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THE TREES ARE TALKING TO ME AGAIN. Mami tells me it’s because I’m too willing to listen. My cousin Carlitos tells me it’s because I don’t practice controlling my empathic abilities enough. But I think it’s because I’m cursed.


It’s not the trees’ fault they’re so chatty. You try standing in one place for hundreds of years without anyone to talk to, collecting memories since you were just a tiny seed. The moment you finally have an audience, it makes sense that you’d want to put on a good show.


“Excuse me.” One of the pecan trees lining the park path tosses an unripened shell at me. “But are you trying to say we’re making this all up?”


Did I mention trees can also read minds? At least the ones in Noche Buena can, and that’s not even the strangest thing about this place. Which is why our family has been practicing magic here for centuries. On this little patch of dirt where horny toads grant wishes, cats have way more than nine lives, and the ghosts are more obnoxious than the living.


“You think you see with eyes stronger than mine?” The pecan tree hurls one at Carlitos next.


“Ouch!” He rubs his scalp. “¿En serio? I’m not the one who thinks you’re lying.” He turns to me. “Why do you keep letting them in, Omega?”


I jam an elbow into his side. “Gee, thanks for your help.” And I can’t help it, I want to tell him.


Carlitos has always been better at controlling his powers. Ever since he woke up on his ninth birthday and was suddenly able to stop his little brother Chale’s crying with the touch of his hand. When my ninth and tenth birthdays came and went, I didn’t even think I had powers. But it’s been almost a year since they finally showed up and I’m still trying to figure them out.


I turn my attention back to the trees, pretending to be interested. “Okay, we’re listening. Describe it again.”


“It was a curse incarnate.” The oak tree above me splays its leaves, stretching and twisting its gnarled branches into shadow-puppet shapes. “First the breeze blew in, so cold that in an instant I knew it didn’t belong here. Not under the harvest moon.”


“Then that disappeared too,” the pecan tree says, “covered up by something giant, its wings black as oil.”


“It landed right on one of my branches. Almost snapped it in half.”


“Swooped down like a storm cloud.” The pecan tree shakes its leaves, shivering. “I thought I might burst into flames.”


“And its face.” The bark of the oak tree turns pale. “It was vile. Hideous.”


“The face of a monster,” the pecan tree adds.


“The devil!” the oak tree wails.


This time Carlitos is the one who shivers, the trees’ whipping branches creating an unnatural breeze that shouldn’t exist in the middle of September in south Texas.


I just roll my eyes. “Okay, so you’re telling me you think you saw el Diablo last night….”


The pecan tree slaps a branch against the trunk of the oak tree. “She still thinks we’re making this up!”


“I don’t think you’re making it up,” I say. “I just think you spook easily. Remember that time you swore a demon was stuck in one of your branches and it turned out to be a cat?”


“Cats are demons,” the oak tree corrects me, twisting its trunk to flash me a patch of scratched bark. “It tried to kill me!”


Carlitos and I both laugh, but it only makes the oak tree angrier.


Its leaves stretch like it’s throwing up its hands. “Fine. Don’t believe us.” It jabs a branch at us. “But you’ve been warned.”
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“Ya,” I wave a hand. “Hasta luego.”


“Adiós, árboles,” Carlitos adds once we’re far enough away. “If we took every one of their ‘warnings’ seriously, we’d be stuck in the same place for a hundred years just like they are.”


“Yeah,” I say, even though I still feel their fear like a pit at the bottom of my stomach.


I reach for the moonstone I always carry in my pocket, enchantment keeping it cold like a block of ice, and I squeeze it in my palm until the fear lets go of me.


But it’s quickly replaced by dread.


“Oh no, there’s Abby.” Carlitos nods up ahead.


Next to her, Naomi Davis and Joon Lee are taping flyers to the accessible parking signs, the word MISSING beneath the black-and-white photo of a calico cat.


“Maybe she won’t see us,” I say, lugging Carlitos behind me. “Just don’t look in her direction.”


As Carlitos and I pass, all three of them look up, laughing at us, and I get that fire-in-the-belly feeling like they’ve been talking about me.


Few people in Noche Buena know my family’s… special. But all of them think we’re strange. Despite the fact that Noche Buena has a reputation for the supernatural, it’s not one the townspeople carry with pride. According to my abuela, there was a time when those of us marked with magic could be more open about it, but over the centuries invisible borders have fenced us in, turning us into something to fear.


I should be used to the whispering, but being an empath, a mediocre one at that, means it’s a lot harder for me to just brush it off. Instead, every snarky comment, every paper taped to my locker scribbled with the word freak, sticks to me like glue.


That’s how the bullying started with Abby. First, she taped mean things to my locker.


