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  For all of the wonderful teachers


  I’ve met along the way




  







  ANIMAL SPIRIT GUIDES




  BEAR: Bear represents strength, introspection, and knowledge. Bear teaches us to look within to awaken our inherent potential. Extremely strong, Bear

  will react fiercely if its lair is threatened, reminding us to protect our loved ones. Able to live on stored body fat during its winter sleep, the spirit of the Bear shows us how to draw on

  internal resources for our survival and to remain balanced during change. Active day and night, Bear reflects both the power of the sun and the intuition of the moon, cautioning us to temper our

  strength with thoughtful reflection.




  HUMMINGBIRD: Hummingbird represents agility, happiness, and wonder. Hummingbird teaches us to be awake to the present moment and to be flexible and

  agile with the twists and turns of life. Very playful, Hummingbird reminds us that life is richer if we enjoy what we do and find goodness in any situation. The most skilled flier in the avian

  world, the spirit of the Hummingbird symbolizes accomplishing what appears impossible. Being the only bird to fly backward, Hummingbird encourages us to explore and extract sweetness from the past

  without dwelling in it.




  BAT: Bat represents transition, rebirth, and initiation. Bat teaches us to face our fears and embrace change. With its ability to navigate perfectly

  in the dark, Bat instructs us to trust our instincts and discern the hidden meaning of words spoken as well as those left unsaid. As the guardian of the night, the spirit of the Bat encourages us

  to face down the fears that dwell in the dark corners of our mind and trust our inner guidance. As the only winged mammal, Bat reflects the ability to move to great heights and embrace new

  beginnings after tumultuous change.




  OPOSSUM: Opossum represents appearance, strategy, and flexibility. Opossum teaches us to make use of appearances and to see when others are

  projecting false impressions. A skilled thespian, Opossum is a master at creating an image that will allow it to achieve its desired outcome. Able to appear dead at will, the spirit of the Opossum

  reminds us that things are not always as they appear and that there may be hidden meanings. As a marsupial carrying its young in a pouch, Opossum encourages us to look into our own bag of tricks

  and find our unseen talents and hidden wisdom.




  OTTER: Otter represents joy, laughter, and sharing. Otter teaches us to let go of our need to control and to seek out our inner child so we can

  enjoy life and all it offers. Naturally curious, Otter reminds us that everything in the world is interesting if looked at from the right perspective. Fast and agile in the water, the spirit of the

  Otter shows us how to maneuver through the problems and emotional upheavals of life with ease and fluidity. One of few animals to use tools, Otter encourages us to strike a balance between

  unadulterated play and skillful provision.




  







  Back of every creation, supporting it like an arch, is faith. Enthusiasm is nothing: it comes and goes. But if one believes, then miracles occur.




  HENRY MILLER




  







  PROPHECY




  







  ONE
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  DAIRE




  Horse carries us across an expansive terrain with Raven riding high on his neck. His steps measured. Sure. The sound of his hooves meeting the earth resulting in a

  satisfying shuffle and crunch that always makes me feel as though we’re getting somewhere. Making progress. Despite the fact that we’ve been hunting for weeks with no sign of the

  enemy.




  That’s what I call them—the enemy. Sometimes I switch it with intruders or even interlopers. And when it’s been an especially long day of hunting that has me

  feeling punchy, I refer to them as fends.




  Though I never call them by their real name.




  I never refer to them as Richters.




  They may be undead Richters, but they’re still Richters, and Paloma warned me to never inform Dace of his dark origins. Claimed there’s no need for him to know his existence stems

  from magick of the blackest kind. And even though being the keeper of such a horrible truth makes me feel dishonest at best and disloyal at worst, I can’t help but think that my

  grandmother’s right.




  If anyone should tell him, it’s Chepi, his mother. But so far she’s kept silent.




  I loosen my hold on Dace’s waist and sigh as I look all around. Taking in a spread of gleaming tall grass—the blades bending and fattening under Horse’s forged path—the

  grove of tall trees that mark the perimeter, providing shelter to birds, monkeys, and the occasional nut-seeking squirrel. My gaze cutting through the fading afternoon light—searching, always

  searching. But as always, there’s no sign of corruption, no sign of their presence.




  Maybe the Bone Keeper found them?




  I clasp the thought tightly, liking the feel of it. Not wanting to release it no matter how improbable. While I’ve no doubt the skull-faced, serpent-skirt-wearing, star-eating queen of the

  Lowerworld is more than capable of capturing them, if not obliterating them, I also know it won’t be that easy.




  Having made this mess, it’s mine to fix.




  “It still seems odd.” I press my lips to the nape of Dace’s neck, the words muffled by his long glossy sheet of dark hair. “You know, this perpetual cycle of night and

  day. It seems too normal, too ordinary for such an extraordinary place.”




  I study the late-afternoon shadow that appears to be stalking us. An unlikely, elongated silhouette of a raven with a spindly stem of a neck, and two ridiculously tall people sitting astride a

  horse with legs so stretched and skinny they hardly look able to support us—the exaggerated shape heralding a night soon to fall.




  Though the truth is, what qualifies as night in the Lowerworld isn’t much more than a trifling fade, falling far short of the heavy, black, star-dusted New Mexico sky I’ve

  grown used to. Though, I’m glad for its arrival all the same. Glad to have this day reaching its end.




