo-yo whizzing harmlessly by it. The yo-yo snapped right back into my hand, only the cat moved like a super cheetah now. It leapt on top of me before I could attempt another shot.  
 
    It grabbed my yo-yo arm, making it impossible for me to hit it again. Having taken a lot of karate, I knew what to do when something held onto me. I hiked my knee up quickly at its stomach. The cat ghost saw my move coming, though, and escaped my knee by springing into the air. Using the momentum from its body and catching me off guard, it jumped onto my back. 
 
    “The reflexes of a cat ghost are pretty awesome,” Maria said to me. 
 
    “Kind of noticed!” I groaned. 
 
    Maria reacted fast. After all, she had taken all those karate lessons with me. She leapt at ghost cat, screaming, “Hiyaaaaaaa!” 
 
    Maria hit it...square on its bottom with a flying kick that could have stopped an angry bull. It barely noticed her karate kick...this cat ghost was strong! 
 
    “Me...ow!” it said, pointing at Maria. Her kick hadn’t stopped it, but the kick certainly did distract it. It had released my yo-yo hand when it pointed at Maria. I flicked the yo-yo at Cat’s head again. He ducked out of the way and flashed an awful smile. 
 
    “Me...ow, you can’t beat me. Me...ow, I can see you twitch before you even think.” 
 
    This called for a different course of action.  
 
    Maria pointed to a barf green curtain draped over a window. “The curtain!” she shouted. 
 
    “It’s hideous! So what?” I shouted back.  
 
    “Use it!” she shouted. 
 
    Ah, that Maria is a sharp one.  
 
    “Silly girl and silly girl. Curtain no stop us. Me...ow we play with curtain.” 
 
    I concentrated on the curtain, setting my mind on pulling it towards us with all my might. Sure enough, it went from hanging limp on the rod to straight. Then the curtain came flying across the room towards us. 
 
    This ghost cat didn’t seem concerned at all. It had a huge smile across its face. 
 
    “Now me...ow, I have you trapped!” it cried. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, you got me. Now what?” I asked. 
 
    “Me...ow, get out of my house!” it demanded.              Suddenly, his eyes and smile widened, becoming unnaturally huge and gaping. “I’m too clever for you little girl!” it said. 
 
    Maria leapt at the ghost cat one more time. I’m pretty certain she only did this because she knew I needed another distraction. 
 
    Maria caught the cat in the side and it fell to the ground Then Maria flipped up to her feet. 
 
    “You no scary, me...ow,” the ghost cat said.  
 
    “Whatever you do, don’t look behind that cat!” I warned. 
 
    “What?” it said, turning to look behind. 
 
    I had timed it well. The curtain wrapped around the ghost cat’s head as it turned around. Concentrating as hard as I could, I willed the curtain to continue to wrap around its body. It grabbed the curtain, ripping it off his face. 
 
    “Silly girl, you no stop me…” 
 
    Pow! I hit him right between his eyes with the yo-yo. The ghost cat stopped in its tracks and fell over backwards. Its eyes returned to normal size. A couple of transparent cats leapt out of his body. I went for my zapper. I didn’t have it.  
 
    “Here! You dropped this,” Maria said, tossing me the zapper.  
 
    I blasted the last two remaining cat ghosts. I smiled. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 7: Communication  
 
      
 
    “So, there was more than one cat ghost in the house,” Grandma said. 
 
    Grandma, Mr. Lopez (Maria’s dad), Maria and I sat around the table, while Hammy paced down the table’s center. We ate cookies and drank milk while discussing the ghosts that Maria and I had taken care of. The whole scene was kind of normal and freaky at the same time. 
 
    “Yeah, I counted twenty-one cat ghosts,” I said in between gulps of milk. 
 
    Grandma looked at Mr. Lopez. “You thinking what I’m thinking, Javier?” 
 
    “It’s an increase in ghost activity,” Mr. Lopez said calmly, like regular people talked about sport scores. 
 
    Hammy shook his head. “Not sure I like this…” 
 
    “It’s a perfectly natural, unnatural event,” Grandma said slowly. “Ghosts come and go in cycles. These cycles often coincide with the coming of a new ghost hunter. The universe likes to balance things out.” 
 
    “So, what’s our plan of action?” I asked. 
 
    Grandma smiled at me. “I’ll let our special guests explain it to you.” 
 
    I sat back in my seat, a little on guard. “Please tell me there are no more ghosts. I’ve had enough ghosts for today.” 
 
    Grandma shook her head. “Nope. Your parents want to talk to you from the dig site in Egypt.” 
 
    I couldn’t see my eyes, yet I knew they had popped wide open. “Do they have some sort of magical device to communicate with?” I asked. 
 
    “That depends.” Grandma reached under her chair and pulled out a notebook computer. “Do you call the Internet magical?” Grandma opened 
 
     the computer and placed the screen in front of me.  
 
    There, beaming on the screen sat my mother and father. 
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    “Happy birthday, Zara,” Dad said.  
 
    “Yes, my love! Happy birthday,” Mom said. She accented her statement by blowing me a kiss. 
 
    For one of the few times in my life, I couldn’t speak. I hadn’t seen or even talked to my parents in months. I had kind of gotten used to not talking with them over all these years. After all, they were archeologists, digging up the past in far off places; not a lot of phones or Internet around.  
 
    Mom’s dark hair was cut in a bob just below her ears, shorter than I had ever seen it; she looked tired, yet still had that sparkle in her gray eyes that seemed to almost make them glow. The constant sun from the dig had made more freckles appear on her nose. Part of me - a little part of me - always wondered how a woman like her could marry such an average looking guy like my dad. 
 
    People often say I look like dad. I never really thought so. Eyeing him now though, I did see some resemblance that went deeper than sharing the same eyes and ears. We had the same jaw - by that I mean neither one of us had much of a jaw. We both were a little short - but not that short, plus we both had tightly packed muscles. Dad had glasses, which I didn’t need yet, but might need in the future. I hoped not. 
 
    “Mom! Dad! So great to see you guys!” 
 
    Mom smiled. That’s why I liked Grandma’s smile so much: it reminded me of my mom. “Zara, there is no way we would miss this big event. The day I learned I was a ghost hunter was the third most important day of my life.” 
 
    Dad leaned forward into the screen. “And the other two revolve around me and you, Zara,” he said with a grin. 
 
    “Are you guys really archeologists or is that some sort of cover story?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s both,” Mom said. “We are archeologists, but it also helps cover our ghost hunting. We’re searching for artifacts that will help us understand the ghosts and our worlds better.” 
 
    Dad nodded. “Yes, in order to understand ourselves in the present, we must understand our history.” 
 
    “Now you’re talking like Hammy,” I told Dad.  
 
    He laughed.  
 
    “Hey,” Hammy said. “I heard that! I’m right over here you know!” 
 
    “Hammy is very wise,” Dad added.  
 
    “Thank you,” Hammy shouted. 
 
    “He is, without a doubt, the smartest hamster I’ve ever met,” I said with just a hint of sarcasm. 
 
    “Thanks!” Hammy said. Suddenly, he seemed to detect the tone of my voice. “Now, wait a minute...” 
 
    Mom ignored Hammy. “Zara, an entire new world has opened up to you. It can be fascinating and scary. But, trust me, my daughter. The fascinating part greatly outweighs the scary.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. Only been at this a day and I’ve already figured that out.” 
 
    Mom and Dad both looked into the computer screen. I knew from the worried looks on their faces they had more to say. 
 
    “What aren’t you telling me?” I asked. 
 
    Mom hesitated, so Dad stepped in. “The ghost activity is growing,” Dad said. 
 
    “Yeah, so I’ve been told.” 
 
    “This may mean there may be a super ghost on the loose...” 
 
    “Super ghost?” 
 
    Hammy couldn’t take it any more. He scurried across the table and grabbed me by my shirt. 
 
    “Didn’t you read all the material I told you to read??!!” he shouted. 
 
    “I haven’t had any time yet,” I said. 
 