Then she made an entire Instagram of photos of me doing perfectly ordinary things while looking absolutely hideous to prove I’m the spawn of Satan. Me drinking from the water fountain and replacing the water with blood. Me eating lunch and replacing my sandwich with human guts.


Things so cruel, I seriously don’t even know how she thinks of them. Unless it’s her who’s actually the spawn of Satan.


I’ve tried talking to teachers about it. Abuela even marched down to the principal’s office one day to complain. But the problem is, it’s not just the other kids who treat us like we don’t belong, and when it’s adults who are the bullies, who do you call for help?


Abby clutches a stack of flyers to her chest and bats her lashes. “Well, what do you know? Returning to the scene of the crime, Omega?”


Naomi and Joon move on to taping flyers to a park bench.


She glances at them and I can tell she wants their attention. That’s when I realize what this whole thing has really been about. She just wants an audience. For someone to see her. And it’s so pathetic that I almost feel sorry for her.


Almost.


Abby clears her throat, raises her voice. “You know, there’s only one way to get rid of that guilty conscience.” She holds up her phone, recording Carlitos and me like she’s some kind of modern-day witch hunter.


Carlitos turns to me and gags. “I can’t believe she used to spend the night at your house.”


“Just tell us what you did with them.”


This time she’s flanked by Naomi and Joon, their arms crossed. “What is she talking about?” I hiss.


Joon silently shoves the flyer at me.


“It’s Doña Maria’s cat,” Carlitos says, pointing out the spots.


“Mrs. Villarreal’s went missing too,” Naomi says, her eyebrow raised.


Abby crosses her arms to match her posse. “Yeah, any idea where they might have gone?”


Naomi smirks. “Maybe their family ate them for dinner.” She turns up her nose. “You two do always smell like boiled meat.”


Abby laughs like it’s the funniest thing she’s ever heard.


Joon just yawns. “I’m bored.” He grabs Naomi by the wrist. “Come on, I need some more photos with these flyers for my Insta before my makeup melts off in this heat.”


Abby scrambles for her things. “Wait up, guys.”


They don’t, laughing together as they head in the opposite direction, leaving her behind.


“Guess they’re not in need of a third wheel,” Carlitos says with a smile.


“I’m not a third wheel,” Abby shoots back.


“It’s not always so bad,” I say. “You used to not mind it.”


She narrows her eyes at me. “Yeah, until I found out there were actually four of us.” She means Clau. My best friend who also happens to be a ghost.


When I first told Abby the truth about my family and she didn’t run away scared, I was so relieved. I thought I could trust her. But then her mom died, and when she begged me to help her communicate with her, I said no. I told her it was against the rules. The truth was, I didn’t know how.


Maybe if I’d told Abby that she could have forgiven me. Maybe if I hadn’t lied, she wouldn’t constantly be trying to get back at me. But… maybe I shouldn’t want a friend who’s only nice to me when I do what she wants anyway.


“It’s not right, the kinds of secrets your family keeps,” she says. “It’s not right what y’all are.”


“It was all right when you thought I could help you. When you wanted to use me to…” My throat clenches.


She’s misty-eyed as she says, “And now I know that your family doesn’t use magic for good.” She shoves another flyer at me. “Your family uses it for things like this.”


I look her right in the eye, searching for the girl who used to braid my hair. Who used to pass me notes in class. Who used to laugh at my jokes. But all I see, all I feel, is how much she hates me. And buried even deeper, how much she dislikes herself.


“Forget her.” Carlitos grabs me by the arm.


As he leads me toward home, all I can think is, I wish I could.


“It won’t be long before people start putting two and two together. They’re going to find out it was you.” Abby huffs, trying to keep up just so she can keep tormenting us. “You and your weird family!”


We finally reach my front door, Abby still going on and on about the cats. But when I push it open, cold air rushes out, the draft so strong it knocks Abby back onto the street.


It swirls in her hair, her eyes wide. “What’s happening? What are you doing to me?”


“Don’t worry, Abby.” Carlitos laughs, holding up his phone. “I got you. Everyone at school’s going to love this.”


The breeze musses her hair, making her scream. She finally runs off, yelling something about our house being haunted.


I roll my eyes. “Clau… get back here.”


Clau can’t help but sneak up on Carlitos next. He shudders as she traces an invisible hand up his back.


“Clau!” He scrapes at his arms. “I thought we had a deal. No sneaking up on me when I can’t see you.”


Her edges soften, fuzzy, before getting sharper and sharper. She slips into her less invisible skin and leans against the door as if this is her house and we’re just some guests she’s having over for dinner.


“All right, all right,” she says. “Now take off your shoes before you come inside.”


