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   “This is it. Our last Homecoming dance ever,” Sofia said, squeezing the hand of her best friend, Carmen. In a few short months, they would graduate and be off to college. Here they stood in the fanciest dress shop in all West Texas (well the fanciest out of all the small towns in a two-hundred-mile radius, anyway.) The Yellow Rose Dress Barn had faux hardwood floors, weathered velvet sofas, and beaded chandeliers. Chic displays of clutches, earrings, bracelets, and necklaces were arranged near the mannequins. 
 
   “I can’t wait to get out of Foggy Creek and start my real life,” Sofia said as she held up a sleek amethyst-colored dress. “This town has got nothing going on.” She turned the dress from front to back. “How about this one?” 
 
   Carmen shook her head. “No. Too plain. Find me something with a little bling.”
 
   “Not for you, Chica. For me.”
 
   Carmen shrugged. “It’s okay.”
 
   “We’re still going together, right? Nobody has asked you yet?”
 
   “You and me,” Carmen said. “Unless you get asked. Then, if you get asked, I’ll go with Rodrigo.” She laughed. “He’s my backup date.”
 
   Rodrigo had followed Carmen around like a puppy dog since the third grade. He was practically dying to go to the dance with her. Who wouldn’t? Carmen was gorgeous. Curvy figure, long, dark wavy hair, and huge, brown eyes. Sofia knew that Carmen wanted to go with a group of couples, but because no one had asked Sofia out, Carmen hadn’t committed to any of the guys who had asked her. She didn’t want to leave Sofia alone, without a date.
 
   “We’ll make it a night to remember,” Sofia said.
 
   Sofia hung the dress on the rack and flipped through more hangers of dresses. There were dresses in a rainbow of colors, from pearl, black, red, midnight blue, pink, and yellow. Groups of giggling girls crowded the shop all with one mission in mind—to find THE dress. 
 
   Sofia whispered to Carmen, “Can you believe we were ever that immature? I mean, come on. Look at them. Have they never been to a nice store before or what?”
 
   “Don’t be so mean. They’re just freshmen.” Carmen held up a teal dress that had silver rhinestones around the neckline. “And I hate to break it to you, but we were probably just like them.” She stretched the teal dress around her body. “This might be it. I’m going to try it on.” 
 
   “Wait for me,” Sofia said, grabbing the amethyst gown off the rack.
 
   Sofia stepped out of the fitting room first. She studied herself in the full-length mirror. The purple dress, though simple, looked good. It hugged her hips and showed off her legs and accented her jet-black hair and green eyes.
 
   Carmen came out a few minutes later with the teal dress on. “What do you think?”
 
   “You look amazing!” Sofia said. “That color!” 
 
   Sofia stepped behind Carmen and held up her hair. “Wear it up but let a few strands of curls fall. You’ll look like a movie star.”
 
   “I clean up well. All those hours mucking out horse stalls and riding half-broke colts on the ranch has its benefits,” she said, turning to see her reflection in the mirror, her dusty cowboy boots poking out beneath the dramatic floor-length gown. She looked at Sofia’s reflection in the mirror. “I take back what I said about that purple dress. Talk about elegante!”
 
   “Yeah. Thanks. I think it’s the one.”
 
   “How much is it?” Carmen asked.
 
   Sofia found the price tag. “$150. Yours?”
 
   “$225.”
 
   “Can you afford it?” Sofia asked.
 
   “It’s more than I wanted to spend, but I can. Been saving some money for a while.”
 
   “But I thought you were saving all that for college?” Sofia asked.
 
   “I was,” Carmen stammered. “I am. Besides Miss Penni’s been giving me some extra hours at the ranch.”
 
   “You sure? Because we can keep shopping for something that doesn’t cost so much,” Sofia said.
 
   “I’m going to treat myself. We’re only seniors once!” Carmen went back into the fitting room. “Hurry up. Let’s check out. Then we can head to the mall and grab some fries. I’m starving.”
 
   At the mall, the Burger Hut bustled with parents and whiny toddlers. Sofia and Carmen took a table near the front window so they could watch the shoppers go by.
 
   “You want the usual? Mango Bang milkshake and fries?” Sofia asked, holding out the menu.
 
   “You know me too well,” Carmen laughed.
 
   They placed the order with the server and then Sofia scrolled through the messages on her phone while they waited. One message from her mother.

	  
   
   You working today? Cause I need the truck.

   

	  
   One hour ago. She hadn’t heard the ping. She figured it probably wasn’t an emergency, just her mom needing the truck to do her weekend grocery shopping. The family had one good truck and they all coordinated their schedules to share it or carpool.
 
	 
   
   I’ll be home by 2. No work today.

   

	  
   The server brought them a tray of milkshakes, a cheeseburger for Sofia, and an order of fries for them to share.
 
   Sofia chewed on a fry. “You ready for college?” 
 
   Carmen nodded her head. “Yeah, but kind of sad.” She put her milkshake down. “You’ll be off in Austin. I’ll be in Houston . . .” Her voice trailed off.
 
   “Austin and Houston aren’t that far away. We can visit on the weekends. Or during breaks.”
 
   “I know,” Carmen said, “But we’ve seen each other, or at least talked to each other every day since the sixth grade. What am I going to do without you?” Tears filled her eyes.
 
   “Oh, you, rodeo princess, you will be fine.” Sofia smiled at her. “Those cowboys in Houston are going to be wild over you.” She winked at her. “No tears. Just happy days. No regrets.” She fist-bumped her.
 
   “You bet,” Carmen nodded. “A year to remember. But you’d better promise me to call or text or visit ALL OF THE TIME.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.” Sofia pledged. “Now, what shoes are you wearing to the dance? Not your old barn boots, are you?”
 
   “It depends on what Shoe Mart has left,” Carmen said as she slurped on the last of her milkshake. “Pay the bill and let’s get shopping.”
 
   Finding the right shoes to go with the Homecoming dresses was the next thing to accomplish. The Shoe Mart, the best budget shoe store in town, had four colors to choose from: black, beige, white, or red. The style options were few: ballet flats, strappy, or a sensible three-inch heel. If they hoped for a bigger selection, they’d have to make a daytrip into Lubbock, and they really didn’t have the time or the extra money for gas for that trip. They’d make do with The Shoe Mart. 
 
   “Beige it is,” Sofia said, taking a box off the shelf. “I guess it goes with anything.” 
 
   “You sound like your mom,” Carmen teased her. 
 
   As Sofia placed a beige shoe on her foot to try it on, the store’s lights flickered off. Then on again. They heard a sizzle of electricity.
 
   “What the—” Sofia said.
 
   Carmen bit down on her lower lip. “Power surge? Tornado?”
 
   “Did you hear a siren?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Another loud crackling sound and then complete darkness. The others shoppers let out a collective gasp. Little kids cried out in fright. 
 
   “Sof?”
 
   “I’m right here. Take my hand.”
 
   Sofia had the common sense to grab her cell phone from her pocket and flip on the light. Around them they heard whispers and nervous talking from the other shoppers. 
 
   “When’s it coming back on?” Carmen asked.
 
   “Don’t know. Wonder how many people are taking stuff and running?”
 
   “You have little faith in humankind,” Carmen said.
 
   “Sorry. Can’t help it. I have the internet. I’ve seen things.” Sofia lifted her arm and shone the phone’s light across the store. People were huddled together, looking confused and terrified. It didn’t look like anyone was shoplifting. 
 
   The main power didn’t come on. A store employee held up a flashlight and told shoppers that they could pay with cash and go. No one budged. Who carried cash anymore? Sofia thought.
 
   A flicker of light. The backup generators kicking into gear. Two lights came on in the store. A few lights shone in the central corridor of the mall. The cash register beeped and turned on. Everyone exhaled in relief.
 
   “That wasn’t so bad, was it?” Sofia asked.
 
   Carmen relaxed her grip on Sofia’s arm. “No, not too bad.” 
 
   Power outages were not that uncommon around these parts. Storms swept across West Texas all the time. Usually not out of the clear blue. But it was Foggy Creek. They didn’t have the most high tech or up-to-date things in the state. One of the transformers could have blown outside. No big deal. 
 
   “Hey, I’ve got to get the truck back to my mom. You going to get shoes or not?” she asked Carmen.
 
   “Beautiful beige for the win,” Carmen answered.
 
   “Same.” Sofia took another shoebox off the shelf. “A practical choice. Moms everywhere will be so proud of us. And think about all the money we saved by not driving all the way to Lubbock to a real shoe store.” She smiled sarcastically.
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   “Come on, Bert, move over,” Sofia said as she shoved the huge gelding’s hind end out of her way. “I can’t scoop your poop if you are standing in it.” 
 
   Bert grunted and stepped to the corner of his stall. 
 
   “That’s a good boy.” Sofia reached into her back pocket and gave Bert a peppermint candy and a pat on his withers. Three more big scoops into the old wheelbarrow and his stall was clean. 
 
   Carmen came by with another wheelbarrow. “Need fresh pine shavings?”
 
   “Dump ’em right here.” Sofia stepped out while Carmen went in and dumped the fresh pine shavings into Bert’s stall.
 
   After Carmen came out, Sofia slid the heavy wooden door shut.
 
   “You want to take a lunch break?” Carmen asked. “It’s almost noon.”
 
   “Not yet. I want to finish the last two stalls.”
 
   Carmen started to push her wheelbarrow down the breezeway. “Fine. I’ll go get more pine shavings. But then we are taking our lunch break. I’m starving.”
 
   “You’re always starving.”
 
   “True. But today, more so than usual. I’ve worked up an appetite.”
 
   The girls liked to take their breaks in the shade of the barn. They could watch the horses play in the pasture.
 
   “What does Miss Penni have on our to-do list this afternoon?” Carmen asked.
 
   “She told me we need to scrub out the water buckets and take care of the afternoon feeding. Then sweep up.”
 
   “Same as every Sunday.”
 
   “Yep. Shouldn’t take long. Are you going to ride Maisie later?” Sofia asked. 
 
   Carmen swallowed the last bite of her peanut butter sandwich. “I planned on it. At least take her for a little trail ride. Want to come along?” Carmen chugged down her bottle of water. “I’m thinking we could head out to the sinkholes. Check them out.”
 
   Sofia checked the time on her phone. One o’clock. “Sure. Mom doesn’t need the truck until six.” Sofia stood up and brushed the dirt off her jeans. “I’ll ride Bentley. He needs the extra exercise.”
 
   For the next two hours, the girls scrubbed the water buckets and refilled them with fresh water for all thirty of the horses. They poured the grain into each horse’s grain bucket. They brought the fifteen horses that were outside in the pastures into the barn. 
 
   “I’ll sweep up if you start saddling,” Carmen said.
 