    Hammy put his face so close to my face that I could feel his breath. “That’s no excuse! You need to find the time!” 
 
    Grandma stood up and pulled Hammy away from me. She lifted Hammy up to her face and calmly said, “Hammy, control yourself. Breathe, hamster, breathe.” 
 
    Hammy closed his eyes and took a deep breath, followed by another. He opened his eyes and smiled faintly. “Thanks, Betty. I needed that.” 
 
    Grandma returned Hammy to the table, but kept a hand on him just in case. 
 
     “A super ghost is a ghost that refuses to leave to go to the next dimension. Sometimes when there are lots of ghosts hanging around, their energy is transferred to one ghost and it becomes a super powerful ghost. It’s like that cat ghost you had trouble getting rid of in the Henderson house.” 
 
    “Oh, that is so not good,” I said. 
 
    “Now, she gets it,” Hammy said sarcastically. 
 
    “What does a super ghost look like?” I asked. 
 
    No answer. I could have heard a very small pin drop and echo in the room. 
 
    “What does it look like?” I repeated, this time louder. 
 
    “That’s the thing,” Mom said. “It can look like anybody. You won’t know it is a super ghost until you try to get rid of it.”              “Oh.” 
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Mr. Lopez said. “There hasn’t been a super ghost in centuries. The large amount of cat ghosts could just be a random event. The universe is prone to doing random things sometimes.” 
 
    Hammy shook his head. “It doesn’t feel random to me. I don’t like the look, sound, or smell of this.” 
 
    Mom looked at Hammy through the computer screen. “Hammy, you’ve always been a big worrier.” 
 
    “Hey, when you’re four inches tall and weigh two pounds, worry is what keeps you alive!” 
 
    Mr. Lopez remained calm and steady. “Zara, I suggest you go about business as usual. Just find and eliminate all the ghosts you can at the main ghost entrance in Hallow Falls,” Mr. Lopez said coolly. 
 
    “Where is that?” I asked. 
 
    “Hallow Falls Middle School,” Hammy said. 
 
    “My school,” I nodded my head. “Of course the ghost entrance is at my school.” For the first time today, something actually made sense. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8: Thinking 
 
      
 
    That night, I laid awake in bed just thinking. I woke up this morning a normal kid. Tonight, I’m still a normal kid, only it’s my job - excuse me, my duty –to hunt down ghosts and zap them back to where they belong.  
 
    All in all, I would have preferred a new computer or phone for my birthday. 
 
    Still, I did get to see my parents for the first time in a long time. I loved that, even if I just saw them on a computer screen. Plus, now I have a super power I can move things with my mind. Okay, my hamster could do it too and better than I could, but I knew I would improve.  
 
    Maria and me, chasing down a ghost...just like playing a video game, only for real. I would have no off or undo or reset buttons. What happened, happened. Not to mention that there may be some sort of super ghost thing on the loose. Of course, nobody knew if it really existed. 
 
    I decided that I might as well try to read some of the material Hammy had assigned. Hammy slept in his cage on my desk; I guess the day’s activities had taken a lot out of him. I turned my attention to the books he’d levitated there. The top book, a worn, leather covered slim book, caught my attention. I figured it would be light enough to levitate across the room and quick to read. I pointed at the book. Nothing happened. In my head, I could imagine Hammy saying, “Concentrate, but not too hard.” 
 
    I fixed my eyes on the target book and took a deep breath. I let it out, then imagined my hand stretching across the room to the book. The book lifted off the table. I imagined my hand pulling the book to me and the book responded, floating across the room to my lap. Okay! A girl could certainly get used to this. 
 
    The title on the book read:  
 
    Basic Ghost Manual 
 
    Almost Everything 
 
    You Need to Know about Ghosts. 
 
    Best to start with the basics, right? I flipped open the cover. There in large text, it read: 
 
    RULE ONE:  
 
    REMEMBER, GHOSTS ARE THE DEAD WHO ARE MISPLACED. THEY ARE IN THE WRONG DIMENSION. THEY MUST BE SENT BACK. THE FASTER, THE BETTER. 
 
    Those words took up the entire first page. Apparently they wanted to make this book easy to read. I flipped through a couple more pages. Each page only contained one rule written in big, fancy, curvy type. 
 
    On page four: 
 
    RULE FOUR: 
 
    SOME GHOSTS WANT TO DOMINATE AND CONTROL HUMANS.  
 
    THIS IS BAD.  
 
    HUMANS AND GHOSTS SHOULD BE SEPARATED. 
 
    Yeah kind of figured that out. I flipped through a few more pages and stopped on page six. It read: 
 
    RULE SIX:  
 
    THE LONGER GHOSTS REMAINS HERE, THE MORE POWER THEY CAN GAIN.  
 
    THE MORE POWER THEY GET, THE MORE 
 
    POWER THEY NEED AND THE MORE DANGEROUS THEY BECOME.  
 
    POWER BREEDS POWER.  
 
    POWERFUL GHOSTS NEED TO BE MOVED ON. 
 
    I thought I had read part of that one in a Spider Man comic book once. Man, most of these rules were just common sense. Common sense about a non-common subject, anyways. 
 
    I heard a soft knock on my door. 
 
    “Come in, Grandma,” I said. 
 
    Grandma came in carrying a tray of cookies and hot chocolate. Smart lady. She knows there isn’t much that can’t be fixed by cookies and hot chocolate. 
 
    “I noticed your light was still on and I thought you could use a late night snack,” Grandma said. 
 
    I showed her the book. “I’m okay Grandma, just reading and thinking.” 
 
    Grandma sat next to me on the bed and poured some hot chocolate. “Put the book away. Those books are best read in the morning when you’re awake and alert.” 
 
    She didn’t have to tell me that twice. I let the book drop to the floor.  
 
    “You shouldn’t encourage the girl NOT to read,” Hammy called over from his cage. Apparently, the smell of food woke him. “And what? No hot cocoa for me?” 
 
    “Cocoa makes you gassy!” Grandma told Hammy. 
 
    “Being gassy never bothers me!” Hammy said. 
 
    Ignoring Hammy, Grandma focused on me. “Zara, it’s never easy…finding out you’re a ghost hunter and all.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, taking a sip of hot chocolate. 
 
    “We threw a lot at you today.” 
 
    “Do you think there really is a super ghost?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes!” Hammy said quickly. 
 
    Grandma took her time to answer. She looked away. “Truthfully, I don’t really know. There hasn’t been one since Attila…” 
 
    “Attila the Hun?” I gulped. 
 
    “No! Attila the Snuggle Bunny!” Hammy shouted. “Of course it’s Attila the Hun!!”                
 
    Grandma nodded without looking at me. “Yes, that Attila. Now you can see why they are considered to be so bad.” Grandma finally turned her gaze back at me and gave me a weak smile. “Don’t worry. You’re not in this alone. There’s an entire network of other ghost hunters who we can call in if - and I do mean IF - there is a super ghost.” 
 
    This news made me feel slightly better. “So, my school is like a ghost gateway,” I said.  
 
    “Yes,” Grandma said. 
 
    “How do we find the ghosts?” 
 
    Grandma lowered her eyes. “Every ghost is different.” Patting me on the shoulder, she added, “You’re just going to have to use your and Maria’s instincts.” 
 
    That didn’t make me feel any better. I’d done OK with the ghost cats, but I knew my instincts about stuff wasn’t all that great. None of the sports teams I ever root for ever win. Seriously, any TV show I like gets canceled after three episodes. I’m never good at knowing what teachers expect me to say.  
 
    Grandma leaned over and hugged me. She said, “Don’t fret, my girl. When the time comes, the instincts will kick in.” 
 
    “I hope so,” I said. 
 
    “I pray so,” Hammy said.  
 
    Grandma and I both shot Hammy a look. 
 
    “What?” Hammy said. “I just tell it like it is. Animals can’t lie.” 
 
    Grandma stood up, taking the tray with her. She leaned over and kissed me on the forehead. “Get some sleep.” 
 