We do as we’re told, even though this is my house and Clau only lives here because she’s dead. The reason for which is still a mystery—even, it seems, to Clau.


All we know is she showed up in our living room one day nine months ago and once she realized we could all actually see her, she has made absolutely zero effort to leave.


Inside, my abuela is watching Amor Eterno while she pretends to dust. Abuelo snores in the recliner by the window, probably having another one of his prophetic dreams.


“Hola, mijitos.” Abuela comes over and gives me and Carlitos each a kiss on the cheek. “I’m glad you’re home. Clau has been driving me up the wall.”


Everyone in my family is strange, but our empathic abilities tend to manifest a little differently. My mother can shift a person’s energy through potions she forms into candle wax. Abuela can do the same thing through food. Abuelo influences people through their dreams, and my tía, Carlitos’s mom, channels emotions through her embroidery.


Like the rest of them, Carlitos has the gift of Touch and can shift people’s emotions just by resting a hand on them, but it’s weak without a tool to channel it. Abuela says not to worry, though. He’ll find it when he needs it most.


Unlike me. I’m still stuck with the basics, able to read other people’s emotions but not able to change them.


Clau casts an overdramatic glance in Abuela’s direction. “While I’ve been grounded, I’ve been doing a lot of thinking….”


Clau has been housebound ever since she ruined the school talent show a few weeks ago. When she saw the pink boas, she couldn’t help herself, throwing one over her shoulders as she shimmied under the spotlight. Of course, all everyone else saw was the boa, seemingly possessed by a ghost. They had the ghost part right.


My godmother, Soona, who is also our second cousin, our school librarian, and the oldest person in our town (even though she barely looks thirty) had to spike the punch with a fast-acting potion to erase the event from everyone’s memories. Everyone except Abuela’s. She’s been making Clau do chores, which takes a lot of energy for a ghost. But not enough energy for Clau to stop scheming completely.


I raise an eyebrow, waiting for her big reveal. “You’ve been thinking…?”


“Yes.” Clau wriggles her eyebrows in response. “I’ve been thinking… about our Halloween costumes!”


Carlitos and I exchange a look.


Clau is constantly trying to pretend like she’s one of the living. It’s why she hasn’t crossed over to the other side yet (and also why she’s always ruining talent shows and getting into similar kinds of trouble). I know she can feel its pull, trying to sing her over the threshold. But her heart sings a different song. Most young ghosts have a hard time making the transition. Clau downright refuses.


“What do you guys think of”—she waves her hands around, trying to paint a picture—“discotheque vampires.” She grins. “We’ll wear giant seventies Afros and platform shoes with glitter fangs and—”


Carlitos wrinkles his nose. “What’s wrong?” Clau says.


When Clau goes off the rails with her whole pretending to be living schtick, neither one of us ever has the heart to tell her that she’s wrong or ridiculous or dead. Even though she is, which means that she won’t be wearing a costume or going trick-or-treating or gorging on candy all night.


She’ll be following us around, the sadness slowly creeping in with every person who ignores her and every piece of candy that falls right through her hands.


Then she’ll spend the next couple of days crying to herself in the attic until Abuela talks her out of her despair. When she hears about the fall dance or the Thanksgiving Day parade, the cycle will start all over, and Clau will be reminded again that she doesn’t belong. But she still won’t cross over.


When no one says anything, Clau just shrugs. “Well, I thought it was a good idea.”


“It’s a great idea,” Carlitos finally says.


“Yeah,” I add, “maybe we can do some more brainstorming about it tonight.”
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Clau knows we’re lying, but she’s as good at pretending that we’re fooled by her little game of make-believe as we are at pretending that it isn’t a game at all.


“Not tonight.” Mami appears from the kitchen, hands stained red from the Salvia elegans she’s been crushing up and adding to her beeswax. She smells like pineapple. “You’re helping me make deliveries, remember?” She starts stacking an old milk crate with the finished veladoras, glass clinking.


At the supermarket the tall prayer candles are usually painted with the unusually pale face of Christ or the Virgin Mary floating over a bed of roses. The vendedoras at la pulga like to get all fancy with it and bedazzle them with jewels. But no matter how many rhinestones they glue to Jesus’s crown of thorns, their candles still don’t answer prayers quite like Mami’s can.


Pineapple sage for healing, honeysuckle for joy, marigolds for getting through grief, chocolate cosmos for beauty, poppies for a better night’s sleep, yucca for protection, and morning glories for healing a broken heart.


Everything that grows has a purpose. And a price.


“Now, no more IOUs. These are ten bucks each, and Señor Jimenez owes us double for the veladora we delivered last week.” Mami hands me the milk crate and the weight sinks it straight down to the floor.


I groan. “Help me with this, will you?”