  I rest my chin on Dace’s shoulder, picking up where I left off. “Not to mention there’s no sign of a sun—so how’s it even possible? How can it rise and set when it

  doesn’t exist?”




  Dace laughs in response, the sound throaty, deep, and so alluring I inch my body closer until it’s pressed hard against his. Determined to conform to every valley and curve of his back,

  wanting him to be as aware of me as I am of him.




  “Oh, there’s a sun.” He cricks his neck until he’s looking at me. “Leftfoot’s seen it.” His icy-blue eyes capture mine, reflecting my long dark hair,

  bright green eyes, and pale skin until I look away, dizzy with the sight of it.




  “And you believe him?” I frown, unable to keep the skepticism from creeping into my voice. Convinced it’s yet another of the old medicine man’s fantastical tales he told

  Dace as a kid.




  “Of course.” Dace shrugs. “And if we’re lucky, maybe someday we’ll see it too.”




  I rub my lips together and slip a hand under the hem of his sweater. My fingers are chilly, his flesh is warm, and yet he doesn’t so much as flinch. Rather he welcomes my touch by urging

  my palm flat against him.




  “The only thing I want to see now is . . .” I try to push my mind back to the job we’ve set out to do, but it’s not long before the thought fades along with my words.




  The lure of Dace is too strong, and he must sense my mood because the next thing I know, he’s turning Horse around. Nudging him back over the wide, grassy slope, heading toward a favored

  destination of ours.




  I tighten my hold on his waist, tuck my knees into the crook of his. Struggling against the barrage of guilt that always overwhelms me after a long, fruitless hunt. I promised Paloma I’d

  find them—evict them. Swore I’d run those Richters right out of the Lowerworld before they had a chance to do any damage that would impact the Middle- and Upperworlds too.




  I thought it would be easy.




  Thought that in a wondrous land of lush foliage and loving spirit animals, those undead freaks would stand out in the very worst way.




  Convinced that with Dace and me working in tandem, we’d easily defeat them.




  But now I’m no longer sure.




  “Not to worry,” Dace says, his voice as confident as his words. “Together we’ll find them.” Then, meeting my skeptical look, he adds, “Haven’t you

  heard? Love conquers all.”




  Love.




  My breath stills, my eyes widen, while any attempt at reply stalls in a throat gone suddenly dry.




  He drags on Horse’s reins, stopping just shy of the Enchanted Spring, where he helps me to my feet and folds my hands in his. Misreading my silence, he says, “Too soon?”




  I clear my throat, longing to tell him that it’s not at all too soon. That I knew it the first night he appeared in my dreams—felt it the day I ran into him at the Rabbit

  Hole—the stream of unconditional love that flowed between us.




  Wishing I could just say it—confess how it both terrifies and excites me. How being loved, truly loved, by him is the most exhilarating thing that’s ever happened to me.




  Longing to explain how whenever I’m with him, it’s as though I’m filled with helium—my feet don’t quite touch the earth.




  We’re destined.




  Fated.




  But now, after weeks of being his girlfriend, this is the very first time the L word was mentioned.




  Dace cocks his head, shooting me a look so dreamy, I’m sure he’s going to say it—those three not-so-little words—and I ready myself to utter them too.




  But he just turns on his heel and heads for the bubbling hot spring with the fine mist of steam dancing along the surface. Leaving me disappointed that the moment was lost—yet secure in

  its truth all the same.




  We rid ourselves of our clothes until Dace is stripped down to his navy blue trunks, and I’m shivering in the plain black bikini I wear underneath. Merging into the water with Dace just

  behind me, my heart racing in anticipation as I head for the wide bank of rocks, knowing the hunt is now over—the fun will begin.




  I smile shyly. Captured by the sight of his strong, square shoulders, gleaming brown skin, the promise of his hands hanging open and loose by his sides. Wondering if I’ll ever get used to

  this—used to him. So many kisses have passed between us, and yet whenever he’s near, whenever we’re alone, it feels like the first.




  He moves in beside me, the water rising to his chest as our lips press and merge and our breath becomes one. My fingers seeking the sharp angle of his jaw, tracing the shadow of stubble that

  prickles my skin, as he toys with the strings of my bikini top. Taking great care to avoid the buckskin pouch that hangs from my neck, knowing it holds the source of my power, or one of them

  anyway—that its contents may only be viewed by Paloma and me.




  “Daire . . .” My name is a whisper soon chased by the path of kisses he trails along my neck, over my shoulder, and down farther still, as I close my eyes and inhale a sharp breath.

  Torn between the lure of his touch, and the memory of a horrible dream that took place in this very spring—in a moment much like this one.




  A dream where his brother raided our paradise—stealing Dace’s soul along with his life, while all I could do was look on.




  “What is it?” Sensing a shift in my mood, he lifts his gaze to meet mine. But I just shake my head and pull him back to me, seeing no reason to share. No reason to wreck the moment

  by mentioning Cade.




  His breath quickens as his lips meet mine once again. And when he lifts me onto his lap, I have the vague sensation of something slimy and foreign passing over my foot.




  I lean into the kiss, determined to ignore it, whatever it was. It’s a hot spring—an enchanted hot spring, but still a hot spring. It’s probably just a leaf or even a

  fallen flower bud from the canopy of vines that swoop overhead.