    “Yeah, ghost hunters need to be well rested,” Hammy shouted. 
 
    “Not just ghost hunters, all kids need sleep,” Grandma said. Walking out of the room, she added, “And if I recall correctly, you have a math test on Monday.” She flicked off the light as she left the room. 
 
    Lying back down in bed I closed my eyes. I just hoped I didn’t have nightmares about ghost cats giving me math tests. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 9: School Daze 
 
      
 
    The weekend passed fairly quickly. I spent my time reading, studying math, and talking about ghosts and practicing with Hammy. I also got around to looking at another page of my basic ghost primer. 
 
    RULE THREE:  
 
    GHOSTS CAN CHOOSE THEIR FORMS. 
 
    THEY CAN EITHER APPEAR IN THEIR HUMAN FORM 
 
    WITH SKIN 
 
    OR THEY CAN APPEAR 
 
    AS SKELETONS. 
 
    That rule kind of freaked me out. Ghosts were weird enough, but ghosts that showed up as skeletons? I decided from now on I would wing it when it came to learning about ghost stuff. 
 
      
 
    For once in my life, I anxiously awaited school to start. As anxious as a kid could be about school, I guess.  
 
    Not like...waiting for Christmas Eve when I’m anxious to rip into presents.  
 
    Not like...getting ready to go to the dentist when I’m anxious just to get it over with.  
 
    Now I had a mix of excitement and anticipation with a touch of not knowing what to expect tossed in. Could I end up dealing with ghosts while taking a hard math quiz?  
 
    Walking to school, Maria tried to keep things as normal as possible. We had done this walk many times. Today the walk seemed the same but different...different in a weird way. 
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    “Are you ready for Mr. Bell’s math test?” Maria asked. 
 
    “First period math tests should be illegal,” I said. 
 
    “Legal or not, are you ready?” she asked. 
 
    I sighed. “As ready as I’ll ever be.” 
 
    “So, you’re doomed,” Maria said with just the hint of a smile. 
 
    “Yeppers,” I said. 
 
    “And are you ready to take out any ghosts I detect?” Maria asked me as casually as if talking about a TV show. 
 
    Before I could answer, Maria and I both heard the muffled words, “No, no, of course she isn’t,” coming from my backpack. 
 
    “Since when do you have a talking backpack?” Maria smirked. 
 
    Flipping my backpack off my back, I unzipped it. Sure enough, I found Hammy, nibbling on my lunch. 
 
    “Hammy!” I exclaimed, probably louder than I should have. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I thought it would be obvious. I’m going to school with you to supervise,” Hammy answered in between bites of my apple. “I thought it would be appropriate, being it’s your first school day as a ghost hunter!”  
 
    “But, you’re a hamster.” 
 
    “A smart, talking hamster,” he noted. 
 
    “All the more reason you shouldn’t come.” 
 
    Hammy waved at me dismissively. “Please. This hamster is smart enough to know when to talk and when not to talk.” 
 
    “But, you’re still a hamster...at school.” 
 
    “I’ll stay out of sight,” Hammy insisted. “Hamsters are great at hiding. When you squish easily, you learn to blend in.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. No use fighting Hammy. Maybe he would even prove useful. Just as long as I kept him out of sight. Zipping up the backpack, I swung it to my back. “Just don’t eat ALL my lunch!” I warned Hammy.  
 
    Suddenly, Maria stopped in her tracks. She staggered a bit, then righted herself. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “I felt a new ghost,” she said. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “At the school. Its presence is so strong I can feel it from here.” She stopped and took a couple of deep breaths. “It’s in the basement. I think…” 
 
    I didn’t even know the school had a basement. 
 
     “I have a plan to get us down there,” I said.  
 
    “Really?” Maria said her eyes wide open. 
 
    “Really?” Hammy mumbled from my backpack, seemingly with a full mouth. 
 
    “First, Hammy, STOP eating my lunch. Second,” I pointed to Maria. “Maria, we’ll use your powers to convince Principal Charmer to send us down to the basement on a special project.” 
 
    “What kind of project?” Maria asked. 
 
    “Yeah, what kind of project?” Hammy repeated, then added a BURP!! 
 
    “Anything. We could do sweeping for extra credit?” 
 
    “Okay, I guess,” Maria said. 
 
    Holding up three fingers, I added, “And third, I also have a way we can see if there really is a super ghost around.” I put my hand on Maria’s shoulder. “You couldn’t read Bob Brown’s mind. Right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Well, then it makes sense that you shouldn’t be able to read a super ghost’s mind. Right?” 
 
    Maria nodded slowly. “Right, I guess.” 
 
    I smiled. “So that’s it. You try to read the minds of everybody at school. If you find somebody you can’t read, then we have a super ghost.” 
 
    “Your plan involves using my powers a lot,” Maria said. 
 
    “True,” I agreed. “You can do it Maria, I know you can. And besides you are no longer alone, we make a great team.” 
 
    “Kind of a loose plan,” Hammy mumbled in between burps from my backpack.  
 
    “At least we have a plan!” I said.  
 
    So, we had a plan of action. Like Hammy pointed out, not the best plan or the most complete plan. Still, we’d go from there and see where it took us. 
 
    Hallow Falls Middle School came into sight. It looked like your average boring, slightly old school: a long, two story brick building, square tinted windows and a flat roof with a paint job that could only be described as dirty, dark white. The building seemed to have no life of its own. If there existed a more boring looking building in town, I hadn’t seen it. I guessed that kind of made the perfect home for a spot where ghosts like to hang out on their way to another dimension. 
 
    Not sure who decided to paint the school’s hallways in a light, rotten pea color and the lockers that lined the walls, a bright yellow. It looked like a crazed color-blind person had picked out the color scheme. Grandma once told me, the school had gotten a deal on the paint and that’s the reason why the inside of the school clashed so much with the outside of the school.  
 
    Ming and Matti, probably my best friends, besides Maria, greeted us at our lockers.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
    (I’m not sure why all my friends have names that begin with M.) Even Matti’s real name starts with M, it is Matilda…but only Maria and her mom dare call her that. I always saw Ming and Matti together, even though to look at them you would never think of them as a duo. Matti stood at least 5’9”, really tall for a 12-year-old girl. Her skin always looked pale white and she had super light colored hair.  
 
    Ming didn’t look anything like Matti. My grandma called them my ‘ying and yang’ friends because they were like opposites, but at the same time they complimented each other. Ming was super short about 5’1”. Ming loved two things, her cell phone and her music. And she had never met a computer she didn’t like. 
 
    “How were your weekends, girls?” Ming asked us. 
 
    “Nice,” Maria said. 
 
    I hesitated for a moment then said, “Uneventful.” 
 
    Then I heard, “Yoo hoo!" Zara! I have a birthday card for you!” 
 
    I turned to see Lizzy Sullivan running towards me, waving a card in her hand. I sighed and shivered a little. Let me explain Lizzy Sullivan. She is about average height and weight and has long strawberry blonde hair that is always tied in plaited pigtails.  
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    She always - and I mean always - wears ‘hippy’ clothes. Grandma reckons that Lizzy should have been living in the 1960’s. Grandma told me that when she was a teenage girl everyone wore clothes like the ones Lizzy wears…she even showed me some groovy pics of her in hippy clothes. But fast forward to now and Lizzy looks totally different to everyone else at my school, she has her own style and the confidence to pull it off. I really admire that about Lizzy, she really doesn’t care what anyone thinks. But, describing Lizzy’s looks doesn’t give nearly the whole picture.  
 
    To understand Lizzy, you have to know how she acts. Lizzy is, without a doubt, the smartest seventh grader in our school. Heck, she might be the smartest seventh grader in the world. There is nothing she doesn’t seem to know. She doesn’t show off and brag; she doesn’t have to. It just kind of bursts out of her, like a loud hurricane of endless knowledge. Lizzy is ultramega hyper! Everybody knows this, but Lizzy doesn’t seem to care. I actually respect her for that. 
 