   Sofia nodded and headed off to the tack room where they stored the saddles and bridles.
 
   Strange, she thought, as she opened the door. Meadow, one of the barn cats, was not napping in her usual spot, the seat of an old worn-out saddle. Sofia took Bentley’s saddle pad and saddle and headed back to Carmen in the main breezeway. 
 
   “Have you seen Meadow today?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t know. Haven’t really looked for her.” Carmen hung the broom on the peg on the wall. “Bentley’s tied up. He’s waiting for you. I’ll go get Maisie.”
 
   “Did you feed the cats this morning?” Sofia asked.
 
   “Of course.” Carmen rolled her eyes.
 
   “Was Meadow there?”
 
   Carmen shrugged. “I don’t remember. No. Maybe. Who knows? Look, I was in a hurry. I got in late. So, I poured the kibble in the bowls and then had to take the horses out. I didn’t have time to play with the cats.”
 
   “She wasn’t in her napping place,” Sofia said thoughtfully. 
 
   “Maybe she’s finally earning her keep and catching mice.”
 
   Tossing the saddle over Bentley’s back, Sofia said, “Maybe.” But she wasn’t convinced. 
 
   Bentley snorted and did a two-step, straining the metal chain that was clipped from the barn wall to his halter.
 
   “Whooaaaa,” Sofia said to him. “Settle down. You’ve been saddled before.”
 
   Instead of settling down, Bentley pulled back as if he was trying to rip the chain from the wall. Sensing Bentley’s anxiety, the other horses in their stalls began to stomp and grunt. 
 
   “Knock it off, you all!” Sofia shouted at them. “Bentley, you too.” Her voice was strong and firm. There could be no fooling around with thousand-pound animals. The horses had to respect and listen to their people. They didn’t need any skittish horses on their hands. Someone could get hurt. 
 
   Bentley kept yanking his head back, trying to pull free from the chain.
 
   “Bentley!” Sofia said with a sharp edge to her voice. “What is wrong with you?”
 
   “Take the saddle off,” Carmen whispered. “I can see the whites of his eyes.”
 
   In one swift movement, Sofia slid the saddle and saddle pad off Bentley. She stepped back. 
 
   With the saddle off, he relaxed a little. But his ears were still pointing straight up. 
 
   “What’s got him so freaked out?” 
 
   Not taking her eyes off the horse, Sofia said, “I don’t know. It’s not like him to throw fits.”
 
   “Still want to ride today?”
 
   “Yes, let me try again.” Sofia placed the saddle back on Bentley’s back. He struggled and snorted again.
 
   “It isn’t worth it,” Carmen said. “He’s acting like a monster. You don’t want to deal with that out on the trail.”
 
   “If we give up, then he wins. And we’ve lost his respect.” Sofia tried again and cinched the girth around Bentley’s belly. He swung his head around and nipped at her. She swatted him. “No.” She took his face and slid the bridle over. When she had the bridle secured, she took the reins in her hands. “Come on. No bad behavior out of you.” She glanced at Carmen. I’ll take him outside and walk him a bit while you saddle up Maisie.
 
   “I’m not going to ride. I’ll walk alongside you in case he acts up.”
 
   As Sofia led Bentley out the barn door, he jigged back and forth. His nostrils flared. Sofia whispered to him, trying to calm him. A gust of breeze came up. Bentley lunged and bolted, tearing the reins from Sofia’s hands.
 
   “Ouch!” Sofia gasped, rubbing her raw palm.
 
   “No!” Carmen cried out. “Chase him!”
 
   Bentley ran to the far pasture’s fence line, reins flying about, dust clouds behind him.
 
   The girls ran as fast as they could, their feet slamming against the rocky ground.
 
   “Go to the left!” Sofia yelled and waved to Carmen. “Block him so he doesn’t bolt and get out the main gate!”
 
   Carmen ran to the left. Sofia ran to the right. They circled him like a couple of sheepdogs around a stray sheep. Bentley, in a hot frothy sweat, skidded to a stop at the fence line. He saw the girls coming at him and he dropped his head as if he was ashamed. 
 
   Sofia got to him first and grabbed the loose reins in her hands. “Jeezus, Bentley! Why’d you do that? Bad boy,” she shook her finger at him like he was a bad toddler. 
 
   Carmen rushed up, doubled over, trying to catch her breath. “Good thing the gate was closed.” She held her sides, panting. “Or he would’ve been down the highway, clear to town!”
 
   “We’re not riding today,” Sofia said. “He knows he’s been bad. Look at his face.”
 
   Bentley lowered his head even more and nuzzled his nose into Sofia’s ribs, as if he were giving her an apology. 
 
   “Come on, let’s head back,” she said. “That’s too much drama for one day.”
 
   When they reached the barn, Carmen opened the door to let them in, and Bentley’s ears stood to attention again, but he didn’t fuss or fight them. Sofia led him back to his stall, unsaddled him, and started brushing him.
 
   “Hey, Sof,” Carmen said. “None of them have touched their grain.”
 
   “Are you kidding?”
 
   “No. I’m not kidding,” Carmen added. Sofia heard quavering in Carmen’s voice. 
 
   “What do you mean?” Sofia asked. “Their buckets are full. They always chow down right away.”
 
   Sofia finished brushing Bentley and she gave him a pat. She followed Carmen down the row of stalls. Sure enough, their food bins were full, and they were all agitated and twitchy. 
 
   “It’s not like them,” she agreed. “What’s got into them?”
 
   “You think we had a prowler around the barn? Someone looking to steal something?” Carmen asked.
 
   Sofia shrugged. “Possibly. Somebody they didn’t recognize by smell. But you think we would have seen someone. We’ve been here all day.”
 
   “Should we let Miss Penni know?”
 
   “I think we should, especially if they’ve gone off their grain.” Sofia texted Miss Penni, filling her in on the feeding situation, and briefly, very briefly about Bentley’s little escapade. She didn’t want Miss Penni to get too worried, or worse, think they couldn’t handle their jobs. 
 
   She looked up from her phone. “Let’s do one more walk-through before we leave.”
 
   Carmen nodded as she grabbed a shovel. “Just in case.”
 
   Walking from one end of the barn to the next, Sofia and Carmen checked each stall, the feed room, the tack room, the office, even the laundry room, and the bathroom. 
 
   “Nada,” Carmen said as she set the shovel against the wall. “All clear.”
 
   “No sign of Meadow either.”
 
   “I hope she didn’t get hit by a car near the road,” Carmen sat down on a tack box. “Those semitrucks go too fast out there.”
 
   “I’m going to walk down and see.”
 
   “Looking for a body?”
 
   Sofia sighed. “I hope I don’t find one.” She took a towel, just in case she needed to carry the cat’s dead carcass back to the barn for burial.
 
   After walking a quarter mile north, then a quarter mile south along the highway, Sofia didn’t see heads nor tails of Meadow. No dead cat along the highway. That’s a good thing, she thought as she walked back to the barn. 
 
   “Well?” Carmen asked as Sofia came through the door.
 
   “Nothing.” Sofia put the towel away in the laundry room. “You know what is kind of weird though?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The neighbor’s cows across the highway were all bunched up together near the gate.”
 
   Carmen shrugged. “Feeding time?”
 
   Sofia glanced at the time on her phone. Five o’clock. Maybe. That would make sense. Wouldn’t it? They were all waiting for the hay truck to come around and feed them. “Is there a full moon? These animals are acting spooky.” The barn, typically filled with the sound of snoring horses at this time of day, was noisy. The horses were pacing back and forth, kicking at their stall doors.
 
   “I don’t track things like that, but probably. Come on. Let’s lockup. It’s getting late,” Carmen said.
 
   “Yeah, I’ve got to get home. My mom needs the truck,” Sofia said. Still, she was rattled by Bentley’s temper tantrum, Meadow’s disappearance, and the untouched dinners of the rest of the horses.
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   “Wear your safety goggles,” Mr. Sanchez, their science teacher, reminded the class. “And for goodness’ sake, put away your cell phones. Safety first.” 
 
   Sofia slid her phone into her backpack. 
 
   “Hey,” Carmen whispered to her over the beakers. “Did Alejandro ask you to Homecoming?”
 
   Not wanting the other students to hear them, Sofia answered, “Shhh! Can we talk about this later?”
 
   “He will, you know. If he hasn’t already. He can’t take his eyes off you.”
 
   Mr. Sanchez stopped at their table. “Ladies, are you focusing on our experiment or on a social experiment?”
 
   Embarrassed by being called out by the teacher, Sofia apologized, adding, “It won’t happen again.” She turned to her lab notes and started writing, trying to ignore Carmen. 
 
   Carmen drummed her fingers on the table. When Sofia raised her eyes to shoot her a snarky look, Carmen winked at her.
 
   Why did Carmen want to play matchmaker so badly? She didn’t have time to date. Besides, what would be the purpose? In less than eight months, they’d be out of school and off into the world. Why get serious with anyone if it was short-term?
 
   Pulling a chair closer to Sofia, Carmen leaned in and said, “He’s cute.”
 
   Sofia shook her head then wrote on her notebook, “Not interested” and “Stop talking about it.” She slid it toward Carmen. 
 
   “Everybody’s going out for ice cream after football practice on Wednesday. One big group. He’ll be there.”
 
   Mr. Sanchez stopped at their table again. 
 
   Sofia read his body language. “Lo siento,” she said.
 
   He frowned at them for what seemed like an eternity until another table of students got a little too chatty. He strode over to get them back on task.
 
   “We’re going to get afterschool detention if you don’t stop talking.”
 
   Carmen said, “Fine. We’ll talk about this later.” 
 
   Eager to get the lab notes transferred from her notebook to the worksheet before the class ended, Sofia hurriedly wrote down their hypothesis and their experiment results. If this worksheet was not complete before the end of class, they’d lose twenty points. She didn’t want to risk losing any points. Her grade point average was almost 4.0. If she kept working hard, she had a good chance of being valedictorian. No time for distractions.
 
   “Hey! What’s up?” A deep baritone voice whispered in her ear.
 
   Sofia looked up from her notebook and turned around. Alejandro. Tall, tanned, with sleek jet-black wavy hair. He flashed a brilliant toothy smile at her. She had to admit he was handsome. Must focus on the lab report, she told herself. 
 
   “I’ve been thinking,” he started to say.
 
   Ay, Dios mio, please do not ask me about ice cream or the Homecoming Dance. Her mind raced. I do not have time for boys. I do not have time for boys. Focus. Focus on school. 
 
   Carmen interrupted him. “I’ve got to ask Mr. Sanchez a question. Be right back.”
 
   She planned this. Carmen had planned this all along! Sofia started to sweat.
 