“You can’t send us back out there,” Carlitos says. “Not with Abby still on patrol.”


Mami sighs. “Abby… pobrecita.”


“Poor girl?” Carlitos snaps. “Poor us! She’s evil!”


“She’s lonely,” Mami corrects him.


I cross my arms. “Well, then she shouldn’t have turned on her only friends.”


“Well, maybe those friends should remember what changed her in the first place.” Mami shakes her head, scrubbing some dry wax from the kitchen counter. “It was only six months ago that Abby lost her mom. I can’t imagine what it must be like for that family, and for her especially.”


I know what Mami means. Abby’s brothers are rotten and were always tormenting her. Well, all of them except her twin brother, Aiden, because he’s actually decent and kind and has nice dimples and an even nicer smile… but that’s besides the point. After Abby’s mom died, things got even worse, which is why she slept over so often right after it happened. She said she felt safe here and it was the only time I saw her smile.


Mami tosses her hair back into a ponytail, igniting the scent of her lavender shampoo.


Another one of her home remedies that always makes her smell like safety. Like home. I think about what it would be like if something happened to her. If I could never eat her food again, hug her again, smell her again. Maybe Abby can’t help but be a monster. I’d probably become one too.


“I’m sorry, but Abby’s mom passing away isn’t what made her a pathological liar. She was like that before,” Carlitos says. “And now she’s lying about Omega being some sort of cat killer.”


Mami crosses her arms, concerned. “I heard the Villarreals’ cat went missing.”


“And Doña Maria’s,” Carlitos adds.


“Apparently, there are others and Abby thinks I’m the one responsible.”


“My little pepita?” Abuela makes her way over and squeezes my cheeks. “She couldn’t hurt a fly.”


Mami raises an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t call her a cat killer, but innocent she is not.” She looks toward the hallway leading to my bedroom. My very messy bedroom. “How many times have I told you to clean your room this week? You know company’s coming.”


“Yeah, but we don’t know who or when.”


Abuelo had another one of his prophetic dreams—this time about a mysterious visitor.


“It doesn’t matter. They’re coming.” She pushes the milk crate toward me again; Carlitos and I each take one of the handles. “And you’re going. Remember, no IOUs.” She kisses me on the cheek. “Gracias.”


Abuela walks us out. When she opens the door, the sky is a few shades darker.


Storm clouds.


“They’ll pass,” I say, because they always do. It’s one of the perks of living in a desert Bermuda Triangle. We always see the storm coming, but it never cracks over our plains.


But Abuela isn’t looking at them like something that’ll pass. It’s just a flicker, just for half a second, but suddenly she looks afraid. I wonder if it has something to do with the visitor Abuelo’s been dreaming about. Or maybe there really is a cat killer on the loose.


A shiver races down my spine, but when I turn, it isn’t Clau. “Abuela…?” Carlitos says.


She pushes us down the steps, still glancing up at the sky. “You two better hurry. No messin’ around. I want you back here in an hour. ¿Entienden?”


“Sí, ’buela,” Carlitos says. “We’ll hurry.”


We carry the milk crate toward the road, the breeze lukewarm and sliding over me like a stranger. The wind picks up a bit, and Carlitos and I exchange a look. Behind us, Abuela makes the sign of the cross.
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CLAU SHAKES HER HEAD. “IT’S HER TELENOVELAS. This week Esmeralda got into a car accident during a rainstorm and lost her memory.”


“How many times has that woman lost her memory?”


“At least four.” Carlitos snaps, “If they don’t come up with another plot device, I’m going to start hiding the remote!”


“Right. Because Abuela won’t be able to use her empathic abilities to sense its precise location just by looking at you.”


“In case you haven’t noticed, my own empathic abilities are almost fifty-fifty these days. My magic’s getting stronger.” He smiles to himself.


There’s a twinge in my chest. “Well, at least that makes one of us.”


“Maybe it just takes longer for mixed people,” Carlitos offers. “Like the magic’s not all there yet.”


I always hate it when the magic side of my family says things like that. Like it’s Papi’s fault that my magic doesn’t work. Because he’s human and “ordinary,” even though he’s the most special person I know. I especially hate it when they blame him because I know the truth. Deep down in my gut I can feel it. My magic isn’t broken because of him. It’s broken because of me. There’s something wrong with me.


As Clau floats to the end of the next gravel driveway, Carlitos and I follow behind, huffing and puffing until we reach Señor Jimenez’s house.


“Speaking of not being all there…,” Carlitos says.


“Be nice,” I say. “Señor Jimenez isn’t that old.”


“Old enough to think handing out cabbage on Halloween isn’t the most horrible thing a person could possibly do to a child.”