    “Zara! Zara!” Lizzy shouted, even though she was now right next to me. She started waving the card in my face. “Here! Here’s your card!” She said it all so quickly as if she didn’t need to breathe between words. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, taking the card from her. 
 
    “It’s a birthday card!” Lizzy repeated, jumping up and down. “It’s got a copy of your birth announcement in it!” she shouted. 
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    Opening the handmade card, I saw that it read, HAPPY 12TH ZARA. And sure enough, there was a copy of my birth announcement in it. 
 
    “Ah, thanks,” I said meekly. 
 
    “I think the birth announcement makes it more real,” Lizzy said proudly. 
 
    Maria and the girls looked at the card over my shoulder. 
 
    “How’d you get his birth announcement?” Maria asked. 
 
    Lizzy smiled, the smile seemed to occupy her entire face. “The school library has microfilm of every issue of the Hallow Falls Gazette.”  
 
    Ming patted me on the shoulder. “Zara, why didn’t you remind us this weekend was your birthday? We could have come over and hung out.” 
 
    “And brought presents,” Matti added. 
 
    I turned to them. “I knew you guys had a camping trip with the Girl Guides. I didn’t want to bother you.” I shrugged. “Besides, twelve is no big deal.” 
 
    Lizzy patted me frantically on the back. “Oh, Zara, you are so modest! Twelve is a big age! It’s a cool age since it’s a dozen years!” 
 
    I shrugged again. “If you say so.” 
 
    “You seem different,” Lizzy said, raising her left eyebrow.  
 
    I shook my head. “Trust me, Lizzy, I’m still the same old boring Zara.” 
 
    Lizzy looked at me with what seemed to be a blank stare. “If you say so,” she said at normal speed, awful slow for Lizzy. The homeroom first period bell rang. Literally saving me.  
 
    Pointing to Mr. Bell’s room I said, “Time to get to class.” 
 
    Lizzy smiled, “Yes, I so love a math test in the morning!” 
 
    Lizzy raced into the room. The rest of us sighed and reluctantly followed.  
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 10: By The Numbers 
 
      
 
    We walked into Mr. Bell’s classroom and took our seats. I sat next to Maria. Ming and Matti sat behind us. Mr. Bell nervously paced back and forth in the space between his desk and the blackboard. Mr. Bell looked really old and his large round balding head was out of proportion with his skinny body. And he always seemed to be drenched in sweat. Several times a day he would wipe the wetness off his forehead. Gross! 
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    “Settle quickly, class,” Mr. Bell said. “I’ll check attendance before I begin the test.” 
 
    The entire classed groaned, except for Lizzy, who happily clapped. Mr. Bell sat down behind the desk and started matching the kids to his seating chart. 
 
    I leaned slightly towards Maria, squinted with one eye and thought really hard, “Scan Mr. Bell’s thoughts.” 
 
    “Already have,” Maria thought back to me. “He’s wondering how many of us are unprepared for the test and thinking that he should have taken the day off and gone fishing.” She paused for a second then added, “You know, you don’t have to try to think extra hard. We have a mental link.” 
 
    “Scan the kids in the class,” I thought back. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, really Maria. See if any of them are thinking about ghosts.” 
 
    Silence. I assumed that meant Maria agreed with me. 
 
    “Done,” Maria said in my head, “but you know that was absurd!” 
 
    “You don’t know Maria, up until VERY recently I didn’t even know about ghosts. And that was fast.” 
 
    “People think fast,” she replied. “I don’t need or like to stay in their heads long. I picked up a thought and left.” 
 
    “So you could read everybody?” 
 
    Maria nodded. “Yeah and not a ghost thought anywhere. Lizzy is humming a Katy Perry song. Ming is hoping she can beat Lizzy in this test. Matti is wondering what’s on TV tonight. I can go on…” 
 
    “No, that’s cool. Hey, you can mentally give me answers to the test questions?” I thought, mostly kidding. 
 
    “Dream on and concentrate on your paper,” Maria’s responded bluntly. 
 
    I followed her advice. 
 
    Mr. Bell gave us twenty-two minutes to finish our test on simplifying common fractions and factors. All the while, he sat at his desk, looking anxiously at the clock while tapping both a finger and his foot. It seemed extra weird even for a math teacher. Fractions aren’t my favorite subject but I could figure out most of the questions.  
 
    After the allotted twenty-two minutes, Mr. Bell shot up from his chair and shouted, “Pencils down! The testing time is now over.” 
 
    Lizzy had finished at least five minutes before the end of the test time limit. Ming, Maria and a few others had also finished early. I had just answered the last question. I put down my pencil, and breathed a little sigh of relief.  
 
    Mr. Bell walked to the front of the first row of desks and started collecting tests. Suddenly he screamed, “Yikes!”  
 
    He leapt up on top of his desk in a move that I wouldn’t have thought possible for a man of his age. Sweating even more profusely than normal, he pointed to the floor and screamed in a high pitch voice, “A mouse! A mouse! A mouse!” 
 
    Looking in the direction of his pointing, sure enough, Hammy ran across the floor. 
 
    Lizzy reacted before I had a chance to. She bent down from her chair and scoped Hammy up. Showing Hammy to a shuddering Mr. Bell, she said, “Don’t be a fraidy cat, Mr. Bell. It’s not a mouse. It’s a hamster. I believe it’s Zara’s hamster.” 
 
    Lizzy started walking towards me, Hammy in hand. She had a huge smile on her face. 
 
    “It, I mean, he is, my, ah, hamster,” I said, slipping down in my chair, not thrilled to admit it. How did Lizzy even know I had a hamster? Lizzy really did know everything. 
 
    “He’s so cute!” Lizzy said, petting Hammy on the head. She proudly handed Hammy over to me, her face was beaming.  
 
    Looking at Hammy I said, “He’s cute, but a LOT of trouble.” 
 
    Mr. Bell stopped shaking some. He crawled down from his desk to the floor, where he stood up straight. Wrinkled and wet, it looked like he had just gotten out of a washing machine. He wiped his forehead with his sleeve. It didn’t help.  
 
    “Zara, bringing a hamster to school is wrong,” he scolded. 
 
    “I hope you’re not going to punish her, Mr. Bell,” Lizzy said. 
 
    Mr. Bell shook his head. “No, my job is to educate, not punish.” 
 
    I breathed a little sigh of relief. 
 
    Mr. Bell pointed towards the door. “Zara, report to Principal Charmer’s office now!” he ordered. “It’s his job to do the punishing around here.” 
 
    I stood up. Not worth arguing. Besides, I could use this to my advantage. Turning to Maria, I said, “See? I told you it was wrong to bring Hammy to school.” I gave her a little wink. 
 
    Maria snapped her pencil in half. “Thanks for including me,” she said in a snarky tone.  
 
    I waited. She didn’t return my wink. The rest of the class, except for Lizzy, all made a collective “whooooo….” 
 
    Mr. Bell’s eyes shot out of his head. “Maria is this true? Did you encourage Zara to do this?” 
 
    Maria lowered her eyes. “Yes,” she said meekly. “He’s just so cute…” 
 
    The class giggled. 
 
    Mr. Bell pointed to the door with his other hand. “In that case, you can join ZARA in Mr. Charmer’s office!” 
 
    Maria stood up. She glared at me. “Thanks, Zara.” 
 
    Some of the class started to snigger out loud. Maria glared at them and the snickering stopped. Taking my arm, Maria pulled me to a standing position.  
 
    “Come on!” she ordered. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 11: The Teacher, The Counselor, and The Charmer 
 
      
 
    The moment Maria, Hammy, and I got into the hallway, Hammy started to smile. I found it a bit creepy. With the hall being empty Hammy knew he could start blabbing away.  
 
    “Pretty great plan I had back there!” Hammy bragged. 
 
    “Oh yes, brilliant plan,” I said rolling my eyes. 
 
    Maria elbowed me hard in the ribs. “I especially appreciate you pulling me into this plan.” 
 
    I looked at her. “You know, Hammy’s brilliant plan would have been useless without you.” 
 