  I focus on the feel of his lips molding hard to my flesh as I squirm tightly against him. Entwining my legs with his when another slimy object skims past my hip before surfacing beside me with

  an audible plop that’s soon followed by another.




  And another.




  Until the chorus of objects popping to the surface forces us apart. Forces us to blink free of the fog of each other, only to gape in horror as the spring fills with swollen, lifeless,

  gaping-mouthed fish—their vacant eye sockets staring accusingly.




  Before I can so much as scream, Dace swoops me into his arms and hauls me out of the spring. Clasping me tightly to his chest as the two of us stare, breathless and horrified, at a truth that

  cannot be denied.




  The enemy is still out there—alive and well and corrupting the Lowerworld.




  And if we don’t find them soon, they’ll corrupt the Otherworlds too.




  







  TWO
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  “Did you tell her?” Dace gestures toward Paloma’s blue gate as I slip inside his old beater truck and settle beside him.




  “Not yet.” I gnaw the inside of my cheek and steer my gaze from his. Hearing his softly muttered hmmm as he pulls away from the curb. Recognizing it as Dace-speak for:

  I’m not sure I agree with your methods, but I’m sure you have your reasons.




  Dace doesn’t judge.




  He’s so nice, kind, and accepting, he wouldn’t even consider it.




  He’s the literal definition of good.




  The result of a split soul—his is the pure half—the opposite of his twin’s. While mine is of the more usual variety—straddling the varying shades of light and dark,

  swaying toward one or the other depending on the circumstance.




  “I was going to,” I say, my voice pitching too high to convince, but it’s not like it stops me. “But by the time you dropped me off, she was with a

  client—she’s starting to see them again—and by the time she was finished, I was already asleep.”




  “And this morning?” He looks at me, lips quirking at the side, knowing Paloma’s an outspoken advocate for proper nutrition. Starting each day with a healthy breakfast is pretty

  much the heart and soul of her manifesto. The only way I could’ve avoided the subject—avoided her—is by skipping it entirely. Which I did, by staying in my room until the very

  last minute, then making a mad dash for the door the instant I sensed Dace drive up. Pausing just long enough for her to press one of her freshly baked, organic, blue-corn muffins into my hand as I

  made for his truck.




  There’s no graceful way out. I’m guilty as charged. “I got a late start.” Sneaking another peek at him, I add, “But, honestly, I guess I just wasn’t

  ready.”




  He nods, grips the wheel tighter, navigating a series of deeply rutted dirt roads as I stare out the window. Noting how the old adobe homes lining the perimeter no longer sag like they used to.

  How the cars parked in the yards seem a little less rusted—and the chickens that roam those yards appear a little less emaciated. All of it thanks to Dace and my small triumph in the

  Lowerworld, when we convinced the Bone Keeper to release all those poor souls the Richters had stolen.




  Yet despite our success, the town still doesn’t come close to living up to its name of Enchantment. Though it is a little less dismal than it was when I first arrived, and I consider that

  progress.




  “If you want, we can tell her together.” Dace looks at me. “I’m scheduled to work after school, but I’m willing to go in late if it’ll help.”




  I shake my head, too choked up by his offer to speak. Dace relies on every penny he earns working at the Rabbit Hole. After paying rent on the tiny apartment he keeps in town, gas and insurance

  for his two beat-up cars, and the small amount he sends to help Chepi, there’s not much left over. There’s no way I’ll let him take a hit in pay for something I should’ve

  done on my own.




  “I’ll handle it,” I say. “Really. Today. After school. Before I head back to the Lowerworld, I’ll tell her. Though I’ve a pretty good feeling she already

  knows. Paloma knows everything. It’s more than an abuela’s sixth sense—she’s beyond perceptive. I’m sure my silence speaks louder than any words

  could.”




  “Still,” he says. “Those fish . . .” His voice fades, as his gaze grows cloudy and troubled, his lips pale and grim. “I think I should mention it to Leftfoot. Chepi

  too. Maybe they can help?”




  At the mention of his mother, it’s my turn to go grim. Having spent Dace’s entire childhood shielding him from the more mystical side of life—only to watch me come to town and

  drag him headfirst into all the trouble and weirdness this place has to offer, she’s not exactly my biggest fan.




  Yet, according to Paloma, it was our destiny to meet, just as it’s our destiny to work together to keep the Richters contained, and the Lower-, Middle-, and Upperworlds balanced. And once

  in motion, destiny cannot be stopped.




  I’m just about to ask if he might reconsider telling Chepi when he turns into the school parking lot and brakes beside Auden’s ancient wood-paneled station wagon. Lowering the window

  enough to allow a gust of cold air to rush in, we watch Auden guide Xotichl out of the passenger seat and lead her toward us, her red-tipped cane weaving before her.




  “Xotichl claims it’ll snow by Christmas, but I say no way.” Auden pushes his tousled golden-brown hair from his eyes and grins. “In fact, we’re taking

  bets—you in?”




  “You’re seriously betting against Xotichl?” I ask, my voice as incredulous as the expression I wear on my face. She may be blind, but she’s the most perceptive person

  I’ve ever met—next to Paloma, that is.




  Auden shrugs, slips an arm around Xotichl’s shoulders, and plants a kiss on her cheek. “I should probably know better—betting against her never comes to any good—but

  I’m pretty convinced she’s wrong on this one. It hasn’t snowed in Enchantment in years. Not since I was a kid. And there’s no sign of that changing anytime soon.”




  “It certainly feels cold enough to snow.” I watch my breath billowing before me as I pull my gloves from my backpack and slip them onto my hands. Thinking it’s time to trade in

  my usual olive-green army jacket—recently left a bit shredded in places, thanks to an unfortunate encounter with a certain undead Richter—for something a little more weather-resistant.

  “I thought it snowed pretty much everywhere in these parts?”




  “It does,” Auden says. “But not here. Not anymore.”




  “That used to be true, but this year is different,” Xotichl says, a sly smile lighting her beautiful, heart-shaped face as her blue/gray eyes fit in the general direction of

  mine.




  “You sensing snow energy?” My arms circle my waist, bracing against the cold as I slip free of the truck and move to join them.




  “I’m sensing something.” Xotichl’s voice is soft and lilting, clearly enjoying her secret.




  “So?” Auden looks at me.




  I glance between them, not missing a beat, as I say, “Sorry, Auden, but I’m pretty much always going to bet on Xotichl.”




  Auden shoots me a rueful look and turns to Dace. “And you?”




  Dace grasps my hand in solidarity, his icy-blue eyes meeting mine. “And I’m pretty much always going to bet on Daire.”




  Auden sighs, turning in the direction of Lita, Jacy, and Crickett, who call to us from across the lot. “Still can’t stop thinking of them as the Cruel Crew. Guess I need to update

  our Facebook status to ‘friends.’” He shakes his head and grins. “What do you think, should I even bother asking them?”




  “Only if you can handle the rejection.” Xotichl laughs, as we widen our circle to admit them.




  “What’s so funny? What’d I miss?” Lita flips her hair over her shoulder, allowing it to fall in gorgeous dark waves down her back, as her eyes—still heavily

  made-up, though much improved since Jennika’s professional makeover—move anxiously among us. She hates to be left out of anything, no matter how trivial.




  “A white Christmas. Is it possible? Yay or nay?” Auden gets right to the point.




  “Yay. Definitely, voting for yay.” Lita claps her gloved hands for emphasis as the others nod their agreement. “It’s gonna require a freaking miracle though. Last time it

  snowed, I was like, six. Then again, it is the season for miracles, right?”




  She bounces on the tips of her toes and buries her mitten-covered hands under her armpits in an attempt to ward off the cold. The trill of the bell prompting Auden to kiss Xotichl good-bye so he

  can head off to rehearse with his band, as the rest of us make for the building, where I pause at my locker long enough to drop off some books and lighten my load.




  Lita lingers beside me, watching in annoyed silence as Dace gives me a brief peck on the cheek and promises to find me at break before heading to class. Waiting until he’s well out of

  earshot before she thrusts her hand toward me, and says, “Quick. Take it. Before you make us both late.”




  I stare at the folded piece of paper pinched between two of her fingers. About to remind her that she’s here of her own volition—that her tardiness is completely on her—but

  squelching it just as quickly. Being friends with Lita means not only learning to ignore half of what she says, but never forgetting that deep down inside, her heart is mostly good.




  “Secret Santa,” she says, watching as I unfold the note and squint in confusion. Her voice competing with the sound of her boot tapping hard and fast against the tile floor.

  “Yesterday, when we drew names at lunch, I got Dace. And I figured you’d want to trade since you guys are together and all. Besides, it’s way too weird for me to buy him a gift

  after breaking up with his twin.”




  I nod in agreement, knowing it’ll be a lot easier to come up with something Dace will like that fits within our set twenty-dollar limit than it would be for the name I’d originally

  drawn. Then seeing her expectant face, I say, “Though I’m not sure that works—I drew you.”




  Lita’s eyes brighten. Clearly taken with the idea of shopping for herself, she turns on her heel, saying, “No worries. I’ll work it out.”




  She dashes down the hall, the sound of her boots meeting the floor nearly drowning me out when I call, “Hey, Lita—”




  She pauses, a look of impatience fixed on her face.




  “Speaking of—have you seen or talked to Cade?”




  She rolls her eyes, smiling smugly as she says, “Are you kidding? He’s gone underground. Totally fallen off the radar. Probably licking his wounds and tending to his poor, broken

  heart. Had I known how amazing this would feel—how easy it would be to break him—I would’ve done it years ago!”




  She chases the words with a laugh. The sound so light, happy, and self-satisfied, I wish I could buy into it that easily. Wish I could trust in her theory that Cade is simply suffering the

  unexpected ego blow of being rejected by a pretty girl for the very first time. Then she turns on her heel and flees down the hall, her hair fanning behind her as she steps into class. Leaving me

  standing before my locker when the second bell rings, officially marking me tardy.




  I gaze all around, taking in the quiet, empty hall as I heave my bag onto my shoulder and head back the same way I came. Speeding past the guard’s outraged warnings as I tuck into the

  frigid morning chill and make my way back to Paloma’s.




  







  THREE
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  Paloma moves about her warm cozy kitchen, pulling her tattered, sky-blue cardigan snugly around one of the crisply ironed housedresses she favors, not the least bit surprised

  by my sudden return.




  With her large brown eyes shining and bright, and her long dark braid with its smattering of silver curving down her back, she seems as normal as ever. Though a closer look reveals movements

  that are slower—less nimble, more labored. Especially compared to the unmistakable aura of determination and strength she projected the night I first appeared on her doorstep just a few

  months earlier. Not long after my breakdown in that Moroccan square.




  Back when I was haunted by terrifying hallucinations of glowing people and crows—staring down a future in a padded white room.




  Paloma saved me. Rescued me from that horrible fate. Only to startle me with a truth so strange I did my best to escape it.




  Though, as it turns out, she knew what the doctors didn’t.




  I wasn’t crazy.




  Wasn’t haunted by delusions.




  The crows—the glowing ones—they’re all real. I was hardly the first to undergo the experience. Every Seeker gets the calling—it was simply my turn.




  It’s the Santos family legacy. The birthright passed from parent to firstborn child for too many generations to count. For the first sixteen years it lies dormant—but once it

  emerges, the whole world is flipped upside down. And while it’s tempting to run, it’s better to accept that destiny is not always a choice. For those who try to deny it—it never

  ends well.




  My father, Django, is the perfect example.




  His tragic, premature death made Paloma even more determined to save me.




  As the last in line, I’m the only one who stands a chance at stopping the Richters. But with my training cut short due to Paloma’s recent illness, I’m hardly up for the

  task.




  I watch as she rises onto her toes, her arm straining to retrieve two mugs from the cupboard overhead. Her limbs appearing stilted, stiff. As though the joints need to be oiled and greased in

  order to move easily again. The sight serving as a bitter reminder of her recent soul loss that claimed all of her magick and nearly her life—one of the many reasons I need to find Cade and

  his undead ancestors before things continue to deteriorate.




  I close my eyes and take a deep breath. Filling my head with competing scents of spiced herbal tea, the sugar-free ginger cookies left to cool on the stovetop, and the smoky allure of the

  vertically stacked mesquite logs burning in the corner kiva fireplace. Their melodic crackle and pop providing an ironically soothing soundtrack for the bad news to come.




  “Nieta.” She places a steaming mug of tea before me and claims the opposite seat.




  I warm my hands on either side of the mug and blow a few times before venturing a first sip. Then I look at my grandmother and say, “Still no sign of them.”




  She nods, doing her best to keep her expression stoic, unchanged.




  “Actually, that’s not entirely true . . .” My voice drifts along with my gaze. Assuring myself I can do this. I have to do this. At the very least, I owe her the truth. I clear

  my throat and start again. “What I mean is, while we haven’t been able to find them, there are definitely signs of their presence . . .” I describe the deluge of dead fish we

  found in the Enchanted Spring (strategically omitting the bit about why we were there in the first place), but other than fussing with the sleeves of her sweater, she continues to sit quietly,

  giving nothing away. “And there’s absolutely no sign of Cade. He’s been absent from school—the Rabbit Hole too. No one’s seen him, and I’m no longer sure what to

  do, where to look.”




  My eyes search Paloma’s, seeking guidance, answers, something. But she merely nods in reply, urging me to finish my tea and enjoy one of her delicious ginger cookies before she pushes away

  from the table and leads me to my room, where she perches at the edge of my bed and instructs me to open the beautiful, hand-painted trunk she left for me the night she fell ill.




  I unlatch the lock and peer at the contents. My heart racing in anticipation of whatever bit of magick she’s willing to share. It’s been weeks since she taught me to crawl with the

  lizards and soar with the birds—merging my energy with theirs until I’d claimed their experience for my own. And the truth is, I’ve missed our lessons. Missed our talks and the

  time we spent together.




  Other than cooking my meals and looking after me (despite my protests that there’s really no need, that thanks to my mom and my nomadic existence, I’ve been looking after myself

  since I was a kid), the last few weeks she’s spent mostly resting. And despite Leftfoot’s assurances that she’d soon recover, up until now, I had no good reason to believe

  him.




  Paloma’s willingness to resume my training as a Seeker is the first solid sign that she might really be on the mend. And while there’s no doubt things will never return to the way

  they once were, there’s no reason we can’t move forward from where we are now.




  “The blanket.” She gestures toward the intricate handwoven blanket folded tightly at the bottom. “Spread it out before you, and place each object upon it.”




  I do as she says. Pairing the black-and-white hand-painted rawhide rattle with the drum bearing a picture of a purple-eyed raven. Then I start a new row reserved for the feathers. Each of them

  bearing a tag identifying their individual uses—the swan feather for transformative powers, a raven feather for magickal powers, and an eagle feather for sending prayers. And just below that,

  I place the pendulum with the small chunk of amethyst attached to its end. The trunk now emptied of everything but the crisp, white note from Paloma, her careful script promising to one day show me

  the magick that lives inside all of these tools—a day I was beginning to fear wouldn’t come.




  I lift the long black feather and wave it before me. Thinking it looks a lot like the one I wear in my pouch—only bigger—much bigger.




  “As your spirit animal, Raven is always prepared to guide you. Have you called on him, nieta?”




  “All the time.” I shrug, my voice as glum as my face. “But lately it seems like he does way more following than guiding. He just sits on Horse’s neck, like

  he’s merely in it for the ride, while Dace and I wander around, pretty much aimlessly.”




  “And Horse?” Her spine straightens as her eyes narrow on mine.




  “Same thing. If Dace didn’t push him, he’d spend all his time grazing. It’s like, the more we need them, the lazier they get, until they just barely cooperate. It seems

  to get worse every day.”




  Paloma’s face pales, as her eyes flash in alarm. The effect lasting only a moment before she’s back to her usual calm, serene self—determined to hide the worries that plague

  her.




  But now that I’ve seen it, I’ve no intention of letting it pass. If Paloma’s ready to resume my training, then she needs to be honest and stop with the secret keeping. If

  it’s true what she says, that as a Seeker I’m the only hope left, then sheltering me from the facts will only end up endangering everyone else.




  “Paloma,” I say in a voice filled with urgency. “I need you to be straight with me. I need you to tell me the truth no matter how ugly. When you told me that a Seeker must

  learn to see in the dark, relying on what she knows in her heart—I assumed you were speaking metaphorically. But lately I’m starting to feel like Dace and I really are just floundering

  around in the dark, and it would help us a lot if you could shed a little light. Truly, abuela, I’m ready. There’s no need to protect me.”




  She lifts her chin and takes a deep breath. Her delicate fingers smoothing the creases of her crisp cotton dress. “From what you say, it seems Raven has been corrupted. Horse too. And

  while they’re not yet working against you, they’re not quite working for you either. All of which means we’ll have to rely on other sources for knowledge and guidance until we can

  evict those Richters from the Lowerworld and return the balance to normal.” She sighs softly, shaking her head as she adds, “I was afraid this might happen. And trust me, nieta,

  the dead fish are just the beginning. If we don’t stop them soon, it won’t be long before the effects are felt in the Middle- and Upperworlds too. Each world is dependent upon the

  other. When one is corrupted, the others fall into chaos, which is precisely what Cade wants. When the spirit animals are no longer able to guide and protect us. It will allow him free rein to rule

  as he pleases.”




  My fingers instinctively reach for the soft buckskin pouch I wear at my neck. Seeking the shape of the small stone raven, and the black raven feather that marked the beginning and end of my

  vision quest. Objects I once considered sacred, the main source of my power, but now I’m no longer sure. Like my guide, Raven, have they been corrupted too?




  “Should I not wear this anymore?” I ask, surprised by the panic that creeps into my voice. I’ve grown so accustomed to wearing the pouch that I can’t bear the thought of

  being without it.




  Paloma motions toward the blanket. “Why don’t we consult the pendulum?” She joins me on the floor. The two of us sitting side by side with our legs crossed, knees nearly

  touching, as I dangle the pendulum by the tip of my finger until it stills on its own. “The pendulum serves as a very powerful divination tool. But don’t be fooled, nieta. While

  it’s easy to think of it as magick, the answers it provides come from a place deep inside you.”




  I squint, not sure I understood.




  “The pendulum simply tunes in to your own higher consciousness and retrieves the answers you already know but that you may not have immediate access to.”




  “So, you’re saying it sees through the dark to find what I already know in my heart?”




  “Exactly.” She meets my grin with one of her own, the soft laugh that follows instantly brightening the room. “Oftentimes, we get so bogged down in choices and indecision that

  we can no longer access the truth that lives within us. That’s where the pendulum comes in. It helps you break through the clutter to get to the heart of the matter.”




  “So, how do we start?” I stare at the crystal, eager to get going on the long list of questions crowding my head.




  “First, I want you to close your eyes and imagine yourself surrounded by light.”




  I stay as I am, lips screwed to the side, doubting the validity of that.




  “Whenever you engage in any sort of divining activity, even if you are merely divining the answers within you, you need to protect yourself.”




  “Protect myself from what exactly?” I frown, unsure where she’s going with this.




  “From dark entities. Lower spirit forms.” She locks eyes with me. “You may not see them, but they’re always lurking, ever-present. They can be found in every dimension of

  the Middleworld, and they thrive off the energy of others. Which is why you must always take great care to guard against them, and never allow them the chance to latch on to you. They are

  tricksters. They are capable of causing great harm and will use any opening you give them. So let’s not give them one, okay?”




  That’s all I need to snap my eyes shut and envision myself surrounded by a brilliant white nimbus of light.




  “Good.” Her voice is soft, pleased. “Now we need to determine which direction indicates a no answer, and which way indicates a yes. So, we’ll start by

  posing a few simple questions, ones in which we already know the answer, and see how it responds.”




  I lower my gaze, staring intently at the small amethyst stone that’s carved into a point at its tip. Trying to keep my voice serious, I say, “Is my name Daire Lyons-Santos?”

  Watching in amazement as the pendulum begins to sway on its own. At first moving in a slow back-and-forth motion, though it’s not long before it begins to form a clockwise circle, despite the

  fact that my fingers haven’t moved.




  “I think it’s safe to assume that clockwise means yes.” I glance at Paloma who nods in agreement.




  “The pendulum should slow on its own, and once it does, you may bring it to a complete stop before venturing a question that you know will result in a no response.”




  I focus on the pendulum. So caught up in the excitement of training with Paloma again—of accessing the magick that lies at my fingertips—I decide to ask it a question that will not

  only result in a resounding no but that already has me laughing when I say, “Pendulum, tell me—am I in love with Cade Richter?”




  I press my lips together, trying to keep from grinning, but it’s no use. It’s too ridiculous to contemplate. Besides, Paloma told me to ask a question that will result in an

  unequivocal no, and the question of me loving Cade definitely fits.




  I stare at the pendulum, my mirth quickly turning to confusion when it starts to swing clockwise again. First looping slowly, then swiftly picking up the pace, until that amethyst stone is

  whirling at a dizzying speed.




  Desperate to stop it, I grasp it hard in my palm. Squeezing so hard, its sharp, pointy tip slices the pad of my finger, eliciting a thin stream of blood. “Clearly it’s not

  working,” I say, my voice lacking the confidence of my words. “Either that, or it has no sense of humor and it’s out to teach me a lesson—”




  My rant interrupted by Paloma saying, “The pendulum has only one purpose—to reveal the truth that lives inside you. That is all, nieta.”




  I frown, not one bit amused.




  “You must never forget that Dace and Cade are a split soul, which makes them two halves of a whole.” Her voice is as gentle as the hand she’s placed on my knee.




  “Yeah, two very different halves,” I snap, the words as sharp and bitter as I currently feel. “Dace is good—Cade is evil. Dace I . . .” I pause, not quite

  ready to admit to the L word just yet, even though Paloma’s the one who told me we were destined for each other. Starting again when I say, “Dace I care deeply about—Cade I

  hate.”




  I drop the pendulum onto the blanket, and wipe my finger down the leg of my jeans, leaving a light trail of red. Then I reach for the row of feathers, choosing the eagle, the one for sending

  prayers, eager to move on with the lesson.




  “So, how does this work?” I wave it before me. Wanting to move past the pendulum debacle and staring in dismay when Paloma takes it from me and forces the pendulum back in my

  hand.




  “You must try again, nieta. Ask another question this time—one that will definitely result in a no.




  “I already did! What’s the point?” I cry, instantly regretting the harsh tone—but, seriously, what is she getting at? “Trust me when I say that me loving Cade is

  about as ridiculous as it gets. It’s revolting. Grotesque. Completely unfathomable. It’s what nightmares are made of. It’s my own personal version of hell. It’s the

  definition of no!”




  I shake my head and scowl. Muttering a stream of angry words under my breath as Paloma sits patiently beside me, waiting for me to get back to the task. But there’s no way. I’m too

  tightly wound. Too inflamed by her reaction—choosing to believe some stupid pendulum over what I know to be true.




  We sit like that for a while—Paloma in silence, me an angry, fuming wreck. And then it hits me—she’s holding something back.




  “What are you not telling me?” I eye her with suspicion. “What’s going on here—what’s this really about?”




  I rise to my feet, knees shaking so badly I fight to regain my balance. “Tell me!” I insist, the words hissed between clenched teeth. “Just say it, whatever it is. Because I

  promise you, whatever I’m thinking is way worse than the truth could ever reveal itself to be.”




  She reaches for my hand, grasping it tightly in hers and pulling me back down beside her. “No, nieta,” she says, her voice so troubled it only makes me feel worse. “If

  I’ve learned nothing else, it’s that here in Enchantment, the truth is often far worse than anything the mind is able to conjure.”
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  I try it again.




  And again.




  And even a few more times after that—and the result never differs.




  Every time I ask the pendulum a question that should result in an undeniable no, it responds as it should by spinning in a counterclockwise direction. And yet every time I repeat the one

  about me loving Cade, it spins the opposite way.




  The ritual leaving me so red-faced and frustrated, I can’t help but blurt, “Paloma—what the heck?” I scowl, having no idea what this could possibly mean, why the pendulum

  insists on torturing me.




  And then I remember something the Bone Keeper said.




  Something about Dace being the Echo.




  Which mirrored Cade’s taunt the last time I saw him:




  You’ve been working for me since the day you started having those dreams about my brother . . . you know, the Echo?




  An echo is a repetition.




  A reflection.




  A figure from Greek mythology who pined for Narcissus until all that was left was her voice.




  How could that possibly relate to Dace?




  I search Paloma’s face, in need of some answers.




  “They are connected, nieta. It is all that I know. As for how deep that connection goes is for you to discover. But clearly it is deep enough for the pendulum to confuse the

  two.”




  “It’s not possible!” I say. “They’re nothing alike!”




  But Paloma just nods and places her hand over mine. “My client will be here soon,” she says. “Let’s move on to the feathers while there’s still time.”




  When Paloma’s client arrives, I start to head out. But when I pass a window on my way and get a glimpse of a dark and ominous sky, I make a quick U-turn and head for my

  room where I stand before my closet, weighing my options.




  As much as I love the old army jacket I always wear—given to me by the wardrobe stylist on a hit movie Jennika worked on a few years ago—it’s no match for a New Mexico winter.

  I need something heavier, thicker, something that might actually defend against the harsh wintry chill.




  I stare at my meager belongings, consisting of jeans, tank tops, slouchy boots, and not much else. The warmest thing I own being the black V-neck sweater I picked up in a duty-free store in the

  Charles de Gaulle Airport on my way to Morocco, so I’d have something cozy to wear on the plane.




  If nothing else, living life out of a suitcase has taught me to keep my belongings pared to a minimum. Books, clothes, shoes, jewelry—anything that no longer serves me is either given away

  or left behind. And since my last stop was L.A., I’m a little deficient when it comes to winter wear.




  I drum my fingers against my hip, screw my mouth to the side, and stare as though I’m expecting something new to appear. Wondering if I could maybe borrow something from Paloma until I can

  get to a decent clothing store, though doubting she has anything that would work. No matter how low the temperature dips, I’ve yet to see her wear anything heavier than a cotton housedress

  and cardigan.




  I shift my gaze higher and scrutinize the still unexplored brown cardboard box on the closet’s top shelf. While I’ve lived in this room for the past several months, I still have a

  hard time thinking of it as mine. I guess I’m not used to claiming a space, any space.




  Ever since I was a kid, all of my homes have been temporary at best. And despite Paloma giving me free rein to do whatever it takes to make it my own, the only signs of my existence are the few

  items of clothing occupying the closet, the small stash of socks and underwear in the tall chest of drawers, and the laptop I’ve set up on the old wooden desk—all of which can easily

  fit into a duffle bag when it’s time to move on.




  This room is still very much Django’s, and that’s how I like it. Makes me feel close to my father in a way I’ve never experienced until now.




  There’s a picture of him in a pretty silver frame that sits on the dresser—taken when he was sixteen, same age as me. And his initials are carved into the desk in the space next to

  my computer—the jagged D.S. half the size of my hand. Even the dream catcher that hangs above the windowsill belongs to him, so I guess I always assumed the contents in the box on the top

  shelf belonged to him too. And up until now, I didn’t feel I had the right to go snooping.




  Although my five-foot-six-inch frame isn’t exactly what I’d call short, the shelf is still just a little too high for me to grab hold of the box without risking it crashing onto my

  head. I consider dragging the elaborately painted trunk that holds my Seeker tools over to the closet so I can climb on top and retrieve the box, but then I think better.




  Deciding to use some of the magick I’ve been practicing, the telekinesis I’ve been working to hone, I focus hard on the box. Employing Paloma’s advice to think from the

  end, claiming it’s magick’s second most important ingredient, coming just after intent.




  “The universe will work out the details,” she’d said. “The most important thing you can do is to state your intention, then envision the result as though

  it’s already done.”




  So instead of imagining the box lifting from the shelf and drifting lightly to the floor as I used to, I imagine it already secured at my feet. Only to watch as it launches itself from the shelf

  and crashes hard to the ground. Guess I still have a few telekinetic kinks to work out.




  I glance toward the door, hoping Paloma didn’t hear the commotion and won’t choose to investigate. Then I drop beside the old box and open the flaps. Instantly overcome by a whiff of

  dust, must, and a deeper earthier aroma of spice, mesquite, and a few other unnamed scents I’ve come to associate with this place.




  I rife through the contents. Skimming past an old hand-knit sweater I reject at first sight, an old flannel shirt worn nearly to death, a pile of yellowing T-shirts that used to be white . . .

  until I come across a black down jacket that might be a bit on the big side but will definitely serve the purpose I need.




  About to close the box back up and return it to its place, I notice a pile of papers lining the bottom and decide to go through those too. Finding an old report card of Django’s, with

  A’s in Spanish and PE, a B+ in English, and C’s in both history and science, I rock back on my heels and smooth my fingers across the crinkled page. Shuttering my eyes as I try to

  picture how he was back then—a good-looking guy with a nose like mine—an average student headed for a not-so-average destiny he just couldn’t face.




  I set the report card aside and dig a little deeper. Feeling oddly guilty for prying but equally eager for anything I can get, I read everything. More report cards, class schedules, a folded-up

  note from a girl named Maria, who was obviously into him if the string of small hearts lining the edges are anything to go by. Eventually coming to the note he left for Paloma the day he ran away,

  having no idea his journey would be both tragic and short. That not long after arriving in California, he’d fall hard for my mom and impregnate her, only to end up decapitated on a busy L.A.

  freeway well before she could break the news.




  I take a deep breath, unable to keep my hands from shaking when I read:




  

    

      Mama,




      By the time you read this, I will be well on my way, and though you’ll be tempted to come after me, I’m begging you to please let me be.




      I’m sorry for any disappointment and pain that I’ve caused. It was never my intention to hurt you. I am lucky to have such a kind, loving, and supportive mother, and I hope

      you’ll understand that my leaving has nothing to do with you as a person.




      This place is closing in on me. I can’t take it anymore. I need to get far away—go to a place where nobody knows me.




      Where the visions can’t find me.




      You speak of destiny and fate—but I believe in free will. The destiny I choose is one that happens in a place far from here.




      I’ll be in touch when I settle.




      Love,




      Your Django


    


  




  I read the note again.




  And then again.




  And after reading it so many times I’ve lost count, I fold it up neatly, slip it back toward the bottom, and return the box to its place.




  Then I drag on my dad’s old down jacket and explore all the pockets. Inching to the edge of each seam, stopping when I discover something small and smooth, with a surprising amount of heft

  to it.




  I uncurl my fingers, revealing a small stone replica of a bear that’s etched in the same style as the raven I wear in my pouch. The one that was mystically carved following my very first

  visit to the Lowerworld, when I traveled on a soul journey aided by Paloma’s tea. And I can’t help but wonder if this is how Bear came to him too.




  I always assumed that Django, haunted by the horrific visions that mark the start of every Seeker’s calling, left long before Paloma could share the ritual with him—but now I’m

  no longer sure.
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