“So just give them to Pega. Rabbits eat anything, don’t they?”


Carlitos rolls his eyes. “Thank God your mom never let you get a pet.”


I smirk, patting him on the top of the head. “You’re my pet.”


Clau crosses her arms. “Then what does that make me?”


“Fine,” I groan, “you’re both my pets.”


“Woof, woof!” Clau barks in amusement.


“Now, go let Señor Jimenez know we’re here.”


“Will do.” Clau gets fuzzy at the seams again, making herself less solid so she can fly through the wind chimes lining the porch.


As we approach, the front steps bend like jagged teeth, the porch columns creating an arched smile against the front of the house. The windows sink inward, matching the narrow set of Señor Jimenez’s eyes, every inch of the house twisting to mimic his wrinkled face.


To a normal person, it’s just a house. Just a plain front door and dusty windows. But an empath sees something different. Because a home is something different, holding the shape of the people inside, those heartbeats giving it life too.


It’s the same reason why some people look like their dogs. When you exchange energy with something, it becomes a part of you and vice versa. That’s why Mami says you shouldn’t just put out good energy but surround yourself with it too.


Señor Jimenez may be old and his house may be the worst to stop at on Halloween, but he is also kind. It radiates from every inch of this place, the wind chimes mingled with his laugh as he opens the front door, a big smile on his face.


“¿Para mí?” he asks, pointing to the milk crate.


I take out the bright red veladora, pocks of orange poppy petals suspended in the wax.


He hands me two ten-dollar bills. “Tell your mother last week’s worked like a charm.” He takes the candle, back cracking as he stands up straight. “I’ve almost fixed this aching back.”


“Gracias, señor.”


The screen door creaks closed as he waves over his shoulder. The wind chimes are still laughing as we walk to the next house.


We drop off bitter melon and sunflowers for Mrs. Murillo’s migraines, hopbush for Señor Rivas’s gout, chigüisa for Señora Salas’s asthma, and pongolote and pepper leaf for Mr. Huerta’s unknown medical condition, which despite being invisible to the naked eye, seems to be incredibly urgent.


“Tell your mom she’s a lifesaver,” he says before rushing inside and slamming the door.


As we approach the next row of homes, all the kindness and gratitude still clinging to us from the last few deliveries slowly begins to vanish. Mrs. Statham, former president of the neighborhood watch group, practices her watching skills on us through her kitchen window. The glass tints and fills with spiderweb cracks to match her glare.


As long as I can remember, no one’s dared to run against her. Until this year, when Abby’s dad threw his hat in the ring and actually won. Now Mr. Montgomery and his buddies patrol the streets in his beat-up pickup truck looking for overgrown lawns and people playing their music too loud.


At the next house over, Mr. Fisher waters his roses. To him, they’re probably blooming and vibrant. To me, they’re black just like his stare. He looks from las velas back to our faces. Then he spits, the white mess almost landing on Carlitos’s shoes.


Carlitos scowls at him. “I don’t care what Soona says. Someday I’m going to learn how to cast a curse.”


“Only an idiot would cast a curse,” I say. “All it does is bind you to that person forever. You want to be spiritually handcuffed to Mr. Fisher for all eternity?”


“No.” Carlitos groans. “I just want to sew his lips together so he can never spit at us again.”


“I would make him water his roses under the hot sun for the rest of his life.” Clau purses her lips, thinking. “Then I would make those roses grow thorns and s—”


“Okay,” I say, “we got it.”


Carlitos stops walking, eyeing Clau.


I shake my head. “Besides, it still wouldn’t change the fact that he wants to spit at us.”


“We could change that too!” Carlitos says.


“You mean if Abuela would let us use magic on the very people who are afraid of it the most?”


“That’s exactly who we should be using our magic on. How else are we going to get rid of all the evil in the world?”


“And what do you think happens to all that evil? It doesn’t suddenly disappear.”


“Well then, what happens to it?”


I shrug, annoyed. “I don’t know. But obviously something bad or else this town wouldn’t be split in two. Abuela and Soona would have put it back together already.”


“So you don’t think evil can be destroyed?”


“It’s energy,” I say. “So no.”


“Yeah.” Clau rolls her eyes. “Haven’t you taken physics? It’s like the first law or something.”


Carlitos wrinkles his nose. “I’m in sixth grade.”


He kicks at a rock in the road and it tumbles end over end before landing in the middle of the town square, which should really be called the town oval. Or maybe the town blob?


There’s a fountain in the center with no running water, and the old city hall building is bookended by a bingo hall and a dance hall on one side, and on the other, a dining hall and a meeting hall that leads to the post office.