    Maria sighed. “I know…” 
 
    Giving her a weak smile I said. “At least this way we get out of Ms. Nina’s art class and probably Mr. Burns’ history class.” 
 
    “I like those classes,” Maria said. “Today Mr. Burns was going to talk about Ronald Reagan’s second term as president in the 80’s. I love ancient history!” 
 
    “So you’ll be missing Ms. Nina’s class?” a voice said from behind us. 
 
    We turned towards that voice. We saw Ms. Nina, the art teacher. She always looked amazing, young and totally cool. Most of the students in my school (both boys and girls) had a bit of a crush on her. My grandma called her a throwback to the “flower children”, whatever that meant. The kids always joked that she was Lizzy “secret” mother. Ms. Nina liked the students to call her Carolina, because she insisted “Ms. Nina” made her sound so old. Of course, none of us really did that. 
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    “Ah, hi, Ms. Nina,” I said meekly. “What are you doing in the hall?” 
 
    “I’m first period hall monitor,” she said. Ms. Nina put her hands on her hips and smiled at us. “Why are you two in the hall? And, more importantly, why will you be missing my class?” 
 
    Maria poked me in the ribs. “Because of him…” 
 
    “What’s going on, Zara? Don’t you like art? Everybody should like art. Art is life,” Ms. Nina said. 
 
    I produced Hammy, holding him out so Ms. Nina could see him. “I made a mistake, I was stupid and brought my hamster to school today.” 
 
    Ms. Nina smiled. Reaching out, she scratched Hammy on the forehead. I swear I heard Hammy purr. I think Hammy has a crush on her too! 
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    “He’s so cute!” Ms. Nina said. 
 
    Lowering my eyes, I said, “He also got us a special trip to the principal’s office.” 
 
    Ms. Nina stopped her petting. “Well, I can’t blame you for wanting to spend time with such a wonderful creature. I’m sure everything will work out fine.” She turned and walked - really kind of danced - away. 
 
    “I like Ms. Nina, but she certainly is different,” I said softly. 
 
    “In a good way,” Maria added. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” Hammy said. “She said I was cute! Can I take art class? I always wanted to take art class!” 
 
    We turned and continued towards the principal’s office. We managed to get about hundred feet closer to Principal Charmer’s office when we passed by guidance counselor…Ms. Vance’s office. Ms. Vance always kept her door open unless she had a student in there. So, of course, she saw us walk by. So, of course, she had to say something. 
 
    “Zara, may I see you for a moment?” she called. 
 
    Maria and I stopped walking. We backtracked a few steps to Ms. Vance’s office. I looked in. 
 
    “Hi, Ms. Vance,” I said. 
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    “What are you and Maria doing in the hallway during class time?” Ms. Vance asked.  
 
    Ms. Vance a tall woman with long dark blonde hair and always professionally dressed, looked far too together to be working as a middle school guidance counselor. She wore red glasses and they looked great on her face. 
 
    “Ah,” I started. I always liked Ms. Vance. She seemed to always want to be helpful. I didn’t want to get on her bad side, but I didn’t want to lie to her either. Besides, I knew she would learn about my transgression soon enough. 
 
    Taking a step back, I held out my hand, showing her Hammy. I figured that his charm had worked on Ms. Nina, maybe his charisma would work here, too. 
 
    Ms. Vance smiled. “He’s cute. Only, this isn’t Take Your Pet to School Day. In fact, we got rid of Take Your Pet to School Day when Greg Sweet’s rabbit bit Mr. Thomas in the…well, you know where…” 
 
    I so remembered that day. I couldn’t help smiling. Turning my attention back to Ms. Vance, I said, “I know. I just wanted to show Hammy to some friends.” 
 
    “Hammy? You named your hamster Hammy? Hmmm, and your aptitude tests always show that you are so smart,” Ms. Vance said, raising her right eyebrow. 
 
    “I was a kid when I named him.” 
 
    Ms. Vance looked at Maria. “So, why are you here, too, Maria?” 
 
    Maria sighed. “It was sort of my idea, I guess. I didn’t think she would actually do it.” 
 
    “Maria, you’re old enough now and certainly smart enough to realize that you shouldn’t talk your friend into breaking the rules.” 
 
    “Yeah, my bad,” Maria said. 
 
    Ms. Vance’s looked at us. “As far as transgressions go, that is a very mild one. I am sure Principal Charmer will go easy on you.” 
 
    “I hope so,” I said. 
 
    Ms. Vance pointed to Principal Charmer’s office. “You better get going. Don’t want to add being tardy to the charges.” 
 
     “You hear that?” Hammy whispered as we were walking away. “She thinks I’m cute, too! Man, I should go to this school!” 
 
    “Calm down, Hammy. Trust me, it would never work out between you and my teachers,” I said. 
 
    Hammy nodded. “Well...we ARE all mammals,” he sighed, I could see he was thinking of arguments to come to school. “But you’re right. My mom wants me to marry somebody with four legs. She’s SO old fashioned.” 
 
      
 
    When we walked into Principal’s Charmers office, Miss Gibbs his assistant, greeted us with a sneer. Miss Gibbs always wore her brown hair up like a beehive shape. Apparently she never got the fashion memo that the hairstyle went out of style thirty years ago. 
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    “Yes, children?” Miss Gibbs barked. 
 
    She had to know why we had been sent here. After all, Mr. Bell had to have called down to the office to tell them to expect us. Miss Gibbs just wanted us to say it out loud. 
 
    “We are here to see Principal Charmer,” I said. 
 
    Miss Gibbs looked down her nose at us. Which isn’t easy to do when you are sitting. She started waving one finger, “Tsk, tsk…” 
 
    “Ah, just go to sleep, you horrible old woman!” Maria ordered. 
 
    Miss Gibbs stopped waving her finger. Her eyes smashed shut. Her head dropped to her desk. 
 
    “Maria!” I exclaimed. 
 
    “I’m not in the mood,” Maria told me. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    Maria knocked on the door that to Principal Charmer’s office. 
 
    “Come in,” a strong gruff voice said from behind the door. 
 
    We pushed the door open. There sat Principal Charmer behind his big desk in the small room. Principal Charmer was bald, muscular man and he was large. So large, it looked like he could barely fit into his own cramped office. Kids say he use to be a Navy Seal; I can believe it. He had tired eyes, like a man who had been a middle school principal for way too long.  
 
    “Miss Johnson, Miss Lopez,” he said slowly. “I understand you had a problem in Mr. Bell’s class…” 
 
    Drooping my head trying to seem both guilty and full of sorrow at once, I said, “Yes, I slipped up and brought my pet to school.” 
 
    Maria just stood there. I elbowed her gently in the ribs. 
 
    “Yes,” Maria said in a freaky monotone voice, obviously using her mojo on Principal Charmer. “You should punish us by making us clean the basement now.” 
 
    Principal Charmer shook his head. “You both realize that bringing an animal into the school is in violation of safety code 13XZ. Never know what exotic diseases pets can be carrying. So, I will have to punish you by making you clean the basement.” 
 
    “We understand,” I said. 
 
    Principal Charmer pointed a big meaty hand towards the door. “Now. Go. Now!” 
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    We turned and walked out. 
 
    “This better not go on my record,” Maria said. 
 
    “I do not carry any diseases,” Hammy said. 
 
    “Big picture people. Big picture,” I said. 
 
    “I’m not a people!” Hammy protested. 
 
    “Big picture, person and hamster,” I said, putting hammy in my pocket. 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 12: Basement Blues 
 
      
 
    On our way to the basement we stopped at Janitor Sheri’s office. I figured if cleaning the basement was our cover, we should have brooms. Janitor Sheri had been the school’s janitor for, I don’t know, forever. Not to sound rude, but she freaked me out. She had long gray hair, parted in the middle, her hair ran all the way down her back. She was tall and boney, so boney her fingers looked bent. She also had one glass eye. Rumor had it she smiled exactly once in her life, after some kid slipped in his own barf. 
 