   “Word on the street is,” he slicked back his hair with his hand, “the sinkhole is growing, like big time.”
 
   Where in the world was he going with the sinkhole? It had been outside of town for as long as she could remember. So what?
 
   “Me and my boys are going to check it out after school. Want to come along?” He leaned closer to her. “Might even have some music and dancing. Make it a sinkhole party.” He laughed. 
 
   Oh, that megawatt smile.
 
   “No, thanks,” Sofia said. “I’ve got to work late.” She was surprised at how easily the lie rolled off her lips. As gorgeous as Alejandro was, she couldn’t risk her grades. When she wasn’t working, she was studying.
 
   His face clouded over. “Suit yourself.” He sauntered away.
 
   Carmen came back to the lab table. “Well?”
 
   “Nice try,” Sofia said. “But I really don’t feel like going out to the sinkhole.”
 
   Carmen’s smile faded. 
 
   Sofia, feeling a little angry at being set up, said, “Why is everybody talking about the sinkholes anyway?”
 
   “I don’t know. My dad said it was on the news the other day.” Carmen started working on the science experiment. “One of them grew fast,” she said as she poured water into a beaker. “I guess geologists were out by the oil fields. Measuring stuff.” She took Sofia’s notebook and added numbers to the list. “Like bigger than the size of a basketball court.”
 
   Sofia hadn’t heard about the growing sinkholes. “Are they getting too close to town? Will they swallow up Foggy Creek?”
 
   Carmen shook her head. “Not yet, I don’t think. But nobody knows. That’s why the scientists were out there.”
 
   Before she could say another word, a loud shrieking sound echoed through the school. It sounded like a car crash, the shattering of glass and metal upon metal. The lights went out. The computer and projector flipped off.
 
   “What the—?” Sofia asked, loud enough for the whole class to hear.
 
   Mr. Sanchez spoke loudly to the class, “Students, stay calm.”
 
  
   An announcement crackled over the loudspeaker system. It was the principal’s voice. “Students and staff, please remain where you are. There has been a power outage reported for this side of town, including Foggy Creek High School. We will not be moving to fourth-period classes until the power returns. Follow your teacher’s instructions. Thank you.”
 
   Little moans rippled across the classroom. 
 
   “Great. What about lunch?” Carmen groaned. Their fourth period was lunch.
 
   Mr. Sanchez went to the dry erase board. “You have extra time to work on your labs. Or work on other homework if your lab is complete.”
 
   Sofia scrolled through her cellphone. No texts. Not even from her mom, the woman who would send random “I love you” memes throughout the day.
 
   She set her phone on the table. “Don’t you think it’s weird that in the past three days, we have been in two places where they’ve lost power?”
 
   Shrugging, Carmen said, “I had nothing to do with it if you are trying to pin this on me.”
 
   “Don’t be silly. You wouldn’t pull a prank like this. You’re afraid of the dark.”
 
   “You think it’s a prank? A senior prank? Who?” Carmen glanced around the classroom. “The ones I would suspect are here with us.”
 
   “I don’t know, but it’s weird, right? Two outages?”
 
   Carmen nodded. “First the mall. Now school. I guess so.” She scrolled through her phone. “I’m going to text my cousin. He works for the electric company. He’ll know what’s up.” 
 
   A few minutes later, a notification popped up on her phone. She read it to Sofia.
 
	  
   
   “Can’t talk now. All the power lines around town have been snapped.”

   

	  
   “Been snapped?” Sofia whispered. “Like cut? Broken? All of them?”
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   Sofia wheeled the red wagon full of grain canisters, measuring cups, vitamins, and supplements around the barn. She stopped at each horse’s stall to measure out the appropriate amount of grain. Then she checked and double-checked her clipboard about their medications and vitamins. She had to pay attention and be careful. Some of the horses were on special medications for things like arthritis. One of them might get an infection and need antibiotics. She had to follow the veterinarian’s and Miss Penni’s instructions to the letter. Actual lives depended on her. 
 
   After Sofia finished the feeding, she wheeled the wagon back to the grain room. She put the medications away in the cupboard, hung up the clipboard, and made sure the grain bins were closed so no mice would get inside. 
 
   Next was watering. She’d have to drag the hose to each horse’s stall and fill all the water buckets—three for each horse. It was a tremendous amount of water. She wondered if the water they pulled from the ranch’s well came from anywhere near the sinkholes. Maybe that’s why the sinkholes were growing. They were using too much water and it was draining them. She let out a small giggle. A ridiculous thought. But when she went back to the row of stalls, none of the horses were eating. They looked like soldiers standing at attention. Ears pricked forward, nostrils flaring. Twitching muscles. High alert. Where the heck was Carmen? She needed to see this. Once was unusual, but twice in the same week? Sofia was beginning to feel very uneasy.
 
   Sofia jogged around to the hay shed. The hay shed was a large two-sided structure where they stored bales of hay for the horses, like semitruck-sized loads of hay. 
 
   “Hey, Carmen!” she called out. Sofia looked around the hay shed. None of the pitchforks were hanging on the racks. Where was the wheelbarrow? 
 
   “Carmen! Where are you,” she shouted again. It was weird to not see things put away at the end of the workday. Miss Penni ran a tight ship. Everything was neat and clean and orderly. Everything in its place. Safety and cleanliness were her top priorities. She’d have a fit if the girls didn’t put things away. Carmen knew it. They never left things lying around.
 
   “Carmen!” she yelled again. This time, she was getting nervous. What if Carmen got bit by a rattlesnake or attacked by a rabid coyote?
 
   “Over here!” Carmen shouted in reply. “In the shavings shed.”
 
   Sofia exhaled and then sprinted from the hay shed and around the building to the shavings shed. It was a three-sided building where the fresh pine shavings for the stalls were stored. She found Carmen squatting in the corner.
 
   “What are you doing?” 
 
   “Take a look at this.” Carmen stuck the end of the pitchfork into a pile of ooze on the ground. She turned the end of the pitchfork over. Long strands wrapped around the pitchfork like spaghetti noodles.
 
   Sofia cringed. “Oh my gosh, what is that?”
 
   Shaking her head, Carmen said, “I don’t know.” She pulled the pitchfork from the oozy strands. “It’s like thick thread. Tangly. Not fur.” 
 
   Sofia racked her brain, trying to think about all the wild animals they had in this part of Texas. Armadillos, coyotes, rattlesnakes, rabbits, lots of birds, and lizards. What would make such a mess? The pile of silky strands was the size of a beanbag chair. 
 
   “That’s not all,” Carmen said. “Follow me.” She led Sofia around the back of the hay shed, near where the tractors were parked. “Tracks?” She pointed to basketball-sized divots in the dirt. Each divot was about six feet away from another. “Never seen anything like it. And this isn’t from any vehicle. It’s not rutted.”
 
   Sofia asked, “Did you see anything? Hear anything?”
 
   “When I came out to put the wheelbarrow away, I heard rustling noises, like something was scampering away. I thought maybe it was one of the cats.” She turned toward the shavings shed. “But then I saw the oozy stringy stuff. I got a little freaked out.”
 
   “A little? Why didn’t you come get me?”
 
   Carmen said, “I started to until I saw a shadow go around the building, so I followed it.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “Nothing. Just these divots. Tracks. From something.”
 
   Chills ran up Sofia’s spine. Out there, they’d had to deal with all sorts of wild animals. Once, Miss Penni even had to scare off a coyote. Nothing like this though. What creature would make this? She grabbed her phone and took photos. 
 
   “Did you get photos of the ooze?”
 
   Carmen nodded her head. “Lots.”
 
   “Let’s go back to the barn. We’ve got research to do,” Sofia said.
 
   In the barn’s office, Sofia quickly typed search terms into the laptop: “sticky ooze.”
 
   Both girls gagged at the images that popped up. 
 
   She typed: “animals that leave ooze.”
 
   She read through the list: hagfish, eels, banana slugs, glowworms.
 
   “Think any of those live in Texas?” Carmen asked.
 
   She shrugged and typed: “long strands of string.”
 
   A list of spiders came up.
 
   They scrolled through images and videos.
 
   “There’s not a spider alive that could’ve made what you found,” she said to Carmen. 
 
   “What the heck is it?”
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   The next day, Sofia spent hours running internet searches on animal scat and animal tracks. Nothing looked like what Carmen had found. She even searched for things like “Bigfoot sightings” and “alien landings.” But, over and over again, there was nothing like it. 
 
   While she had been searching the internet, Carmen had been in the library, combing through books on mysterious animals and the supernatural. Nothing explained it.
 
   “Should I say anything to Miss Penni when we get to work?” Carmen asked.
 
   Sofia bit down on her lower lip, deep in thought. “We should. She might think we’re crazy. Or send us for drug tests, but whatever left those tracks is big.”
 
   Later that afternoon, the girls clocked into work and headed for the barn’s office. Miss Penni was at her desk, paying the bills. “How are you, gals?” she asked. “Want to help me lunge a couple of colts?”
 
   Sofia loved to exercise the young horses. She’d clip the lunge line onto their halters. They’d run circles around her, kicking with joy until they finally tired out. It was an important part of their training, teaching them how and when to get their energy out before a rider got on their back. But first, she had to tell Miss Penni about what they found.
 
   “Sure thing, Miss Penni. But, um, Carmen and I need to talk to you.” She stammered around for the words. Miss Penni would think they were up to no good when she heard this story.
 
   “You aren’t quitting on me, are you?”
 
   “Oh, no, ma’am,” Sofia answered swiftly. “It’s just that, um—” 
 
   “We found weird tracks out by the tractor. And lots of gooey stringy stuff,” Carmen said.
 
   “Ladies, I don’t understand.” Miss Penni rose from her desk and walked over toward them. She narrowed her eyes. “Why are you looking like scaredy-cats? Did we have a prowler on the property?”
 
   Carmen spoke up. “There was a prowler, but not a human one.”
 
   “Dang coyotes again?” Miss Penni asked.
 
   “No, ma’am,” Sofia said. “We’ve never seen anything like it. See.” She handed her phone to Miss Penni. “Scroll through the photos.”
 
   Miss Penni said, “When did you take these?”
 
   “A few days ago, after the horses were fed.”
 
   “And you didn’t think to tell me about ’em?”
 
   “We wanted to do research before we said anything . . .” Carmen’s voice trailed off.
 
   “The horses have been acting spooky since the weekend. Snorting, kicking, acting twitchy, not eating right. You should’ve shown me the photos.” Miss Penni started for the door. “Follow me.”
 
   She took them to the back of her house, near her chicken pen. “I’m missing three of my hens.” She pointed to the chicken coop. Large divots circled the pen. Divots exactly like the ones they had found a few days before. “The rest of my girls won’t come out.”
 