I’ve seen old photos of this place lit up by twinkle lights while kids splashed their bare feet at the fountain’s edge. They used to have weddings here and a band would play in the alcove, the acoustics carrying the sound far into the desert. Or, at least, that’s what Abuela says. But then people started to leave, moving to bigger cities, and every time they did, they took a bit of the magic with them.


Then a stranger bought the town and started carving it into pieces, looking for oil. When they found some, people started coming looking for jobs. And that’s how Noche Buena was cracked in two. First the earth was split and then the town.


From this spot, I can see how the two versions of Noche Buena sit like mirror images. The past and the present in a staring contest that’s been going on so long, neither side can even produce tears, everything dried up and near dead.


But if I close my eyes I can still feel the magic. I can still feel the love that used to give it life. I can still feel where our family is rooted to this spot under this endless sky that will never be torn in two.


“Oh no,” Carlitos hisses, “it’s Mrs. Villarreal.”


Down the street, Mrs. Villarreal is taping something to a lamppost. She presses her hand to the paper, smoothing out the edges before wiping her eyes.


“Ugh,” Carlitos groans, “and she’s crying too.”


“Maybe because her cat just went missing,” I snap.


“So? I’m sure it’ll turn up eventually. Let’s just take the long way.”


He takes a step in the opposite direction and I snatch him by the shirt, yanking him back. “We don’t have time to take the long way. Abuela told us to hurry, remember?” I let go. “I’m surprised your Spidey-senses aren’t tingling too.”


“Oh, they’re tingling and they’re telling me that Mrs. Villarreal should be avoided at all costs.”


“Come on.” This time Clau nudges him forward with a cold touch that makes him jump. “It’s not like she’s going to use you as a human Kleenex.”


“Yeah, just be nice.”


He relents. “I’m always nice.”


When Mrs. Villarreal spots us, her face scrunches up like she’d been saving her tears, waiting for an audience. Her lip quivers as she turns back to the missing poster, her cat, Oscar, sitting up tall and staring into the camera, a white stripe down the center of his black belly.
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She pets the photo lovingly. “Oscar never liked being the center of attention. He preferred the spotlight to be on me.” She meets my eyes. “But it seems now I have no choice. I have to get the word out that he’s missing.”


Carlitos coughs into his hand. “Creepy.”


Mrs. Villarreal blinks. “What’s that, dear?”


“Nothing,” I butt in. “He’s just thirsty.”


“Yeah,” Carlitos says, “we’ve been walking around in this heat making deliveries for nearly an hour.”


Mrs. Villarreal nods, closing her eyes slowly. “I walked for hours when Oscar first went missing.” She opens them wide, tears welling up again. “I visited all his favorite haunts. The dumpster behind the Allsup’s. The dumpster behind the church. The dumpster behind the school cafeteria.”


Carlitos wrinkles his nose. “He sure liked dumpsters, huh?” I elbow Carlitos in the side.


“It was like he just… vanished.”


“Has he run off before?”


“Never for this long.” She chokes back more tears. “He never would have left me….”


Carlitos narrows his eyes. “We’re still talking about the cat, right?”


I elbow him again, the spot tender this time. “Ow!”


Mrs. Villarreal sniffles. “Come again?”


“Uh, he said… ow… how can we help you?”


She exhales. “Oh, thank goodness.” Then she slams a stack of missing posters into my chest. “Put these up anywhere you can find a flat surface.” She lowers her voice. “I have a feeling someone around here knows more than they’re telling.”


“Why do you say that?” I ask.


She cuts her eyes to the empty road, then back to us. “This.” She pulls a sparkly pink collar from her purse. “Oscar was practically human, but he certainly didn’t have thumbs. Someone took his collar off and tried to hide it in the bushes.”


Carlitos raises an eyebrow. “So you think he was kidnapped?”


“I think you mean catnapped,” Clau corrects him.


“Of course he was!” Mrs. Villarreal’s lip quivers again. “But I’m going to find out who took him. I’m going to find out if it’s the last thing I do!”


I swallow, wondering if she’s heard the rumor Abby’s been spreading about me. Especially if Mr. Montgomery’s been spreading it too. Maybe it just hasn’t gotten around to her yet. Maybe this is my chance to prove it’s not true before it does.


I hold up the stack, smiling. “And we’ll do whatever we can to help. Starting with hanging these flyers.”


“Thank you, dear.” She cups my face before walking to the end of the street.


“Great,” Carlitos says. “Now it’ll be dark by the time we get home.”


I hand him half the stack. “We’ll make the last delivery and put some of these up on the way. It’ll be fine.”


“And it’s good karma,” Clau adds.


“What do you need good karma for?” Carlitos snaps, only because he’s irritated. And because Clau’s dead. Actually, it’s sort of a fair question.