    Janitor Sheri shared her tiny broom closet sized office, with all her cleaning equipment. She stood there, back to the door, organizing something. We approached her slowly, on her good eye’s side. 
 
    “What do you kids want?” she demanded, voice cracking, not bothering to turn around. 
 
    “We’d like to borrow two brooms,” I said, mustering as much courage in my voice as possible. 
 
    “Why?” she squawked, still not turning around. 
 
    “We need to clean the basement,” I said. 
 
    “Why?” she asked. 
 
    “Principal Charmer ordered us to,” I said. 
 
    “Why?” she repeated, still not looking at us. 
 
    “It’s our punishment for ZARA being dumb,” Maria said. 
 
    “So, doing my job is a punishment for you kids,” Janitor Sheri said, looking over her shoulder. 
 
    “Well, uh…” 
 
    Janitor Sheri turned around and handed over two brooms. “Don’t sweat it, Zara. I know I have a terrible job. I’ll take any help I can get.” She smiled, which I never thought I’d see. She had a gap where one of her front teeth should be. 
 
    Maria and I took the brooms and headed towards the basement. 
 
      
 
    The basement wasn’t much more than a long, dimly lit hallway. The walls and ceiling were lined with old pipes and boxes of stuff placed along the walls. It smelled damp, like wet socks mixed with something that smells worse than socks. We saw a door down at the far end of the hallway.  
 
    “I don’t see any ghosts,” I said as we crept down the hall. 
 
    “Give it a second,” Maria said. Pointing to the ceiling she shouted, “There!” 
 
    I looked up and sure enough a man was walking upside down on the ceiling, pushing a broom, sweeping the ceiling just like a regular person would sweep a floor. He wore a jumper that you could still tell was dirty grey even though he and the jumper were transparent. He appeared to be pretty average looking (apart from the transparent thing), average height, average built, hair not too long. About the only striking feature he had was a long thick mustache and I had to look twice to see that.  
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    “He’s a janitor,” I said. 
 
    “Yep,” he answered sweeping away. “Been cleaning up the dirt in this place for a long time now.” 
 
    “Can’t we leave him? He seems harmless enough,” I said. 
 
    “Yep, cleaning this place for a good twenty years,” the ghost janitor muttered. “And it still keeps getting dirty. That’s why when I am done cleaning down here, I will clean up there.” He pointed to the floor, which was the ceiling. “All those stinking, rotten kids that infest this school. They keep making my clean school filthy. I need to teach them a lesson!” 
 
    “Okay, not quite so harmless,” I said. 
 
    He stopped right above us. “Of course, I’m not harmless! I’m a ghost. First chance I get I’m going to scare them into being clean!” He stopped sweeping in order to start cackling.  
 
    “Just exactly how do you plan to scare people?” Hammy asked. 
 
    I looked down at Hammy. 
 
    “It’s my job to ask these things,” Hammy told me. “Just prepare yourself!” 
 
    The cackling stopped. The ghost glared at us and shrieked, “Here! I’ll give you a demo!”   
 
    The skin on each side of his face started to peel down, like a banana. The skin faded away, leaving only a skull. The skull shot forward at us, its mouth wide open, screaming. 
 
    Truthfully, I had no idea why it screamed. I screamed myself as I ran back down the hallway as fast as my legs would carry me. Maria ran right behind me. As for Hammy, I had no idea and didn’t really care. 
 
    After we had run at least fifty feet down the hall in like three seconds, Maria and I stopped to catch our breath. 
 
    “Hey, wait a minute,” I said. “If the other people can’t see him, how can he scare them?” 
 
    “If a ghost hangs out in one area long enough they bond with that area. That gives them the ability to appear to normal people if they wish,” Maria said. 
 
    “Okay, not harmless at all,” I said. 
 
    “Very good, Sherlock,” Maria said. “This was all in the reading material Hammy assigned you. If you’d read it, you would’ve known that.” 
 
    “Let’s not dwell on the past,” I said. “We need to zap this ghost before he can let others see him.” 
 
    Looking down the hallway we saw that Hammy had stood his ground. He had floated up to the ghost’s skull looking it right in the eye sockets. 
 
    Just then, Maria and I both heard Hammy in our heads, saying, “It’s okay, to be scared. Everybody is scared at first. But you can take out this ghost. Remember you’ve been training for this.” 
 
    “I’ve only been training for two days,” I said. 
 
    “I didn’t say you had a LOT of training,” Hammy admitted. “Still, you have natural skills and weapons that can take out ghosts.” 
 
    Maria and I took a few more deep breaths to collect ourselves. I had powers, training, a cool laser pen that could zap ghosts, and a magic yo-yo. I pulled the zapper from my side pocket and the yo-yo from my back pocket. Maria and I started easing our way down the hall. 
 
    The ghost must have noticed us coming, as he turned and started gliding away from us. He headed towards the door at the end of the hall. 
 
    “Get him, Zara!” Maria said. 
 
    Running towards the retreating ghost, I aimed the zapper. I adjusted my aim then pulled the trigger. I felt pretty certain that I had him dead on. The ghost janitor turned and used his ghost broom to block the laser light. The broom dissolved into nothingness. The ghost threw himself through the door into a room.  
 
    “Okay, didn’t see that coming,” I sighed. 
 
    Maria, Hammy, and I reached a big metal door with a small viewing window. Of course, it was locked. 
 
    Hammy floated up to the window and looked in. “This is the boiler room. Where they keep the school’s furnace and water heater.” 
 
    The ghost stuck his head through the wall and said, “You need me, ghost hunter.”  
 
    Turning quickly towards the head, I fired, but the head popped back to the other side of the wall. 
 
    A big, sloppy tongue flapped through the wall. “You do do do!” it taunted. 
 
    The tongue coated me with yellow ghost spit then retreated back into the wall. Trying to shake of the wet but gooey spit made it impossible for me to get another shot off.  
 
    “What is he talking about? How do you need him?” Hammy asked, shaking his head. 
 
    “Yeah, how do I need you?” I echoed, still cleaning myself off. 
 
    “I know something you need to know,” the ghost giggled from behind the wall. 
 
    “He’s bluffing,” I said. 
 
    Maria and Hammy both shook their heads.  
 
    “No. Ghosts can’t bluff. That’s why they never play poker,” Hammy said. “Did you read ANYTHING I told you to read?” 
 
    “I skimmed it,” I said. 
 
    “You neeeeeeed neeeeeeeeeeeed neeeeeeeeeeeeed me me me!” the ghost wailed. Now he stuck his butt through the wall and waved it as he teased me, “Nah nah!” 
 
    “Classy,” I said, firing my zapper again. 
 
    The ghost pulled his butt back into the room, making me miss. 
 
    Sticking his face in the door’s small glass window, tongue lashing out, he snickered, “You are no match for me!” 
 
    I tried firing through the window, but my laser couldn’t penetrate the tinted glass. 
 
    “We need to get that ghost to tell us what he knows,” Maria said. 
 
    “How?” I asked. 
 
    “We need to learn his name,” Maria said. 
 
    “Huh?” I said. 
 
    “Once you address a ghost by its living name, they have to answer one question you ask or do one thing you say,” Hammy said. 
 
    “Who makes up these rules?” I said. 
 
    “You really didn’t read any of the material…” Hammy said.  
 
    “Let’s not talk about what I didn’t do. Let’s talk about what we can do.” 
 
    Hammy sighed. I made him do that a lot. “The bottom line is, if we learn this ghost’s name he’ll have to tell us what he knows.” 
 
    I smiled. “I’m pretty sure I know somebody who knows our ghost.” 
 
    “Who?” Hammy said. 
 
    “Janitor Sheri,” I said. 
 
    Maria patted me on the back. “I’ve got to give you credit. There are times when you really do have a brain.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    “Okay,” Hammy said. “I’ll keep two eyes on the ghost. You go find ‘what’s his name’.” 
 
    “Why do we both have to go?” I asked. 
 