   Carmen sucked in her breath and moved closer to Sofia. “Do you think whatever it is that left the ooze—do you think it got your chickens?”
 
   Miss Penni said, “I didn’t know what to think. I’m used to coyotes and such stalking the hens, but nothing that leaves tracks like that.” She waved her arms toward the path. “They’re huge. Not even bears leave prints like ’em. Those tracks match what you found, though. So, I’d say, there’s some kind of beast out here.” 
 
   “What are you going to do?” Sofia asked.
 
   “I’m going to put up some game cameras. To see what we’re dealing with.” She latched her fingers through the belt loops on her jeans. “Ain’t nothing going to take my chickens.” She tipped her hat at Sofia and Carmen. “Why don’t the two of you lunge the colts? I’ll run in to town to get those cameras.”
 
   Sofia was at the far end of the riding arena. She was lunging a beautiful sorrel colt, Jasper. While Carmen was at the opposite end of the riding arena, lunging a dark bay colt, Carlos. As the two colts loped in circles around them, Carmen and Sofia talked about the ooze and the tracks.
 
   “I wonder what she’ll spot on those game cameras,” Carmen said. “What if it eats more than chicken?” Carlos squealed and bucked. “Whoa. Easy.” Carmen said to the horse.
 
   She was quiet for a minute. “What if there’s more than one?”
 
   What Carmen had said was exactly what had been eating at Sofia’s thoughts. What if whatever it is was, it wasn’t the only one? Sensing her anxiety, Jasper squealed and turned to run in the other direction without Sofia’s cue. His change of direction jerked her arm and shook her out of her thoughts. She got him back under control and turned him around the way they had been circling. She said, “Let’s not talk about this in front of the colts. Looks like it makes them nervous.”
 
   By five o’clock, the girls had lunged the colts and cooled them down. The other horses were brought into the barn for the night. Miss Penni didn’t want to risk leaving any of them loose in the pastures until she got the varmint who took her hens. 
 
   Sofia finished filling the water buckets. Then she went to feed the cats their supper.
 
   “Good kitties,” she said as two of the cats, Moxie and Petunia, came running toward the food bowls. She knelt and scratched them behind their ears. The cats purred. Still no sign of Meadow, her favorite cat. Where could she have gone? “Meadow, Meadow. Here, kitty, kitty,” she called. She shook the bag of cat food, hoping that Meadow would hear it and come running for food. No such luck. 
 
   “Sof, Sof! Come here!” 
 
   Carmen’s voice sounded urgent. Sofia turned to leave the cats and practically knocked Carmen over.
 
   “What is it?” 
 
   Carmen whispered, “I saw it. From the office window. Come here. Look.” She opened the window blinds. “Over there.” She pointed toward the hay shed. 
 
   Sofia squinted to see across the property. Nothing looked out of the ordinary. 
 
   “It was tall and dark. Like bigger than a bus. Or a two-story house. Huge.” Carmen went on, “It moved fast.”
 
   “Which way did it go?”
 
   “Around toward the back.”
 
   “Let’s chase it,” Sofia said.
 
   “You serious?” Carmen asked. “It’s getting dark out.”
 
   “Dead serious. Whatever it is has been prowling around here, eating Miss Penni’s chickens, spooking the horses. And I still can’t find Meadow.” Sofia tugged her baseball cap down on her head. “Game on.”
 
   Sure enough, the large divot tracks ran from the side of the barn, back to the hay shed, and around the tractors. 
 
   “The exact path it took before,” Carmen said, shining her cell phone’s light on the tracks.
 
   A gust of wind whipped by. A shadow fell across the ground.
 
   Sofia jumped. “It’s out here,” she whispered. And it’s trying to spook us.”
 
   “It’s working,” Carmen said quietly. She tugged on Sofia’s arm. “Let’s go back to the barn.”
 
   Sofia shook her head. “No way. If we back down, it wins.”
 
   “It’s not like working with the colts, Sof. We don’t even know WHAT it is.” Her voice was strained.
 
   “I’m going to keep tracking it. It’s not going to kill any more animals.” She started to walk away, but then, turning to Carmen said, “Go inside if you want.”
 
   “No. No way. You aren’t going alone.”
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   “Where’d it go?” Carmen said into the dark Texas night. “We’ve walked for miles.”
 
   Sofia shone the phone’s light across the scrubland. “I thought we lost it back there in that strand of trees. But look, there’s ooze stuck on this cactus.”
 
   Carmen shivered. “Did you text your mom?”
 
   “I did. I told her I’d be home late.” Sofia looked at the moon. A cloud passed over it. “Your dad?”
 
   “Yeah. I texted him the same. ‘Be home late.’ I didn’t tell him we were tracking a large monster. We’ve gone too far. We should head back.”
 
   “Carmen, look.” Sofia pointed. “The tracks pick up again. Over here.” She sprinted ahead then skidded to a stop. “Holy buckets,” she said.
 
   Running up beside her, Carmen gasped. “The sinkhole.”
 
   “The tracks go down the side of the sinkhole,” Sofia whispered as she shined the phone’s light around. “Whatever it is, went in.”
 
   “I’m not going in,” Carmen said emphatically. “Who knows how deep that water is.”
 
   “Help me down the edge.”
 
   Carmen shook her head. “Are you crazy? One slip and you’re sliding into the water. You will drown.”
 
   “Carmen,” Sofia began.
 
   “No.” Carmen crossed her arms over her chest. “We came this far. It’s around here. We can come back in the daylight. We can get help—”
 
   Before Carmen could finish her sentence, Sofia was climbing down the wall of the sinkhole, finding her footing on the rocky outcroppings. 
 
   “Ay, Dios mio!” Carmen yelled at Sofia. “Wait for me.”
 
   Sofia inched her way down, stretching one leg down, finding her footing, then stretching the other down. She was glad she had practiced wall climbing at the State Fair last summer. Chalky dirt dug into her fingernails with each move she made. Steady, steady, she told herself. She was reaching for a ledge, a rim. She knew it was there. She’d seen it when she’d shone her cell’s light down. Where was it? Just a few more inches. Slowly. Don’t think about the massive lake of water below you. 
 
   BAM! Her right foot hit the ledge. She’d made it. Then she looked up and saw Carmen coming down the wall.
 
   “Carmen! To the left! Go left!”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Move to the left! The ledge is left of you!” 
 
   Carmen stopped climbing. She clung to a rock. 
 
   One by one, she slid her hands to the left, then her torso, followed by her legs.
 
   Sofia yelled at her, “You’re almost here. Keep going. Slow. And straight down. Do not let go.”
 
   With a thud, Carmen landed on the ledge. She peered over the ledge to the water below. “Where is it?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t know.” Sofia checked her phone. “My battery’s running low.” She shined the light around. In the recesses of the ledge, they saw what looked like a cave, tucked between tall boulders. 
 
   “Did it go in there?” Carmen asked.
 
   “I didn’t hear a splash. Did you?”
 
   “You’re going in that cave, aren’t you?”
 
   “I’m not going to sit on a ledge all night. Come on, Carmen.” She paused for a moment. “Turn off your phone. Save your battery. We’ll use mine until it dies.”
 
   By the small light of the cellphone, they crept into the darkness.
 
   The cave was dry, and it was wider than it had looked from the outside. Sofia shone her light above their heads. “No bats. That’s a relief.”
 
   They kept walking, trying to be as silent as possible. 
 
   “What are we going to do if we find this, this thing?” Carmen whispered.
 
   “Depends on what it is,” Sofia said. “But I’d say we act like a horse.”
 
   “Fight or flight,” Carmen said.
 
   Sofia nodded. “Fight or flight. But whatever it is, we do it together.”
 
   “Car, look.” Sofia pointed the light toward the ground. “Bones.”
 
   They crouched over the pile. 
 
   “Looks like bird feathers and bird bones,” Carmen said. “Lots of them.”
 
   “There’s more over here.” A few feet away, there was another pile of bones and fur. Fluffy fur. Like Meadow’s pretty soft— Sofia choked back a sob. It was Meadow. Whatever they were tracking had gotten ahold of their sweet barn cat. 
 
   Carmen shrieked.
 
   Sofia jerked the light toward her. Carmen was as pale as a ghost. Her hand was covered in a gooey silky mesh. She pointed to her right. Sofia moved the light. There, between two boulders, was a gigantic spider web.
 
   “I’m stuck,” Carmen cried. “I can’t get out.” She twisted and struggled, trying to get free from the silky web. “Help!” Panic was setting in.
 
   Sofia, trying to stop the panic, whispered, “Settle down. Stop moving.” She looked Carmen straight in the eyes. “I will get you out.”
 
   “How?” she screamed. “I’m in a gigantic spider web!”
 
   “Shush, shush,” Sofia said. “Trust me.” Sofia dug into her jeans back pocket. “I always carry a pocketknife.”
 
   Carmen sighed.
 
   “Stay still. I’ll cut you out.”
 
   “No, then you’ll get tangled too. Give it to me. My free hand.”
 
   Sofia passed her the pocketknife. Carmen slowly sawed through the clumps of web and stumbled free. Strands of silk stuck to her hair and her clothes. 
 
   “We’ve got to get out of here. It’s going to take more than you and I to get rid of a giant spider,” Carmen said.
 
   “I’m not going to argue with you this time.”
 
   “Do you hear that?” Carmen asked.
 
   Shaking her head, Sofia said, “I do. It’s a coyote yipping. And it’s coming from that way.”
 
   “Follow that sound!”
 
   They rushed toward the direction of the coyote’s barking. 
 
   “Moonlight!” Sofia shouted.
 
   They tumbled out of the tunnel.
 
   Gasping and exhausted, they fell onto the dirt. 
 
   “We’re out! We made it out!” Carmen yelled into the night.
 
   The tunnel had led them up and away from the sinkhole. 
 
   “I think we were in a spider den or trap,” Sofia said as she caught her breath. 
 
   “That belongs to one huge spider!” Carmen agreed. 
 
   They lay on the ground and watched the stars for a while as their heartbeats slowed. 
 
   “Hey, Sof?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I want to go home and take a shower.”
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   As they walked through the sagebrush back to the Diamond J Ranch, they struggled over how to get rid of the giant spider web.
 
   “We can’t just climb in there and knock it down with a broom,” Carmen said. “It’s as big as a house.”
 
   Sofia laughed a little, imagining her mom standing on a chair, sweeping cobwebs out of the corners of their house. Clearly, she was overtired. There was nothing funny about a giant spider. She wanted to take a long, hot shower and sleep for two days. But they couldn’t. This monster spider had already eaten Miss Penni’s hens, Meadow the barn cat, and who knows what else. When it ran out of cats and chickens, what would it go after next? Dogs? People? Sofia shuddered. They hadn’t a minute to waste no matter how exhausted they were. 
 