“None of your business,” Clau snaps back.


On our way to the last house, we pass by Oscar’s beloved Allsup’s. Carlitos slips around the back and tosses his stack of flyers in the dumpster.


I kick the metal siding and he jumps. “What do you think you’re doing?”


He shrugs. “She said he loves dumpsters. Maybe he’ll see the posters and decide to go home.”


“Or”—Clau points—“maybe he can’t.”


Back in the direction we came from, Mrs. Villarreal stands on her tiptoes, taping a flyer to the back of a bread truck. Between her legs, Oscar winds back and forth like he’s made of fog.


“Well, that’s not good,” Carlitos says.


When someone dies, they’re no longer made up of flesh and bone but of that last breath of life. That’s why some people claim to feel the brush of a hand at a funeral or a soft kiss on the cheek when visiting a loved one’s grave. Ghosts are literal whispers from the past. Like the smudged reflection in a dusty mirror. A shadow behind a cloud of smoke.


Only empaths can see them fully and that’s only if they want to be seen. That’s why Clau looks almost human. Because she trusts us.


But Oscar’s just a shadow, his edges wispy like a low-hanging cloud. And his soul… it doesn’t burn white like it should. It doesn’t burn at all.


“Do you think we should tell her?” Clau asks.


Carlitos grins obnoxiously. “Uh, hi again, Mrs. Villarreal. Remember when you were telling us that Oscar adored you and never would have run away. Well, it turns out you were right because his ghost is currently licking up your toe jam.”


Clau rolls her eyes. “You’re so dramatic.”


“Takes one to know one.”


“Guys…”


They’re still arguing. “Guys!”


They both turn to look at me.


“What if…?” I swallow sand, feeling another shiver like when we first left the house. “What if Abby was right?”


“You think you’ve been unconsciously moonlighting as a catnapper? Stop letting her get in your head, Omega.”


“Not me. But… someone…”


Carlitos crosses his arms. “Someone…”


Clau slides her cold body between us. “Or something.”


We all exchange a look just as the sky darkens another shade. “It feels heavy,” Carlitos says.


And dangerous, I want to add, but my throat’s dried shut.


Something jostles inside the dumpster, the metal lid slamming down hard, and then all three of us let out a scream, Carlitos clutching my arm while Clau slips back into her more invisible skin.


We’re still shaking when the lid pops back up, just a few inches, a pair of yellow eyes peering out. They blink and then we hear the softest, “Meow.”


I clutch my chest, heart racing. “It’s okay. It was just a cat.”


It slides out like a fish, landing on all fours. Pale as moonlight. Another shadow.


Another ghost.


Clau crouches, making herself small. She holds out a hand to the cat, and as it sniffs at her, she checks the collar. “KitKat.” She flips over the tag. “Belongs to Doña Maria.”


My heart starts racing again.


“At least this one died with its collar,” Carlitos says. “M-maybe that means it wasn’t kidnapped.”


“Unless,” Clau says as she scratches behind the cat’s ears, “the person took it off after they murdered him.”


I freeze at the word and something tells me Clau’s not just being her overly morbid overdramatic self. Something tells me that… something’s wrong.


“Well…” Carlitos nods to the stack of flyers I’m still holding. “I guess you won’t be needing those anymore.”


“Yeah.” I drop them in the dumpster next to the others before slowly backing away. “I guess not.”


Carlitos backs up too. “Should we run?”


I nod. “We should run.”
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We approach the final house to deliver the last of Mami’s veladoras, the exterior shaded the color of the sky, the clouds now churning almost green. Like something sick. I look down at the last candle, wondering if Señora Avila is just as sick. If that’s why the windows are sunken in and almost black, the roof jutting up at odd angles like the house is covered in thorns.


My knees wobble as we approach, the same energy that’s rotted the house from the inside out reaching for me with a cold grip.


“Okay,” Carlitos breathes. “My Spidey-senses are definitely tingling now.”


“Yeah,” I agree. “Whatever Señora Avila needs this veladora for, I just hope Mami made it strong enough.”


“Even without empathic abilities something about this house is definitely giving me the heebie-jeebies.” Clau hangs back, shivering too, even though she’s practically made of ice.


“Lighting one of those stupid candles is what started all of this in the first place.”


I snap to one of the birdbaths in Señora Avila’s front yard. “Excuse me? What did you say?”


Suddenly, every birdbath in the yard starts talking at once, spitting up algae water all over my shoes.


“If it rains, it’ll definitely come back.”


“And then it’ll drink.”


“What if it lands on me this time? What if it cracks me in half?”


“What are they talking about?” Carlitos asks.


“I don’t know, but they sound afraid.”


Like the trees.


“I think the Morales girl is talking about us to the pudgy one….”