    Hammy sighed again. It can’t be a good sign when you make your hamster sigh twice within a minute. “Because, people will expect to see you together. We don’t want people to think anything strange is going on.” 
 
    “But something strange is going on!” I pointed out. 
 
    “Exactly,” Hammy said, raising himself to stand on his hind legs. “All the more reason why we don’t want people thinking that!” Pointing down the hall he yelled, “Scat! GO!” 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 13: The Name Game 
 
      
 
    Maria and I raced down the hallway and up the stairs to the first floor of the building. We only had about eight minutes before the class bell would ring and then the hallway would be filled with students and curious eyes. We found Janitor Sheri shining the school’s trophy case. As she shined away, she whistled. I recognized the tune as, ‘Whistle While You Work’. 
 
    Janitor Sheri must have seen our approach in the glass of the trophy case because she turned towards us just before we reached her. 
 
    “What do you kids want? More cleaning supplies? Where are the brooms I lent ya?” 
 
    “Forget all of that,” Maria ordered. 
 
    “Forget all what?” Janitor Sheri said with a weak smile across her face. 
 
    “Janitor Sheri, we need to know the name of the janitor that worked in this school before you,” I said. 
 
    “Why?” Sheri asked. 
 
    “Just answer the question,” Maria ordered. 
 
    Her one good eye glazed over. “There was no question,” Janitor Sheri pointed out, in a trance-like voice. 
 
    “She does have you on that one,” I told Maria. 
 
    “Tell us the name of the janitor you replaced,” Maria ordered. 
 
    Janitor Sheri smiled faintly. “Of course. His name was Barns.” 
 
    I turned to Maria. “Is that all we need?” 
 
    Maria shook her head. “No, we need a first and last name.” Maria concentrated on Janitor Sheri. “Tell me Barns’ full name.” 
 
     Janitor Sheri’s one good eye went blank. She shrugged. “No idea. I always just called him Barns. It was a long time ago.” She pointed to her head. “Hard to drag out memories that are there, much less ones that aren’t.” A pause. “I do remember the day he died, though.” 
 
    “Seriously! She remembers the day he died, but not his first name?” Maria said to me, rolling her eyes. 
 
    Janitor Sheri shrugged. “What can I say? I’ve got a memory for the morbid. It was Saturday, October 16th 1969.” 
 
    “Wow. A really exact memory,” I said. 
 
    Janitor Sheri frowned. “It was a terrible day for me.” 
 
    “I can understand your loss,” Maria said. 
 
    “Tell me about it. My beloved Baltimore Orioles lost the World Series to the Mets. I still remember thinking to myself, what a terrible day. Blow the series and poor Barns dies.” 
 
    “To the library,” Maria said. 
 
    “Huh?” I said. 
 
    “Zara, like Lizzy pointed out, the library has microfilm of every issue of the town’s newspaper. I’m betting we can search for Barns’ obituary.” 
 
    “Wow! Good idea,” I told Maria. 
 
    Maria smiled. “That’s why ghost hunters need sensors. We see things from different angles.” 
 
    “So, two heads really are better than one,” I said. “Together we are invincible! Like super ghost hunters, zappers, sensors, whatever…actually even though Hammy says it is an old-fashioned term, I think we should call ourselves the Ghost Busters. 
 
    Maria smiled and nodded in agreement, then she looked at the Janitor who was listening to their conversation. “You will forget you saw us,” Maria told Janitor Sheri. 
 
    “Saw who?” Janitor Sheri said. She turned back to the trophy case and started polishing away. 
 
    This early in the day the library didn’t have many people in there yet. A couple of kids sat at the computers at the front of the room, but besides that, we had the run of the place. 
 
    Pointing to the back of the room, Maria said, “The microfilm reader is back there.” 
 
    We moved quickly and quietly. 
 
    “Do you know how to use the microfilm machines?” I asked. “I use the internet to do all my searches.” 
 
    Maria sat down at one the big machines. “Really Zara, lots of old papers and resources aren’t online, but they’re still interesting.” 
 
    I shrugged. “If it’s not online, I’m not interested.” 
 
    Maria looked at this machine. “This is strange.” 
 
    “What? Another ghost?” 
 
    “No, this machine has the Hallow Falls Gazette from 1969 already loaded on it.” Maria said. 
 
    “After all I’ve seen in the last few days, I would call that lucky, not strange.” 
 
    Maria sat at the desk, and started cranking the machine forward. “All we need to do is skip to the right day.” 
 
    I stood over Maria’s shoulder watching the electronic pages of the newspaper scroll past us on the screen.  
 
    “Hello, Maria and Zara,” the accented voice of the librarian, Ms. Ellen, said from behind us. 
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    I turned to Ms. Ellen an attractive young teacher with beautiful long, red curly hair. She had the clearest and the biggest blue eyes I had ever seen. I remember when my dad first met her a couple of years ago, he remarked something about how librarians looked nothing like that in his day and how he really liked her European accent. To which Mom gave him a good elbow in the stomach. 
 
    I stood in Ms. Ellen’s way, slowing her down. “Hi, Ms. Ellen.” 
 
    “What are you two students working at?” she asked, foot tapping slowly, eyebrow raised. “Zara, usually I see you at the computers, not at the microfilm machines.” 
 
    “Ah. Maria is helping me look something up on the ‘69 Mets,” I said slowly. “I’m doing a project for social studies and I wanted to see what our local paper thought of the series.” 
 
    Ms. Ellen stood there, her lips curled up into a smile. “What a weird coincidence, I was just looking at the ‘69 microfilm.” 
 
    “Yeah, funny,” I said. 
 
    “Got it,” Maria said in my head. “His first name was Harry. Harry Barns.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll be going now, Ms. Ellen,” I said as Maria stood up. “We’ll let you finish your research.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” Ms. Ellen answered. She pointed to the chair. “I don’t mind if you stay longer. After all, the library is built for the students.” 
 
    Maria took me by the hand and pulled me forward.  
 
    “That’s okay, Ms. Ellen. We’ll come back later,” Maria said quickly. 
 
    Leaving the library, I said, “Wow. Nice job there, zapping Ms. Ellen’s mind to make her cooperate with us.” 
 
    Maria shook her head. “I was so busy trying to find the name quickly, I didn’t even think of controlling Ms. Ellen’s mind.” 
 
    Moving as quickly as we could towards the basement without running, I said, “So, that was all just luck?” 
 
    “Apparently so,” Maria nodded. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 14: Harry Barns! 
 
      
 
    Hammy still stood guarding the furnace room door. “Took you long enough!” he said as he saw us rushing down the long basement hall. 
 
    “Sorry, it was complicated,” I said, panting a little bit. 
 
    “I need to work on your conditioning,” Hammy told me. “Maria’s not huffing at all.” 
 
    “And I was pulling her along,” Maria added. 
 
    To change the subject, I pointed at the door and said, “The ghost’s name is Harry Barns. Is he still in there?” 
 
    “Of course he’s still in there,” Hammy said, hands on his hips. 
 
    “Well, he is a GHOST,” I said. “For all I know, he could have passed through the ceiling to the upper floors.” 
 
    Hammy shook his head. “No, no, of course not. This room has the best lock in the school and the strongest door. He thinks he’s safer in there. He thinks he can wait us out.” 
 
    “Which he can,” Maria said. “Being a ghost and all.” 
 
    “But, we know his name,” I said. 
 
    “True, but we...well, you....must face him in order to use that name. Therefore, you need to be able to see him.” 
 
    Pushing forward, I tried to open the door. It was locked. Not really sure why I tried.  
 
    “The door is still locked,” Maria said. 
 
    “Why don’t we use our telekinetic powers to open the lock with our minds?” I suggested. 
 
    Hammy shook his head. “Won’t work. We need to see something or at least be familiar with it to use our powers.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess that would have made it too easy,” I said. Another idea popped into my mind. “Hammy, why don’t you use your powers to blow open the door?” 
 
    “One, the door is heavy reinforced steel and I’m not sure I could push it open. Two, that would be destruction of school property.” 
 
    “Good point,” Maria said, nodding.  
 
    I didn’t say a word. This needed another course of action. Reaching into my back pocket. I pulled out my cell phone.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Maria asked. 
 
    “I’m going to use my phone to learn how to open a locked door.” 
 
    “But, we’re only supposed to use cell phones during school hours for an emergency!” Maria said. 
 
    I stared at Maria. “Don’t you think the crazy ghost of a janitor qualifies as an emergency?” 
 
    Silence. Then, “Yeah, good point.” 
 
    I typed in the words: ‘opening a locked door’. 
 
    I waited for a second, then another second. Man, I needed to get a faster cell phone. A whole bunch of possible links appeared on my screen. I scrolled through them quickly, browsing for the one that looked like it made the most sense. I found one and started reading the information. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Maria asked. 
 
    “Seeing how to open a locked door without a key,” I said. 
 
    “Man, I never think of using the Internet for that type of thing,” Maria said. 
 
    For a smart girl, Maria could be a little naïve sometimes. I continued reading the web page I’d found. It seemed easy enough. I put my phone away, pulled out my wallet, and removed my lunch card. 
 
    I moved next to the door and stuck the lunch card between the slim crack between the door’s handle and the wall. I started sliding the library card up and down, up and down. Finally, I heard a little clank sound. I grinned. 
 
    I put my zapper in one hand and yo-yo in the other. Looking over my shoulder to Maria, I said, “Okay, get the door handle for me.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Maria propped open the door. I slid into the room.  
 
    There in the middle of the floor, with his arms crossed, sat Harry Barns. Actually, his bottom half sank under the floor...just to make it creepier. He sat in front of a large metal contraption and a big tank that must have been the furnace and hot water tank. Maria slipped in behind me. Hammy scampered in behind her. 
 
    Pointing my zapper at Barns, I shouted (not sure why I shouted - shouting seemed like the thing to do), “Okay, Harry Barns, tell me what you know!” 
 
    Barns shook his head. “No.” 
 
    Turning to my team I said, “I thought he had to tell me the truth if I knew his proper name…” 
 
    “His proper name is probably Harold,” Maria said. 
 
    Turning back to Harold Barns I said, this time less dramatically, “Harold Barns, tell me what you know!” 
 
    “Drat!” he said.  
 
    “Tell me!” I ordered, pointing the zapper. 
 
    Harold sighed. “There’s a super ghost.” 
 
    “Where is the super ghost?” Maria demanded. 
 
    Harold shrugged. “No idea. I just know this area’s ectoplasm levels are buzzing. That can only mean one thing. Super ghost. I am so jealous.” 
 
    “Yeah? Well, time for you to go back to where you belong!” I shouted. Once again, not sure why I shouted. 
 
    I pressed the trigger on my zapper. Harold noticed my action and dove into the floor. My shot flew harmlessly over and past him. 
 
    “Well that was unexpected,” I said, still keeping my zapper steady and ready. 
 
    “It shouldn’t have been,” Hammy lectured. “Ghosts are tricky!” 
 
    “Where’d he go?” I asked, looking down and all around. 
 
    Hammy pointed to the floor. “Into the floor.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got that part,” I said. “But what’s his end game?” 
 
    “To escape,” Hammy said. 
 
    “How long can ghosts stay in a solid surface?” I asked. 
 
    “Not long. It creeps them out,” Hammy answered. 
 
    It occurred to me that Maria was being quiet. Too quiet. Turning around I saw Maria heading towards the open door. Concentrating on the door, I pushed it closed with the mind. The door slammed shut right in front of Maria.  
 
    “Where are you going, Maria?” I asked. 
 
    Maria turned to face me. Her eyes looked strange. 
 
    “She’s sensing something big,” Hammy gasped. 
 
    “Yep, kind of figured that out,” I said. 
 
    “SUPER GHOST!” Maria shouted. “I think it is out there.” She stood still, staring at the door. 
 
    I heard the words with both my ears and my head. In fact, the words echoed in my brain. I shook them out.  
 
    “Maria, don’t be attracted towards it, we aren’t ready for a super ghost.” Hammy warned. 
 
    “Wait Maria,” I told her 
 
    Yelling “Hiya!!” Maria leapt cross the room and yanked the door wide open. We couldn’t see anything, but we could definitely sense a buzzing energy. 
 
    I flicked my yo-yo out at the space, but there was nothing there. “Sweet move, Zara,” Maria said, sounding totally in control, while I was absolutely freaking out! 
 
    We both backed away and closed the door. All three of us breathed a sigh of relief and smiled at each other. “Hammy, do you think that was a super ghost?” Hoping that he would say no…just our 12-year-old imaginations. 
 
    Then we heard a noise behind us. It was a clanging sound and we turned to see Harry the ghost trying to get away. I pulled out my zapper and got him, right between the shoulder blades. Poof! He disappeared. “In all the excitement of the possible super ghost sighting, I totally forgot about Harry,” I said.  
 
    Maria gave me a huge hug. Hammy, who was obviously feeling left out, jumped between our feet. It was one of those moments that you know you will never forget. 
 
    “Hammy, from now on our team is going to be called Ghost Busters,” Maria said, waiting for Hammy to object. 
 
     “I’m part of your team!” he shouted. “I’m so excited, I love you girls,” he started crying with joy. 
 
    Maria picked him up and gave him a kiss on the back of his head. “Oh you really are adorable…” she fussed. 
 
    “I know.”  
 
    “One more thing Hammy, our team is called the Ghost Busters.” I told him. He looked from me to Maria and back again. 
 
    Hammy patted me on the hand. A weird move, even for Hammy. “Ghost Busters it is,” he declared. 
 
    I placed a hand on Maria’s shoulder. “How are you feeling?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m okay, Zara. I’ll be fine, that was really scary.” 
 
    I removed my hand from her shoulder. “Which part, dealing with Harry the ghost or sensing what could be a super ghost?”  
 
    Maria’s eyes started to tear up. “The super ghost, in my 2 years of training to be a sensor, I’ve never felt anything so powerful.” 
 
    “Don’t worry Maria,” I said. 
 
    Maria smiled. “Yep.” Patting me on the back she said, “We do make a good team.” 
 
    I straightened my back. “Hey, we just got rid of our first full fledged ghost!” I said. 
 
    “Yes. Yes, we did,” Maria said. 
 
    Hammy brought us both back down to earth. “Yes, and we also learned that there is a super ghost on the loose.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I said. 
 
    “Good point,” Maria added.  
 
    Hammy stood up on two legs and took charge, as least as much charge as you can take when you’re a tiny hamster. “Maria, send a mental message to your father and Zara’s Grandma that a super ghost is on the loose.” 
 
    “Done,” Maria said.  
 
    “Good. Now they can alert others and bring reinforcements if we need ‘em,” Hammy said. 
 
    “So what do we do now?” I asked. 
 
    Hammy pointed to the door. “Go back up to the main floors of the school and finish your day.” 
 
    “Ah,” I sighed. Classes would be a bit of let down after fighting a ghost. 
 
    “It’s important, Zara,” Hammy said. “Not only do you need an education, but you and Maria may be able to find out some clues to who the super ghost is! After all, I am sure the super ghost is related to the school.” 
 
    “Okay, back to the classroom.”  
 
    “What are you going to be doing, Hammy?” Maria asked. 
 
    “I’ll stay down here in the basement where it’s safer for a hamster to hang out...less questions. I’ll also look for clues down here.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” I said as Maria and I left the boiler room. 
 
    “Just remember to pick me up after school!” Hammy shouted. 
 
    Maria and I hugged each other before we headed back up the stairs. “Maria, we make a great team. We are more than just ghost zappers or ghost hunters...we are definitely GHOST BUSTERS!” Maria smiled and agreed, we high-fived and headed back to the ‘normal’ world inside our classroom.  
 
    But I have to admit, both of us were a little wary knowing that somewhere out there and probably close by...was a super ghost. 
 
    *** 
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