   Carmen glanced at her out of the corner of her eyes. “That wasn’t supposed to be that funny. I’m kind of freaking out.”
 
   “Sorry, it’s not funny,” Sofia said. “We need to get rid of the web and the spider. Fast.”
 
   “We aren’t doing this by ourselves. No way.”
 
   Sofia agreed. “Let’s see if animal control will help.”
 
   When they reached Diamond J Ranch, Miss Penni ran out to meet them. She flung her arms around them. “Your mom has been on the phone with me all night. She’s called the police. We thought you’d been kidnapped.”
 
   “We’re fine, Miss Penni,” Sofia said.
 
   “You’re both a mess,” she said as she delicately pulled the silky threads of spider webs out of Carmen’s hair. “What did you two get into?”
 
   Sofia swallowed hard and told Miss Penni about how they tracked the creature to the sinkhole and found a cave. And bones.
 
   “A web!” Miss Penni gasped and then hastily wiped the silky threads from her fingers. 
 
   “Not just any web, though. It was huge. Like the size of a house!” Carmen told her. 
 
   “My goodness!” she exclaimed. “How big is the spider?”
 
   “We didn’t get a good look at it. Mostly shadows and tracks. I’m guessing it is as tall as a semi-truck. Or bigger,” Sofia said. “We need to call animal control.” She walked into the barn’s office.
 
   She flipped through the list of emergency phone numbers that Miss Penni kept on the desk.
 
   She dialed. 
 
   A terse voice greeted her. “Animal Control. Can I help you?”
 
   Sofia told the animal control officer her name and what she found by the sinkhole. She asked, “Can you send an officer out here to remove the giant spider?”
 
   The animal control officer responded, “Kid, listen, we ain’t got time for pranks. If you got a problem animal, or there’s a rabid animal on your property, call us. Otherwise, stay off the line!” The officer hung up.
 
   Carmen and Miss Penni came into the office.
 
   “Can you believe that?” Sofia asked. “Animal Control just blew me off.”
 
   “Who else can help us if they won’t? There’s nobody.” Carmen said, her voice cracking. 
 
   Sofia shook her head. “They think it’s a practical joke or a prank.”
 
   Miss Penni frowned. “Call the police. I’m going to check on the horses to make sure that spider ain’t creeping around. Carmen, come with me. In case I need an extra pair of hands.”
 
   The police. They’d handle it. Sofia dialed the station’s number. Again, she explained to the officer what they found and where. The officer said, “Miss, no one is allowed near the sinkholes. They are dangerous. Have a good day.”
 
   “What the what?” Sofia said. She pounded her fist on the desk.
 
   Miss Penni and Carmen came in.
 
   “Any luck?” Carmen asked.
 
   “No. Animal Control thinks I’m a prankster. The cop just told me to stay away from the sinkholes. Nobody is listening to me!”
 
   “How do you kill a giant spider?” Miss Penni asked. “Because we better figure it out ourselves.”
 
   Carmen ran an internet search on the computer. “Hey, look! There’s a spider specialist at the University of Texas. This website says: ‘Dr. Jane Yates, renowned entomologist.’”
 
   “Call her,” Miss Penni said. “I’ve got horses to take care of. You girls get this Dr. Yates out here really quick. Tell her I’ll pay for her hotel and travel. Whatever it takes. You hear? But first, call your folks. Let them know you are safe and sound. Then go wash your hair in the washracks. Horse shampoo works great for humans too.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am!” they said. “Yes, ma’am!”
 
   The phone rang and rang. It was eight o’clock in the morning. Maybe Dr. Jane Yates hadn’t made it to work yet. “She’s not answering,” Sofia said. “What should I do?”
 
   “Leave a message,” Carmen said. “Tell her it’s an emergency.”
 
   Three hours later, Dr. Yates called back. By then, they had called their parents and reassured them that they were fine. They’d also washed their hair and wrapped towels around their heads to dry. Miss Penni always kept snacks in the cupboards in the office so they’d had food. 
 
   Sofia answered the phone and recapped the night’s events to Dr. Yates.
 
   “Is this a joke?” Dr. Yates asked.
 
   “No, ma’am. We would not waste your time. This is an emergency,” Sofia said, trying to remain calm and sound rational. “We had animals disappear from the Diamond J Ranch. We followed the tracks and found its cave in the sinkhole.”
 
   “Do you have proof?” Dr. Yates asked.
 
   “I’ll email the photos to you right now.” Sofia sent the photos from her phone.
 
   Dr. Yates said, “Oh my.” She paused. “I’ve never seen a spider trap that large. The tracks are incredible.”
 
   Sofia smiled at Carmen and gave her a thumbs-up sign.
 
   “Can you give me directions to the Diamond J? I’ll be there in a few hours.”
 
     
  
   
   8

	  
   “Jane Yates,” a lean middle-aged woman said as she outstretched her hand to greet Sofia and Carmen.
 
   They introduced themselves and offered Dr. Yates some coffee.
 
   “No time for coffee,” she said. “We’ve got a spider to find.” She strode around the outside of the barn, Sofia and Carmen at her heels. “I’m taking this evidence back to my lab to run some tests.” She bent down near the corner of the hay shed, scooping up silky threads. “I need to determine what species we’re dealing with.”
 
   “Does it matter?” Carmen asked. “Can’t you just help us kill it?”
 
   Dr. Yates wrinkled her eyebrows. “In the name of scientific advancement, we must gather data.”
 
   Sofia motioned for Carmen to shut up. “Yes, got it,” Sofia said, not wanting to irritate the leading expert on spiders. 
 
   For the next hour, they followed Dr. Yates around as she collected silky threads and spider hairs from around the outbuildings. She made a few whispered calls on her phone. Sofia liked Dr. Yates immediately. She was straightforward, direct, yet careful, and she didn’t waste time. 
 
   “Ladies, can you take me out to the spider’s cave?” she asked, grabbing a hard hat with a headlamp attached to it from the trunk of her car.
 
   Instead of climbing down the wall of the sinkhole, Sofia took them through the tunnel that they had stumbled out of.
 
   As they descended into the darkness, Dr. Yates touched the walls with her fingertips. “This was dug by the spider.”
 
   Carmen led them to the web and the pile of bones.
 
   “The silky thread is its trip wire. When you got caught, the spider knew you did,” Dr. Yates said.
 
   “Why didn’t it attack us?” Carmen asked. “It had plenty of time.”
 
   Dr. Yates shrugged. “Maybe wanted to save you for later. For breakfast.”
 
   “I’ve gotta get out of here,” Carmen said, moving toward the tunnel’s opening.
 
   “Car, relax. Three against one. But if you run, you’re on your own,” Sofia said.
 
   Carmen looked at Dr. Yates.
 
   “True. If you run and panic, you’ll excite the spider. It will think of you as a tiny, delicious mouse.” Dr. Yates added, “Stay with us.”
 
   Dr. Yates collected more samples from the cave and took hundreds of photos.
 
   “Did you two go into this smaller cave?” she asked.
 
   “What smaller cave?” Carmen asked as she walked closer to Sofia.
 
   “Right here. Look,” she shone the light beyond a stack of boulders. There, tucked away, was a smaller cave. “I’m going in,” she said.
 
   “Sof!” Carmen gripped her hand. “Stay with me.”
 
   Sofia nodded. “We’ll wait here.”
 
   “Girls!” Dr. Yates cried out softly. “You won’t believe it.”
 
   They made their way toward the smaller cave to get to Dr. Yates.
 
   “Oh my gosh!” Sofia yelled.
 
   “An egg sack,” Dr. Yates said, almost proudly, “the size of a small car.”
 
   Carmen backed away.
 
   Sofia felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. “It’s a mama spider.”
 
   Dr. Yates nodded. “And that means there’s a papa somewhere too.”
 
   “I gotta get out of here!” Carmen screamed and ran back the way they came, tripping over the bones. 
 
   Sofia chased after her.
 
   They got above ground panting and sweating in panic.
 
   “Sof!” Carmen shrieked as she pointed behind Sofia.
 
   Sofia spun around to see a huge hairy spider climbing down the wall of the sinkhole. 
 
   “Dr. Yates,” she shouted. “She’s coming!” Sofia ran back through the tunnel. Her legs pumping as fast as she could. “Dr. Yates! Get out! Now! The spider!”
 
   As she rounded a bend in the tunnel, Dr. Yates slammed into her, knocking her over. 
 
   Panting, Sofia said, “The spider. Went. Down. Wall.”
 
   Dr. Yates nodded. “I heard her come in.”
 
   “Did she see you?”
 
   “I don’t think so. Spiders don’t have very good eyes.”
 
   Sofia exhaled, relieved.
 
   “They find their prey by vibrations and movement.” She placed her fingers to her lips. “Be quiet and be still.”
 
   Dr. Yates sat down against the wall of the cave and put her arms around Sofia. “Don’t move.”
 
   The sand on the cave floor shifted. Footsteps. Slowly, delicately, one long leg, and then another, and another, and another. It moved as graceful as a piano player’s hands, but as terrifying as a nightmare. Sofia could see the bristly hairs on its legs and its razor-sharp fangs. They were glistening and long, ready to close in and strike.
 
   She didn’t move a muscle. Didn’t even breathe. Please, please, please, leave she thought as she fought down her panic.
 
   The spider pivoted and leaped at a shadow to their left. 
 
   It scratched around near the pile of bones.
 
   Turning away from them ever so slowly, it moved toward the other cave, the one that held the egg sack.
 
   Dr. Yates signaled to Sofia to run on the count of three.
 
   1-2-3! 
 
   They jumped up and ran through the tunnel to the daylight.
 
   They whooped and screamed and hugged each other. 
 
   It was Dr. Yates who brought them back to reality. “We need to trap the female and get its egg sack before it hatches. Or there’s going to be a whole lotta trouble in Texas.”
 
   “Trap it?” Sofia asked.
 
   “Yes, trap it in the name of science.” She took a deep breath. “No arachnid of this size has ever been reported or found. When the eggs hatch, there will be hundreds more!”
 
   Carmen gasped. “Hundreds!”
 
   “Typically, a tarantula’s egg sack can hold hundreds of babies.”
 
   “Tarantula?” Carmen asked.
 
   “A mutant tarantula, as big as a school bus, but a tarantula, no doubt,” Dr. Yates said as she took rope and burlap sacks from the car. “Ever made a spider trap?” She dug into a cooler in the car’s trunk. “Mouse-sicles.” 
 
   “Gross!” Carmen said. “Do you take those everywhere you go?”
 
   Dr. Yates nodded. “What kind of spider expert would I be if I didn’t come prepared?” she said with a sparkle in her eye.
 
   “Call Miss Penni. Tell her to hold tight and keep a lookout in case there’s a male mutant tarantula lurking around,” Dr. Yates said.
 
   They worked for hours securing the burlap sacks around the tunnel’s opening. They placed mouse-sicles near the bags. “If the babies hatch, they’ll come out here and we can scoot them in.”
 
   “But what if they’re not ready to hatch?” Sofia thought Dr. Yates’s plan seemed half-baked. “What if the mother comes out?”
 
   “I have a plan,” she said, swinging her rope around her head like a ranch hand. “You’ll have to wait until nightfall. Tarantulas are nocturnal. And I’ve got night vision goggles in my car.”
 
   At sunset, they sat on the hood of the car, finishing the jug of water and pretzels that Dr. Yates had brought. No sign of the mutant tarantula. 
 
   Sofia checked her phone. The sun was down. Nine o’clock. Were they going to sit here all night? She had missed sixteen texts from her mom. Feeling guilty about not updating her mom, Sofia texted her back:
 
	  
   
   Sorry. Been trapping spiders at the sinkhole. We have a professor from the university helping. We’re fine. Be home later. Love you.

   

	  
   It was not a complete lie, but she didn’t want her mom freaking out and getting all worried. Or worse, coming out here and getting attacked by a mutant tarantula. They would handle it. They were adults, well almost adults, now.
 
   “Dr. Yates,” Carmen asked. “Where did this spider come from?”
 
   “Hard to say,” she said, looking through the night vision goggles. “Those sinkholes are mysterious. Nobody seems to agree on what’s causing them.”
 
   Carmen asked, “Do you think the spider came from the sinkhole?”
 
   “It’s possible. Perhaps a strange chemical combination, from the sinkhole, or chemical reactions, caused genetic mutations to occur which then produced the mutant we encountered.”
 
   The sound of a gust of wind spread across the vast landscape. Out came the tarantula from the tunnel.
 
   Dr. Yates jumped and ran toward the spider. She swung the lasso around the spider’s head, but missed her mark. The spider paced back and forth, as if choosing a course of direction. She swung again, trying to catch its legs. 
 
   Carmen took the rope from her. She threw. It fell flat in front of the spider.
 
   “It doesn’t see us,” Sofia whispered. “But it knows something is rushing around.”
 
   Goosebumps crept up Sofia’s arms. She shivered.
 
   The spider stopped pacing.
 
   Then it pounced toward them. One gigantic hop.
 
   And, one by one, it lifted its monstrous legs and crawled over them. It crouched low. Its belly brushed the tops of their heads. Carmen’s legs buckled and Sofia caught her. Was it smelling them? Its fangs hung like swords above them. Do not move, do not move, Sofia thought. Or it will strike us. 
 
   Its entire body swept over them. But the tarantula kept moving. Past their parked car. Past the highway.
 
   “To the other sinkhole!” Sofia whispered. 
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   Thinking quickly, Sofia grabbed her phone. 9-1-1. “Emergency. At the sinkholes.”
 
   Dr. Yates took her phone. She rattled off her credentials to the operator on the other end. “Get everyone inside,” she demanded. “There’s a giant tarantula moving across the area.”
 
   Within minutes, Sofia’s phone vibrated with a text from her mom. She read the text message out loud, 
 
	  
   
   “More power outages. Something snapped the powerlines south of town. They’ve issued a stay-at-home order. Bring pets indoors. Immediately.”

   

	  
   “What are they going to do?” Carmen asked.
 
   “I don’t know, but we better clear the area.” Dr. Yates threw her equipment into the car. “Move it!”
 
   “Let’s head to my house. So my mom doesn’t freak out even more,” Sofia said.
 
   Sofia’s mom brewed a pot of coffee and fed them huevos rancheros. They listened to a local TV news report. 
 
   “Stay-at-home order. Do not leave. Shelter in place until further notice,” the broadcaster’s voice boomed.
 
   Dr. Yates’s phone rang. “This is she.” Followed by a pause. “I would not recommend poison.” 
 
   Poison? Sofia thought. The spiders?
 
   “It’s not that simple,” Dr. Yates said. “What news station are you with? Yes, I understand, but I am not giving you a nonsensical soundbite to increase your ratings. I am a trained scientist.” She ended the call. “I can’t stand sensationalized news media,” she said, taking a long, slow drink from her coffee.
 
   A knock at the front door startled them. Sofia jumped to answer it. As she did, cameras flashed in her eyes and a stream of reporters shoved microphones into her face.
 
   “You the kid that found the giant tarantula?”
 
   “Did you get caught in its web?”
 
   “Did it suck your blood?”
 
   A storm of questions came at her. She couldn’t think; she couldn’t process all the noise and chaos. 
 
   “Good people, please.” It was Dr. Yates. 
 
   She saw Dr. Yates glide in front of her, shielding her from the cameras. Sofia liked Dr. Yates, her confidence, her no-nonsense attitude. She was clearly in charge. Thank goodness she knew how to handle the press. 
 
   “I am a professor at the university. Yes, an entomologist.” She gazed steadily into the cameras. “I can confirm that we found a tarantula the size of a bus, yes, and it appears to have an egg sack.”
 
   The cameras flashed, reporters closed in around Dr. Yates, but not before she could reach behind her and let Sofia slip back into the house.
 
   Carmen was at the ready and shut the door hard behind Sofia. “They won’t take no for an answer, will they?” she asked. “What did you tell them?”
 
   “I, um, I don’t remember. They came at me so fast.”
 
   “I kind of get it though. If someone told you that your town was the feeding and nesting ground of mutant tarantulas, wouldn’t it cause you to freak out?” She clipped Sofia on the shoulder. “Of course, it’s going to make the news.”
 
   The door handle wiggled, and Dr. Yates came into the house. She let out a deep breath. “They want to interview you. Both of you.”
 
   Sofia’s mom stepped up. “Oh, no, no, no, no. Call the police. Make them go away.”
 
   “Mrs. Schultz, the police are busy. They don’t have time to—” Dr. Yates paused, then added, “I won’t let these reporters get aggressive with the girls. I’ll be right beside them and will be ready to step in and end the questioning.”
 
   “We’ll be okay, Mom,” Sofia said. “Don’t worry. I’m ready this time.”
 
   Sofia swung the door open. She and Carmen stepped into the throng of reporters. Dr. Yates was right there with them. 
 
   They talked about the tracks and the mysterious animal deaths. 
 
   “Please, stay inside,” Carmen said to the reporters. “Until we, they, can–”
 
   “Kill them?” a reporter yelled.
 
   “I don’t know what will happen,” Carmen answered. 
 
   Dr. Yates chimed in and replied with a confident smile, “Until the situation is taken care of in a satisfactory manner.”
 
   They went back into the house, locking the door behind them. 
 
   Sofia exhaled. “How did you do that?” she asked Dr. Yates. “You sounded so in control. Like it’s all going to be okay.”
 
   Dr. Yates shrugged, “Years of practice climbing the professional ladder. Never let them see you sweat. Or they will eat you alive. Figuratively speaking, in this case.”
 
   “Are we going to be okay?” Carmen asked her.
 
   “Girls, I don’t know. But, I’ve got your backs. You have mine?”
 
   “Absolutely,” they replied in unison. 
 
   A ping. Sofia checked her phone. 
 
	  
   
   Alejandro: 
Saw you on TV. WOW.

   

	  
   Wow. He’s eloquent, Sofia thought. She didn’t have time for this. She had spiders to deal with. 
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   “What’s it looking like at your place, Miss Penni?” Dr. Yates asked. She clicked on the speakerphone icon.
 
   “Helicopters flying back and forth. Looking for the spiders.”
 
   “Are the reporters gone?”
 
   “Seems so. They didn’t want to talk to me. They wanted the girls. I sent them on a wild goose chase, giving them all the wrong addresses.” She chuckled. 
 
   “Thanks,” Dr. Yates said. “They found them, and they got their interviews. Once they clear out, hopefully by nightfall, we’ll head to you.”
 
   “Got it,” Miss Penni said. 
 
   Carmen’s phone pinged. Her cousin texted.
 
	  
   
   Giant spider took down the power lines.

   

	
   
    OMG
 
   

	  
   
   That’s what caused those outages. 

   

	  
   “You’re going back out there?” Sofia’s mom asked.
 
   Dr. Yates nodded. “No one knows what they’re dealing with except for us.”
 
   “You’ll get killed. You are not taking my daughter out there.” She shook her finger at Dr. Yates. 
 
   “Mom,” Sofia jumped in, placing her hands on her mom’s shoulders. Looking into her eyes, she told her, “We need to help or more animals will die. Our town will be destroyed. Who knows what else!” Sofia paused, gathering her thoughts so as not to get her mom more worried. “We know exactly how they move and where they are. We’ll get them.”
 
   Her mom sat down on the chair. “You were always a determined child.” She clenched her hands together. “Text me. Let me know what’s going on.” 
 
   Sofia took her mom’s truck with Carmen in it. She went one way to the Diamond J. Dr. Yates took another route to the Diamond J to avoid being followed by hungry reporters.
 
   When the two cars pulled up to the barn, the place was dark, but they knew Miss Penni was inside, sitting in her office with the blinds closed. Sofia knocked and Miss Penni let them in. 
 
   “Any sign of the spiders?” Carmen asked.
 
   “Not tonight. Though two more of my hens are gone. Let’s hope those helicopters chased those spiders underground for a time,” she said. “The police want to poison them. Crop dust the whole darn area. That’s what they told me.”
 
   Dr. Yates shook her head, “If they do that, it will kill everything in the entire ecosystem, contaminate the water supply, poison us.” She paced in circles around the barn office. “Did they say when?”
 
   “No, I think they’re trying to figure out where to get that much bug killer. Can’t get all that at a hardware store, you know.”
 
   “Dr. Yates,” Sofia said. “We have to do something.”
 
   “Yes, yes, I’m aware of that.” Dr. Yates answered and continued her pacing.
 
   “Miss Penni, do you have concrete like you’d use for fencing post holes?” Dr. Yates finally asked. 
 
   “Of course, Doc, it’s all in the shed out back.”
 
   The night was quiet. No coyotes yipping. No owls. Nothing. Eerie, Sofia thought, like everyone was in hiding, including the wild animals. 
 
   “Sofia, go pull the truck over here. We’re going to load it and head out at dawn.” Dr. Yates said. 
 
   Ten bags of quick-drying concrete, jugs of water, a few fence posts, and a bucket. That’s all they had, but it was something. And it was better than blanketing the whole valley with insecticide. Dr. Yates told Miss Penni to call the authorities to let them know their whereabouts and the plan. “And for Pete’s sake, tell them to forget about the poison!” Dr. Yates said firmly. 
 
   As soon as the sun rose, they drove out to the sinkhole. 
 
   “Let’s close up the tunnel first since we’re here.” Dr. Yates said, “The other one will be trickier.”
 
   They mixed and mixed the concrete until their arms ached. The muddy paste dried fast in the heat. They worked together, stacking rocks, fencing material, and concrete to build a flat wall across the entrance. The sun crept higher in the sky. 
 
   “Done,” Sofia said, rubbing her aching back.
 
   “Will this stop them?”
 
   “If we can seal off the main entrance, we might slow them down for a little while. This should buy us some time so we can figure out what to do,” Dr. Yates said. “But they can dig, you know. And if we don’t work faster, the male will still be on the loose around the other sinkhole.”
 
   Crashing rubble flew at them. One long hairy spider leg reached toward them.
 
   Its hairs brushed Carmen’s cheek.
 
   She gasped and screamed. Sofia grabbed her upper arm, pulling her from the spider’s touch. 
 
   “The truck!” Sofia shouted. “Get to the truck! We’ve got to get away!”
 
   They rushed for the truck as more rubble flew at their backs. The spider was breaking through. One bristly leg, then another. 
 
   As she ran, Sofia turned to look at the spider. She saw its shimmering eyes and she shuddered. “It’s almost out! Move! Run!”
 
   Dr. Yates was a few strides behind her. She stumbled over a patch of rocks. Then regained her footing. 
 
   Sofia gasped for breath. The distance was closing between them and the truck. Almost there, she thought. Just a few more feet. “Faster,” she shouted. She saw Carmen running up ahead to the truck. 
 
   “Open the door,” she yelled at Carmen.
 
   Carmen slammed to a stop at the truck. She threw the driver’s side door open and jumped in the vehicle. 
 
   Sofia pumped her legs harder and leapt inside the truck. “Hurry!” She shouted at Dr. Yates. “It’s right behind you!”
 
   Dr. Yates did not look back. She surged forward and jumped into the truck, landing on Sofia who was in the driver’s seat. Carmen pulled her over, freeing Sofia to drive. 
 
   Sofia kicked it into gear, speeding across the sagebrush to the highway.
 
   “It broke through!” Carmen screamed. “It’s out!” She pounded on the dashboard. “Drive faster!”
 
   “I’m trying!” Sofia screamed.
 
   Dr. Yates turned around, seeing the giant tarantula heading their way. She shook her head, “I don’t know why I thought sealing up the den would buy us time.” She took out her phone. “I’m calling the police to warn them that Mama’s coming to town!”
 
   The pickup truck bounced off the ruts and sagebrush. Sofia cranked the steering wheel. They careened onto the highway. Tires squealed across the asphalt. The truck zigzagged, almost sliding off the road. Sofia jerked the wheel, correcting the truck, then she sped toward the ranch. 
 
   Now on the highway, the truck could move faster. “Is she still coming?” Sofia asked, glancing into the rearview mirror.
 
   “I don’t see her,” Carmen said.
 
   Dr. Yates said, “She might have gone back to the cave.”
 
   “I’m not slowing down.” Sofia pressed the pedal, putting more distance between them and the giant tarantula. 
 
   The ranch was in view. Nearly to safety, Sofia thought as she clenched the steering wheel. A monstrous shadow appeared on the horizon. She swore and slammed on the brakes, causing their seat belts to lock and snap them backward. 
 
   Dr. Yates, “It’s the other one—the male!”
 
   Carmen shouted, “He’s heading to the barn! He’s going after the animals again!”
 
   “Oh, no, he isn’t!” Sofia said. She accelerated, heading straight into the tarantula’s path.
 
   She swung the truck next to the chicken coop, put it in park, and hopped out.
 
   “Sof! What are you doing?” Carmen yelled.
 
   “Stay in the truck! I’ll be right back!” She ran to the chicken pen and grabbed two chickens, tucking them under her arms. They squawked and fought, but Sofia wasn’t going to put them down. She shooed the rest of the hens into the coop, slammed the coop door, and flipped the lock.
 
   She saw the tarantula’s towering legs, its round full abdomen, and its piercing fangs as it crept over the barn. The horses screamed inside. Goosebumps formed on Sofia’s arms. But the tarantula only hovered over the barn. It wanted chicken for dinner.
 
   Sofia yelled as loud as she could, “Hey, hey! Feel like chicken tonight?” She ran back and forth with the squawking hens around her arms.
 
   The tarantula must have felt the vibrations because it lifted one hairy leg, then another, gracefully dancing toward Sofia.
 
   Sofia backed toward the truck, shouting at the tarantula, stomping her feet, trying to keep its attention.
 
   It was working. The tarantula advanced, fangs at the ready.
 
   When it was about a hundred yards away, Sofia tossed the hens into the truck, jumped in, and kicked the truck into drive.
 
   The hens jumped around the cab, feathers flying. 
 
   “Sof! What the—?” Carmen shouted, catching the hens. “Here, hold her,” she said, passing one of the hens to Dr. Yates. “Like this, so she can’t flop around.” She laced her hands over the hen’s wings and put the hen on her lap. 
 
   “They’re not taking any more of our animals. Not on my watch,” Sofia said, speeding down the road.
 
   “It’s coming!” Dr. Yates said.
 
   The male tarantula was coming after them faster than the female had. He was hungry and determined. Sofia accelerated.
 
   She was headed to the canyon.
 
   “Sof! He’s getting closer!” Carmen shouted.
 
   The road was rising. Almost there, she thought. Almost. 
 
   She sped the truck up the road that led to the top of the canyon to the scenic overlook.
 
   The tarantula followed them. The distance closing between them.
 
   “Faster! Faster!” Carmen screamed.
 
   Sofia drove straight to the cliff’s edge.
 
   The tarantula kept coming. Running faster. Ready to jump and strike with its fangs.
 
   Sofia slowed the truck so the spider almost touched them. Then she slammed on the brakes.
 
   The tarantula kept running and flew over the truck. It soared down into the canyon’s floor, miles below.
 
   Carmen and Dr. Yates clutched the hens on their laps. Carmen was panting. Dr. Yates was pale as a ghost. 
 
   Sofia unclenched her hands from the steering wheel. She looked at them and smiled. “Vaya con Dios.”
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   “Sorry about that, girls,” Sofia said to the hens as she gently put them back into the chicken coop. “I owe you a solid.”
 
   Carmen said, “One mutant tarantula down. One more spider and an egg sack to go.”
 
   “Let’s not pull that cliff stunt again,” Dr. Yates said, shaking her head. “I thought we were going over.”
 
   Sofia smiled, “Yes, ma’am. What do you suggest instead?”
 
   “What else do you have around here?” Dr. Yates asked. 
 
   Miss Penni ran up to them. “What in—?” 
 
   Carmen apologized, “We had to borrow two of your hens. But we brought them home safely.” She brushed the chicken feathers off her clothes. She told Miss Penni about Sofia’s wild drive. “It freaking flew and crashed to the bottom of the canyon!”
 
   “Thank goodness!” Miss Penni said. “But the others?”
 
   Dr. Yates said, “Miss Penni, how do you kill your noxious weeds?”
 
   Miss Penni said, “We usually burn ’em.”
 
   Dr. Yates smiled and looked at Carmen and Sofia, “Neither of you is afraid of fire, are you?”
 
   Miss Penni unlocked the tool shed for them. Weed burners. 
 
   “Got any diesel fuel?” Dr. Yates asked.
 
   “You bet,” Miss Penni said. “Back by the tractors. Let me help you. I’ll show you how to use the weed burners.”
 
   After a quick tutorial from Miss Penni, including fire safety, they were ready for battle.
 
   “Ladies, load the truck,” Dr. Yates said. “Miss Penni, call the fire department. Tell them to head out and be ready to put out a big fire.”
 
   It was twilight by the time they got back to the sinkhole. They had a truck full of diesel fuel and weed burners.
 
   Dr. Yates pointed at the tunnel. “One of us needs to get in there. Set fire to the egg sack.”
 
   Carmen said, “Not as long as the tarantula’s there.”
 
   Dr. Yates said, “No, no. We wait until she leaves for the night to go hunting.” She looked into the sinkhole. “We have to be as quiet as possible, so she doesn’t pick up our vibrations.” She gave Carmen the night vision goggles. “We’ll take turns keeping watch.”
 
   They turned off the truck and waited. Minutes ticked by. An eternity. 
 
   The fire department made it there just before darkness settled in. The fire fighters were suited up and ready for action. Dr. Yates told them to be as still and quiet as possible so the tarantula wouldn’t sense them.
 
   In the middle of the night, the tarantula crept from the cave, up the sinkhole wall, and scurried into the desert. 
 
   “Draw straws?” Dr. Yates asked. “To see who goes in with me?”
 
   “No, no need to draw straws,” Carmen said. “I’m doing it.”
 
   “You sure?” Dr. Yates asked. 
 
   “Yeah, I’m tired of being scared of spiders and of the dark.” Carmen said resolutely. 
 
   Dr. Yates handed her a canister of diesel fuel and a weed-burning torch. “Pour the diesel all over the egg sack. Then stand back. Spray it with the weed burner. Got it?”
 
   Carmen nodded.
 
   “Don’t stand there and watch, either. As soon as the egg sack ignites, run. You don’t want to inhale the fumes or burn to death.” Dr. Yates looked deathly serious. “Take the headset.” She placed the hard hat with a headlamp on Carmen’s head. “Follow me.”
 
   “I’m going with you,” Sofia said, “In case it goes sideways.”
 
   “Sof, I got it,” Carmen said.
 
   “No way, I’m coming with you.” There was no way Sofia was going to stand by and let her best friend risk her life.
 
   “We don’t have time to argue back and forth,” Dr. Yates said. She looked at both Sofia and Carmen. “You’re risking your lives. For your town. Are you prepared to do that?” 
 
   They looked at each other. “Yeah,” they answered together. “We’ve got to stop it.”
 
   “All right then,” Dr. Yates said. “But we act fast and we get out together.” She gave Sofia a hard hat and weed burner. “The fire crew is ready in case this starts a wildfire.”
 
   The three of them crept through the tunnel, careful to avoid the growing pile of bones and the silky threads.
 
   When they reached the egg sack, it oozed and pulsed and throbbed. 
 
   “It’s growing,” Carmen whispered.
 
   “Even more reason to end it. Before they hatch and eat all our animals. Including us!” Sofia said. “Pour the diesel.”
 
   Dr. Yates and Carmen splashed diesel fuel over the egg sack. It writhed like it was going to come off the wall.
 
   Then they stepped back a few feet and flipped on the weed burners. The torches flamed. Carmen touched hers to the egg sack. It caught fire. Flames spread, scorching the hundreds of spider eggs inside. Smoke drifted around them, making it hard to see. Carmen coughed and stumbled backwards. 
 
   “Run!” Dr. Yates shouted, grabbing Carmen’s arm, pulling her up and away from the flames. She shoved Sofia. “Run! Now!” She yelled at the girls. They turned and ran through the darkness as smoke filled the tunnel. Their headlamps bobbed and flickered as they ran, illuminating the path out of the tunnel.
 
   They burst from the tunnel as smoke billowed out behind them.
 
   “Get to the truck!” Dr. Yates yelled, “In case it blows!”
 
   They sprinted and made it to the truck as fire lit up the night sky. The fire engines revved into action, speeding toward the fire-engulfed cave. 
 
   Dr. Yates had the truck in gear. “Let’s go!” she said. “Mama’s on the other edge of the sinkhole.” She threw the night vision goggles at Sofia.
 
   Sure enough, Mama was coming. Her monstrous abdomen swung heavily, casting eerie shadows in the moonlight. Her giant legs crashed to the earth, sending tremors over the land. 
 
   Dr. Yates swung the truck around the edge of the sinkhole, getting away from the fiery cave, and closing the distance between them and the tarantula. “Get the torches ready!” she said. “When I stop the truck, we jump out, let her get close, and blast her before she can get to her cave. You hear?”
 
   She stopped the truck at the rim and reversed it so it was facing away from the sinkhole. “The key’s in the ignition. In case one of us doesn’t make it.” She proudly looked at Carmen and Sofia. “You girls are something else, you know.”
 
   They hopped out of the truck, the three of them hugged each other quickly and grabbed the torches.
 
   The mutant tarantula, distracted by the smoke coming from the cave, didn’t see them circle her. 
 
   Carmen, wearing the night vision goggles, crouched behind a boulder while Sofia and Dr. Yates approached the tarantula. They treaded as silently as cats.
 
   When they were twenty yards away from the giant tarantula, Carmen started to throw rocks at it, pelting its abdomen. It screeched and turned toward them. 
 
   By the light of the moon, Sofia could see the spider. Its bristly legs pounded the earth in front of her. Closer, closer, she thought. Get those hairy legs just a little closer. She needed to be close enough to ignite the hair so the fire would spread.
 
   Carmen threw more rocks at the tarantula, drawing it nearer to them.
 
   Sofia looked up into its strange otherworldly eyes. A mutant formed deep in the crevices of the sinkhole. She saw her reflection in its dark glistening fangs. She was directly under it. Her first instinct was to cower like a mouse. It was so close. It could strike her down in a heartbeat. Her muscles froze. Shock. Terror. Both. It was the end.
 
   “Sof!” Carmen called out. “Sof! Fire! Now! Now!”
 
   Carmen’s voice jolted Sofia from her frozen state of terror. She came to. Shaking her head, and taking a deep breath, she flicked on the weed burner and touched the torch to the spider’s massive leg.
 
   Dr. Yates was at the ready. As soon as Sofia went into action, Dr. Yates set fire to another leg at the rear.
 
   The flames whipped up the dry bristly hairs, hissing and popping, climbing up the monstrous body. Within minutes, flames engulfed the giant tarantula.
 
   The tarantula hissed and flailed, kicking, lashing out, springing in circles at them. Its rapid movements caused the flames to whip higher, and it sent tremors across the desert floor. Its body crackled and fried. Then it toppled to the dirt, sending flames across the sagebrush. Fire engines sped toward the wildfire. The fire fighters sprang to action, spraying gallons upon gallons of water on the wildfire, eventually extinguishing the flames. 
 
   The women walked back to the truck, covered in ash and dirt, as the fire engines pulled away.
 
   Tossing their gear into the bed of the truck, they sat, resting on the tailgate.
 
   “Can you believe it?” Sofia spoke first. 
 
   “It’s over,” Carmen said. “They’re dead.” Her voice sounded faraway, stunned.
 
   Dr. Yates nodded. “We did it,” she said. She looked at Carmen and Sofia. “You two are amazing.”
 
   “Right back at you,” Sofia said. “Hey, thanks for listening to us, and believing us,” she added. “Or we would have been a spider’s dinner.”
 
   “You’re welcome. I can’t resist a good spider story,” she laughed. “You raised my scientific curiosity.” 
 
   “Too bad there’s nothing left for you to study,” Carmen said.
 
   “It’s okay. We have those samples from the Diamond J. That’s something,” Dr. Yates said. 
 
   “Do you think there’s more of them? Somewhere else?” Carmen asked her.
 
   Dr. Yates shrugged. “Who knows what lurks deep down under the earth’s surface?”
 
   “That does not make me feel better,” Carmen said. 
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” Sofia said, shivering at the thought of more mutant tarantulas lurking somewhere. She tried to start the truck. The engine turned over, but it wouldn’t start. “We’re out of gas.” She checked her jean pockets. “Anyone got a phone?” Hers must have fallen out in the cave. Now she’d have to save her money for a new one.
 
   Carmen and Dr. Yates checked their pockets. Their phones were dead.
 
   “Let’s sleep in the truck. Walk back at sunrise,” Dr. Yates said. “The batteries on these headlamps might not last much longer. We don’t need to wander around and get lost at night. Besides, I’m exhausted.”
 
   By morning, the tarantula’s body was nothing but smoldering embers.
 
   They heard a whooping and whistling. Miss Penni was trotting across the sagebrush on Bentley. She was leading two horses with her. “I knew I’d find you out here,” she laughed. “Want breakfast?” She pulled a container of hard-boiled eggs, bananas, muffins, and bottled water out of her saddlebags.
 
   They ate like ravenous wolves.
 
   “Ready to head home?” Miss Penni asked. “Hop on.”
 
   Sofia climbed on one horse. Carmen on the other.
 
   “Know how to ride?” Carmen asked Dr. Yates.
 
   She made a funny face, “Not really.”
 
   “Well, climb on behind me,” Carmen said. “I’ll take it slow.”
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   “It’s Homecoming today,” Carmen said as they rode the horses back toward the Diamond J. They were taking it nice and slow, so Dr. Yates wouldn’t bounce off the back of the horse. Besides, they were all pretty tuckered out. No need to rush. 
 
   “Are you kidding me?” Sofia asked. How could she even think about a dance after their near-death experience with the mutant tarantulas? “Didn’t they cancel it?”
 
   “Well, they did. Then, when folks saw the billows of smoke coming from out here, and the fire department released their report on the situation, the school thought it was okay to return to life as normal,” Miss Penni said. “They lifted the stay-at-home order. Power company got the lines fixed and everything. Didn’t you get the text messages?” She laughed a little. “How’s that for efficient?”
 
   “Our phones must have died by then,” Carmen said. 
 
   “The dance is still on? Really?” Carmen asked Miss Penni, still clearly stunned.
 
   “Yes. That’s what they said on the news.”
 
   “We’re not going to have time to clean up and change into our dresses,” Carmen said. She sounded disappointed. 
 
   Miss Penni stopped her horse. She said, “Oh, you’re going to that dance. Giddy up.” She clicked her tongue and her horse trotted off. The others followed, with Dr. Yates bouncing up and down like a kangaroo and hanging on for dear life as the horses trotted toward town.
 
   The dance music blared from the high school auditorium. 
 
   “Have fun!” Miss Penni said. She took the horses, and the girls slid out of the saddles. “Get a ride home with your friends after the dance.” She laughed. “Dr. Yates, can you handle this horse all by yourself?”
 
   Settling herself into the saddle, Dr. Yates replied, “I think so. But, can we walk them back to the ranch? My rear end is pretty sore.”
 
   Miss Penni laughed. “Let’s walk them down the way to the all-night diner. I’ll buy you supper while we wait for one of my ranch hands to come and pick us up with the horse trailer.”
 
   “That sounds like a plan,” Dr. Yates said, smiling at Miss Penni. “Have fun, girls!”
 
   With that, they waved and rode off, leaving the girls at the high school.
 
    
 
   “We’re a mess,” Carmen said, smoothing her tangled hair. “We smell like a campfire. And spider guts.”
 
   “So much for those fancy dresses,” Sofia said. “You know, we don’t have to go in.” She paused. “Let’s just walk to your house. Order a pizza. Forget the dance.” She added, “If you saved your receipts and left the tags on, we can return the dresses and the shoes and get our money back.”
 
   “You are so practical,” Carmen said.
 
   “Well, you’re not the one who lost her phone in a spider cave and has to buy a new one. I could use the money.”
 
   Carmen smiled. “You have a point.”
 
   “Of course, I do,” Sofia said. “Come on, let’s go. Forget about the dance. We’re disgusting.”
 
   A deep baritone voice came from behind them. Alejandro. He was wearing a tailored grey suit with a silk tie. He smelled like fresh soap. “Forget the dance? No way. It’s senior year. Our last Homecoming.” He got in between Carmen and Sofia and swung his arms around them. “You two are heroes. You’re all over the news and social media. You saved our town. Heck, we wouldn’t even have this dance if it wasn’t for you.” He took his phone from his pocket. “Look,” he said as he scrolled through social media. “Local teens combat mutant tarantulas. Here’s another one: Ranch hands rumble in the desert. Or this one: Burn, baby burn, teens blast mutant spiders.” He laughed, “They used your yearbook photos. Not the most flattering pics of you, but, oh well. You two are going viral.” He smiled his megawatt smile, “You’re going in. You’re not missing this dance.”
 
   Alejandro threw open the doors. He took Carmen on one arm and Sofia on the other. They waltzed through the double doors of the auditorium. The room was filled with silver and white balloons. Small, flickering white lights made it look like stars shining across the auditorium. Rodrigo was deejaying. As soon as he saw Carmen, he stopped the music. His jaw dropped. Everyone stopped dancing. They all turned to stare at Carmen and Sofia.
 
   Sofia whispered to Carmen, “Man, I wish I had a chance to shower.”
 
   Carmen let out a nervous giggle. “Me too. Why did we bother going dress shopping?” 
 
   Their jeans were dusty. Their hair was dirty and caked with spider guts. They smelled like burnt garbage. 
 
   Just as Sofia was about to turn on her heels and leave, Alejandro gave them a gentle nudge forward into the crowd. 
 
   Everyone started whistling and cheering. The football team lifted Sofia and Carmen onto their shoulders and paraded them around the dance floor. People were shouting their names and videoing them. 
 
   “How’s that for a senior year to remember?” Carmen asked Sofia as they bounced around the crowded room.
 
   “Unimaginable!” she said. “Unimaginable!”
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