“The name’s Carlitos,” he shoots back. “And I’m not pudgy. It’s called big-boned.”


“It was you….” The tallest fountain in the yard speaks up. The vines around it twist, jabbing in my direction like a pointed finger. “It was you and your strange family that summoned it, didn’t you?”


“Summoned what?” I ask.


They all start talking in unison again. “The devil…”


“The biggest vulture you’ve ever seen.”


“It wasn’t a bird. It was a storm cloud!”


“A tornado!”


The fancy tall fountain says, “Enough! There’s only one of us who actually got a good look at it.” The vines slither out again, pointing to cracked cement blocks strewn across the far end of the yard.


“It was a monster,” the broken pieces murmur.


Clau peers over my shoulder, the cold wafting from her raking down my back. “What kind of monster?”


It whines, remembering something terrible.


“Can you tell me exactly what you saw last night?” I ask. “Every detail.”


“The storm clouds rolled in fast. It rode in with them before landing in the yard. I thought the clouds themselves had grown legs. But out of the mist, there were so many sharp points. Wings like razor blades. A beak as thick and broad as a sword. And then behind it… a row of teeth so sharp they glistened in the blackness.”


Carlitos grimaces. “What kind of a bird has a beak and sharp teeth?”


“It wasn’t a bird. It was an animal, yes. But also human. Darkness and light all mixed up and wrong… wrong… wrong.”


“Why did it come?” I ask.


“It came… because it was called. But for what, I’m not sure. For a long time it just watched. Waiting. Staring into the night as if there was something out there… staring back. Then it spread its wings, black and glistening. When it took off, it sent out a gust of wind that knocked me over, filling me with cracks.”


“Omega? Carlitos?” Señora Avila steps out onto the front porch. She comes down when she sees the broken fountain. “Ay Dios. Wind must have knocked it over last night.”


Carlitos nudges me. “I didn’t hear any wind last night.”


“Because there wasn’t any,” Clau hisses. And she would know since ghosts don’t exactly sleep.


“I’m sorry, señora.”


She waves a hand. “It’s nothing.” She reaches for the candle I’m holding. “But you two are probably in a hurry. No need to worry about this mess.” She shoos us away. “No need to worry.”


“Let us know if you and Señor Avila need anything else.”


She stiffens, face darkened for a moment. Then she shakes her head. “We will. We will.” She hands me a ten-dollar bill, trembling hands almost dropping the cash. “Gracias, mija.”


I scoop it up and it stings. Like the bill is on fire, angry and burning… with hate. “Gracias, señora.”


Then she rushes inside before slamming the door. It ignites a gust of wind that pushes us back.


“Well, someone’s in a bad mood.” Carlitos wipes a bead of cold sweat from his brow. I feel it too as I stuff the bill into my pocket, dizzy and almost feverish.


But as we turn to head down the porch steps, something dark falls from the rafters. It glides from side to side, catching the light before finally landing at my feet.


The single feather is as long as my forearm, the quill so thick it looks more like bone. The barbs are thick too, stuck together with something like mud. The light strikes it, catching hints of red and purple. It’s unlike any feather I’ve ever seen before.


As I reach for it, I smell rain. Like heavy storm clouds ready to burst. And the feeling is electric. Like I’m standing in the middle of the desert, watching those clouds roll in, watching the lightning strikes inch closer.


Suddenly the feather feels heavy in my hand, like I’m holding some sort a weapon, like I’m sinking into a bad dream. Chalk fills the back of my throat, a stomach-turning drowsiness trying to drag me to the floor.


But beneath all that, there’s something sharp. A feeling I can just barely name. Grief? Longing? So tight around my lungs that I feel like I’m about to take my last breath.


And then beneath the longing is something else. Something wild. Like an animal on the hunt.


I let go of the feather before the feeling takes hold, quickly reaching for the moonstone in my pocket. I squeeze it and count back from ten.


“What is it?” Clau asks, hovering over it to get a closer look.


“I don’t know.” I shake my head. “But… I think it’s… hungry.”


Carlitos picks it up next, noticing the strangeness too. “Well,” he says, holding it out like something dead, “I guess now we know what’s been stealing people’s cats.”






OEBPS/images/Art_P4.jpg
¢\
N\ 0
/
210

.‘
-‘.






OEBPS/images/Art_P13.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P24.jpg
AP
HIM?

HAVE You SEEN

]

OSCAR

LOCAL CAT 1S MISSING] ||

CALL FOR INFO
346-000-1239

O





OEBPS/images/Art_ch2.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_ch1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780316304481.jpg
A





OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
and the Legend of La Lechuza

LAEKAN ZEA KEMP

SSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS

NNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN





