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Praise for

CHARLIE HERNÁNDEZ

& THE LEAGUE OF SHADOWS

[image: ]“Filled with action with fast-paced chapters… a perfect pick for kids who love Rick Riordan’s many series, particularly for those eager for mythologies beyond Greek and Roman stories.” —Booklist, starred review

[image: ]“A winner for all kids, but it will be especially beloved by Latinx and Hispanic families who may recognize some of the characters.” —Kirkus Reviews, starred review

“This magical adventure brings the Hispanic mythologies… to life… the detailed attention to various Hispanic folkloric and mythological traditions is accessible to readers new to the legends as well as old hands, and this multicultural story proves to be a satisfying read for anyone interested in fantasy action.” —BCCB

“The story is fast paced and jam-packed with many encounters with mythological creatures loosely based on folklore from around the Spanish-speaking world. The glossary at the end is helpful with a description and country of origin for each mythological being. VERDICT A great start to a new series that will be devoured by fantasy fans who enjoy action with ample doses of mythological inspirations.” —SLJ
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When the dead walk the earth, the living run in fear.








CHAPTER ONE
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It was raining frogs. That’s the first thing I noticed when we stepped through la bruja’s mirror. Fat ones, green ones, black ones. They tumbled from the sky, bounced off the road, clunked off mailboxes. They croaked and chirped and peeped. They hopped through the tall grass like punch-drunk boxers.

One plopped down on the toe of my sneaker, glared up at me with its bulging, beady eyes, and said, “Rrriiiibbbbbiiitt!”

I stared at it for a moment, frowning, then squinted up at the dark churning clouds from where the slimy amphibians were falling in bunches. In knots.

My name is Charlie Hernández, and over the last few months, my life had been all kinds of freaky; I’d grown horns, sprouted feathers, teleported from South Florida to northwest Spain, made a quick stop in the Land of the Dead, and even faced off against one of the most famous and feared brujas in all of human history—but raining frogs…? Yeah, that was new for me.

“Estamos aquí,” said the witch queen, her green eyes blazing in the gloom.

I looked around. We were standing on the side of a narrow dirt track, smack-dab in the middle of… well, nowhere. A huge, grassy field spread out before us, flanked by walls of thick forest. Pines, maybe. The air was cold. The sky was dark, choked with storm clouds. Thunder rumbled in the distance.

“Where exactly is here…?” I asked, but la bruja didn’t answer.

Violet said, “And what’s up with the frogs?” but she didn’t answer that, either.

Maybe thirty yards ahead of us a strip of yellow crime-scene tape had been stretched across the field, from end to end, looped around the trunks of the nearest trees. A crowd of curious people was pressing up against the tape, shouting questions as a dozen or so police officers tried to keep them from busting through. There were even more people wandering aimlessly around; these were dodging the falling croakers while snapping pictures of the sky or recording the whole thing on their smartphones.

A couple of little kids in denim overalls were trying to catch the frogs as they fell. I watched one of them catch a plummeting toad in her front pocket, then start cheering and jumping all over the place like she’d just won the Super Bowl. Honestly, if I’d been about seven years younger and wearing overalls, I would’ve totally jumped in for a round or two. Looked pretty fun, actually.

Past the main crowd, more police officers were hauling heavy wooden barricades out of the backs of police vans, their flashing lights turning the woods red then blue, red then blue.

“Do not leave my side,” Queen Joanna warned us. “And speak to no one. We cannot be seen, ¿me entienden?”

As we started across the field, the wind kicked up, shrieking through the trees and slinging the amphibians sideways now. I dodged one the size of a Frisbee, then wrapped my arms around myself, wondering where the heck we were and what the heck we were doing here; thanks to the police cruisers (which had the word “polícia” and not “police” emblazoned across the driver-side doors), I knew we weren’t in Miami anymore, but that was about it. And that wasn’t exactly a whole lot to go on.

“Are they gonna let us through?” Violet asked as we approached the barricade, but again Joanna didn’t answer; she simply touched one pale, ringed finger to the golden brooch pinned to the front of her dress (it looked like some sort of butterfly, maybe—or a giant moth) and whispered, “Vuela,” which means “fly,” and the pin’s wings suddenly beat to life.

It rose silently into the air, a golden blur in the night, and then flew out ahead of us, floating lazily over to where the large crowd was pressing against the police tape. Leaving dusty, glittery trails, the pin began to fly circles above everyone’s heads, and next thing I knew, all fifty or so people—cops included—were staring up at it, some pointing and smiling, others giggling with childlike wonder in their eyes.

They were all so mesmerized by it, in fact, that not one of them even glanced our way as we ducked under the ribbon of yellow tape and marched right past them, following the rhythmic swish of the witch queen’s cape.

Yep, Joanna was awesome like that.…

We’d made it maybe fifteen yards when a fat, bumpy, squishy toad plopped down on the top of my head and just sort of sat there like a warty green hat.

Glancing up at la bruja, I said, “So, about the frogs…?”

“The dark magia in the atmosphere has begun to warp nature,” she replied quickly. And pretty casually, too—like she’d just said, Hey, your shoes are untied. Or, Hey, you dropped your pencil.

Personally, it was my opinion that whenever the words “dark” and “magic” came together in a sentence, the entire situation should be taken a bit more seriously. But, hey, that was just me.

“So not a good sign then, huh?”

The queen stayed quiet, but the frog on my head said, “Riibbbbbiiittt,” then hopped off, and I had to resist the urge to try to catch it in my pocket.

Up ahead, where the field curved out of sight, a man and woman in white lab coats strode into view, walking this way. They were carrying walkie-talkies and yelling into them in a language that was almost familiar. Portuguese, maybe?

“¡Escóndanse!” Joanna whispered, and we did exactly that, ducking out of sight and vanishing into the dark woods. Leaves crunched and branches made shifting patterns against the sky as we zigzagged through the trees, leaping logs and rocks. “Do not slow!” she ordered, and Violet and I weren’t about to argue. Joanna, also known as the Witch Queen of Toledo, was one of the most powerful brujas on the face of the planet. Not only that, but she was the leader of the League of Shadows, which was sort of like a superhero team-up of the most legendary mythological beings—or sombras—in all of Hispanic mythology. The first time we’d met, she’d fed me worms, then tried to drown me (and basically succeeded!) But, surprisingly, it had all been for my own good, so I wasn’t holding a grudge. She had dark auburn hair, long dark nails, and even darker lashes framing her glowing emerald eyes. When you topped that off with the golden crown she liked to wear and her elaborate, tiered gown the color of a midnight sky, she might as well have had a big neon sign over her head that read: supernatural royalty coming through.

As we hurried through the woods, Violet shot me an uneasy look, and finally I couldn’t take it anymore—I opened my mouth to ask Joanna where she was taking us and what in the Land of the Living we were doing here, but as we emerged from the trees, the words died on my lips.

My jaw dropped open. My toes seemed to hook themselves into the ground.

Before us, rising up almost as tall as the great trees that flanked the field, stood the most terrible thing I had ever seen—a thing so mind-bogglingly awful, my suddenly panicking brain could hardly make sense of it.






CHAPTER TWO
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When I was nine years old, my parents took me on a trip to Spain. It was in early October, during the Concurs de Castells celebration, which is basically this huge festival where people get together to create these awesome body towers. Think cheerleader pyramids, but with a whole lot more people climbing all over each other, trying to see which team can build the tallest, most complex tower, or “castell.” In Catalonia it was a centuries-old tradition, something everyone looked forward to all year. And this looked a lot like that… except a nightmare version.

This tower stood at least thirty feet high and was made up of the lifeless, shriveled-up carcasses of at least fifty milk cows. Most had been stacked flat on their bellies, one on top of another, but some were lying upside down, their bony, hoofed legs sticking straight up to support the ones above. There was also a whole mess of bones, big ones, picked clean of any flesh—spines and femurs and hip bones—which seemed to act like a kind of glue, holding the whole thing together. The air was heavy with rotting smells and hummed with the buzzing of flies. Everywhere I looked it was all slack jaws, bulging purple eyes, and the saggy black-and-white folds of dried-up cowhide.

It’s a castle of bones, I thought dazedly. And even with my head spinning and my pulse thudding wildly in my ears, I was positive about one thing: This wasn’t just a random stack of dead cows—no, this was something else, something dark and sinister and otherworldly.

And even more terrifying, it was alive.…

I could feel its presence like a physical force—like greedy, invisible fingers reaching out from deep within the bony pile, fingers that would grab me if they could—that would hurt me. Would hurt all of us.

“Oh my God,” Violet breathed, staring up at it, shaking her head. “What is that thing…?”

“The abomination you see before you, niños,” said the witch, “has been called many different things by many different peoples. But it is most widely known as a castell.”

I blinked, not sure I’d heard her right. “Hold up. You mean, like, castell castell? Like, the festival of people pyramids?”

“That festival began as a celebration of the day the earth was liberated from these ancient altars of dark magic. It is, in fact, its genesis.” Sweat had broken out all over the queen’s face. She wiped it with the back of one hand and stared down at me with eyes that seemed to swim in their sockets. Her cheeks were all red and blotchy. She looked tired—no, she looked exhausted. “We haven’t seen one in many, many years… and… this one here in Portugal has many worried, for… for they are without question an omen of a rising evil.”

As she spoke, the wind gusted, tugging at our clothes, and I was pelted by a hailstorm of frogs the size of quarters. One somehow managed to drop down the front of my shirt, and I had to shake it free.

Beside me, the witch queen made an odd, hacking, wheezing sound, as though she was having trouble getting air into her lungs, then began to back away from the terrible pile of bones. “Excuse me a moment… I… Perdónenme.”

“Are you okay?” Violet asked her.

“I’m fine… no te preocupes por mi.”

“Can we, um, look around…?”

“Sí, sí, cómo no. That is why I brought you both.”

As Joanna headed farther up the field, away from the castell, Violet began walking slow circles around the castle of cow corpses, looking it up and down with squinted eyes like some crime-scene detective on a TV show. Had this been anyone else, I probably would’ve laughed and told them to get real. But this wasn’t just anyone; this was Violet Rey—or Ultra Violet, as I liked to call her.

Violet wasn’t a Morphling like me, but she didn’t need any special powers. Mostly because she wasn’t your typical middle school student. Take a peek into her backpack and you’ll find a pair of military-grade wire cutters, an extra-large can of pepper spray, and a professional forensics kit all tucked neatly beside her Hello Kitty pencil case and pom-poms.

Besides being the captain of both the debate team and the cheerleading squad, Violet was editor in chief of our school’s newspaper (the Leon Gazette) and there wasn’t much she wouldn’t do to get a story. Including blackmail. Trust me, I would know. Violet was as tenacious as she was pretty, pretty as she was smart, and so smart she was practically a genius. Cool part was V wasn’t one of those people who are all into themselves, either. She was caring, sensitive, unbelievably brave, and sometimes even motivational in an army drill sergeant sort of way.

In second grade she’d convinced me that I possessed the inner strength to do the monkey bars backward and using only three fingers. So I’d given it a shot, banged my head on the edge of the slide, spent the rest of that day in the nurse’s office, and have been madly in love with Violet ever since.

She might not have been old enough to operate a motor vehicle, but the girl already had detective skills on par with Sherlock Holmes and it was mostly thanks to those skills that I was still alive. So I was happy to stand back and let her do her thing. Currently, Violet was wearing her cheerleading uniform—sneakers, white skirt, crisp white top with gray and blue stripes down both arms. Not exactly the ideal attire for going all CSI on a pile of dead cows, but somehow she made it work.

“Charlie, what kind of sombras could have done something like this?” she asked me, squatting down beside the castell.

I racked my brain. “Um, Dips, I guess. Those are vampire dogs. Obviously, a chupacabra, too… They’re probably big and hungry enough.”

“Check these out.” Violet lifted a fold of skin at the base of a dead cow’s neck, revealing a pair of marks—no, holes.

“How’d you see that?” I asked, stunned. It was like the girl had X-ray vision or something.

“I see everything, Charlie. It’s my gift.” She sank even lower into a squat, her face now less than three inches from the cow’s.

“Ew, c’mon, V… stop touching it. It’s dead.”

“It’s just a cow, Charlie.”

“I know, but it’s gross.…” And if I’d thought that was nasty, she then took her other hand and stuck two fingers into the holes in the cow’s neck! There was this sick, sticky, squishy sound, and I nearly barfed on the spot.

“Definitely puncture wounds,” she said. “About six inches deep.” She jammed her fingers in deeper. A nasty yellowish pus gushed up out of the holes. “Make that eight.”

“Please”—I burped, tasting this morning’s breakfast (pork rinds and a chicken-and-egg empanada) in the back of my throat—“stop.” Last thing I wanted was to barf all over the coolest girl in the world, but she sure wasn’t making it easy on me.

Finally, Violet pulled her fingers out of the cow. She wiped them on the front of her uniform, staining it blood red and pus yellow.

Yuck and double yuck. “I think I’m gonna puke,” I admitted.

V ignored me. “You think a chupacabra could’ve sucked this many animals dry? I mean, these things got slurped like—like milkshakes!”

I sighed.

“What’s wrong?”

“I think you just ruined milkshakes for me. Like, forever.”

She rolled her eyes. “Charlie, I’m being serious.… Could a chupacabra have done this?”

“Yeah, I mean, I don’t know… maybe a pack of them?”

“And are they known to pile up their prey like this?”

“Nah, I’ve never heard of anything like this.…” And I was pretty sure I wasn’t the only one either.

“Huh.” Violet was down on one knee now, searching around the stinky, blood-spattered, fly-infested base of the castell as frogs hopped and croaked around us; this girl must’ve been an ER doctor in a past life, because she certainly didn’t have any problem with blood or guts. Now, for the record, I wasn’t squeamish or anything. Heck, just last summer I’d eaten an entire dung beetle on a dare. Okay, so maybe I hadn’t actually eaten a dung beetle, but I had almost touched its nasty, armored insect legs to the tip of my tongue. And that had to count for something, right? Anyway, I had to draw the line on nastiness somewhere, and shriveled-up cow carcasses seemed like a mighty fine place to draw it.

“Oh, c’mon, V, get up.… That’s sooooo nasty.” I couldn’t even watch anymore. Seriously.

“Interesting.” She held up a hunk of wood—no, something else.

I squinted. “Is that—a chancleta?”

“Actually, they’re called clogs. That’s what the Dutch call them, anyway.” She paused for a second, thinking. “Looks like Cinderella lost her slipper at the ball.… We should show this to Joanna. C’mon.”

The Witch Queen of Toledo had been standing in the middle of the field, maybe thirty yards from the castell, staring up at the dark sky, which was still pouring frogs. Now she turned, and I saw surprise flicker in her eyes. “You two are still here?” she asked, sounding baffled.

“We, uh, never left…,” I couldn’t help pointing out. Geez, what’s up with her?

Violet held out the clog. “We found this near the castell,” she said, and Joanna smiled weakly.

“That’s very nice, mi vida.”

“No, I mean—don’t you think it’s odd? Look at it. This thing’s gotta be at least a hundred years old. And cows aren’t exactly known for their footwear.”

La bruja nodded like she got Violet’s point, but her glowing green gaze had already drifted past her. “Odd, sí… but we have bigger problems.”

I turned, trying to see what she was looking at. “Like what?”

“We’re being watched.”

“By who?” Violet asked.

The witch queen’s voice dropped to a low whisper that told me I wasn’t going to like the answer. “Minairons.”






CHAPTER THREE
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A moment later a strange sound filled the air. It sounded like bees… a swarm of angry bees.

Violet glanced around, confused. “What the heck is that?” she breathed.

And suddenly the minairons took flight. Against the starless night sky, only their tiny elven silhouettes were visible. They began to mass together, hundreds of them—thousands of them—a shapeless buzzing glob rising higher and higher into the air.

“But there’s nothing to worry about, right?” I shot a panicky look back at Joanna. “I mean, minairons are builder elves. They—they’re, like, super friendly, right?”

Even as I spoke these words, the mass began to form a shape—first a head, then arms, and then wide, muscular shoulders. Whoa, it was like watching a million tiny pixels come together to form a single massive image. Except this image was in constant motion, which made it all the more awesome.

“Um, what are they doing?” Violet asked, sounding a little worried as the newly formed “arm” reached down and picked up one of the boulders that littered the field.

And what it looked like was a) they wanted to play catch or b) they weren’t anywhere near as friendly as I’d thought.

Joanna hardly had time to say “Get behind me, niños,” before the minairons made it very clear that “b” was the right answer and hurled the boulder at us.

“BUT I THOUGHT THEY WERE SUPER FRIENDLY!” I shrieked. Thankfully, the queen wasn’t as caught up in the whole minairons-being-sweethearts thing as I was. She stepped forward without the slightest hesitation and raised a hand toward the incoming rock. A beam of bright light exploded out of the center of her palm, crackling through the air like a bolt of lightning and cleaving the stone straight down the middle. The two smoking halves, their insides now glowing molten red, plopped harmlessly to the muddy ground, rolling past us on either side and leaving trails of charred grass in their wakes.

But she wasn’t done yet. Clearly in pwning mode, Joanna unleashed another blast of energy—this one a shaft of dazzling green light—and another total bull’s-eye, piercing the heart of the minairon mass like a flaming arrow. Instantly the enormous shape dissolved, the teeny-tiny elves scattering, shrieking in terror and surprise. Their buzzing grew even louder, deeper, becoming a snarl of anger.

“¡Corran!” Joanna shouted. “Into the trees!”

We ran. My feet flew over the muddy, uneven ground, my heart playing the bongo drums on my rib cage. The funny part was just a couple of weeks ago I didn’t believe things like minairons actually existed. I didn’t believe in witches, either, or acalicas, or calacas, La Llorona, El Sombrerón, or even La Cuca—none of those creepy old myths. Sure, I’d grown up hearing all the stories. My abuelita was totally obsessed with stuff like that. She loved legends and myths and folklore and had spent her life traveling the globe, collecting tales from all over the Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking world. And I’m not gonna lie—she’d gotten me pretty into them too. In fact, I knew most of the stories by heart. But I never believed in them. Not even a little. Which was what made the fact that I was once again running for my life from one of those “made-up” legends so sick.

Throwing a terrified glance over my shoulder, I saw that the minairons had already regrouped: They were swarming around the base of an ancient oak near the center of the field, and as I watched, they took the shape of a giant hand, huge brawny fingers closing around the tree’s thick trunk.

A split second later, there was a loud crack! and an avalanche of dirt came raining down as they ripped the massive tree right out of the ground, gnarled roots and all.

Man, those things were strong!

“HERE THEY COME!” I shouted as the so-very-unfriendly minairons surged across the field after us, lifting the oak high into the air. Its huge shadow fell over us. I barely had time to yell “WATCH OUT!” before the colossal tree came screaming down at us.

In the same instant, Joanna whirled, removing her silky red scarf and whipping it in the direction of the minairons with a shriek. Honestly, I wasn’t sure what I expected to happen, but it certainly wasn’t what did happen. Suddenly, with the sound of air rushing into a huge, empty space, the oak caught fire. Tongues of reddish-purple flames licked up the trunk, setting the branches ablaze, and almost immediately the minairon hand disbanded, releasing the burning tree.

“¡DALE!” the queen ordered. “We may be able to outrun them yet!” Only I wasn’t so sure about that, because just then another swarm of minairons (they seemed to be coming from everywhere: from inside fallen logs, under rocks—even out of the ground itself!) had joined up with the others, and together they had begun to rearrange themselves into another shape—I could see eyes forming… a crooked nose… something like an open, snarling mouth: It was the humongous face of a furious minairon! For an instant, an image of my tombstone flashed before my eyes: CHARLIE HERNÁNDEZ—FIFTH AND FINAL MORPHLING—CAUSE OF DEATH? KILLED BY THE TEENY, TINIEST, MOST ITTY-BITTY ELVES KNOWN TO MAN.

I could already hear abuelas across the world telling the story and their grandchildren laughing their little heads off.

Nah, not this Morphling…

I gritted my teeth. Ran harder, faster. The world around me blurred. The frenzied, buzzing sound of the minairons began to fade. I started to believe that we could actually outrun those things, that we could make it. Just maybe.

But then I noticed something strange: Not only had the minairon’s buzzing faded—so had any sound of Violet and the queen.

Confused, I looked around and realized I’d pulled way out ahead of them—like, way out ahead. Almost thirty yards. But—how…?

Then, as my eyes drifted down to my legs, I got my answer: My legs weren’t my legs anymore! Well, they were still my legs, but they certainly weren’t human legs. They were almost twice as thick and covered with sleek, black-and-yellow-spotted fur.

Which could only mean one thing—

I morphed jaguar legs… JAGUAR LEGS!

I almost couldn’t wrap my brain around it. I mean, sure, being a Morphling, manifesting something like jaguar legs was nothing to tweet home about. In fact, in some of the legends my abuela had told me, I’d heard of Morphlings who had manifested puma paws, porcupine quills, and gills—all at the same time! But for me this was a pretty huge deal, because I hadn’t manifested so much as a zit in almost a week now… not since I’d battled La Cuca in the kitchen of that little house on Giralda. And to say the rest of La Liga was concerned about my total lack of morphing ability would be, like, the understatement of the millennium. Joanna had actually been planning on calling some kind of emergency gathering of sombras (a Convención, I think it was called), hoping that when the scattered clans saw that the League had found another Morphling, more would join us in the fight against La Mano Peluda, which was basically a cabal of evil sombras trying to expand their dominion from the Land of the Dead into our world. But she’d had to ditch those plans, because since my morphing abilities were apparently on perma-pause, none of the other sombras were going to believe that I was actually a Morphling. Yet here I was, manifesting jaguar legs out of the blue, without even trying to! Talk about total irony.

Unfortunately, though, I didn’t even make it another five steps on my awesome new legs before they began to change back, slimming out before my eyes, losing all the beautiful fur and rippling bands of muscles. All of a sudden my human legs couldn’t keep up with the speed I’d built up with my kitty ones, and I went sprawling, face-first, onto the damp, squishy ground.

Dazed—feeling like I’d been sucker punched by Oscar De La Hoya—I pushed unsteadily up to my knees. The world had gone completely silent around me. My thoughts were running through my brain at half speed, like thick syrup creeping down a windowpane.

Glancing back, I saw the giant angry faces of minairons bearing down on me, maybe half a soccer field away. Closer, a voice was calling my name.

I blinked. Slowly. My eyelids felt sticky, heavy. And then came: “CHAAARRRLLIIIEEE!” The voice was everywhere—for that instant it was everything, my entire world—and then I felt hands hooking underneath my armpits, felt them lifting me to my feet and pulling me forward.

“Charlie, c’mon!” It was Violet. “You have to move! We have to move!”

And that was enough to snap me back to reality. Instantly, as if someone had hit x2 on a Blu-ray player, the world came rushing back in a flood of sound and movement: the sizzling crackle of Joanna’s energy blasts, the dark trees blurring past, the deafening buzzing of twenty thousand or so furious minairons. And all I could think was, We’re about to get totally owned.

“GO,” I shouted. “GO, GO, GO!”

But it was too late. Just as we reached the edge of the woods, the mass of minairons crashed over us like a mighty tidal wave.






CHAPTER FOUR
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It was like a bee attack, only much, much worse, because these things had teeth and claws and tiny little daggers carved out of splinters, and they used all of it to dish out as much pain as humanly—or, in their case, elfishly—possible. One jammed something sharp into the side of my neck. Another two landed high on my cheek and yanked out a bunch of my eyelashes. I cried out, trying to squash them under my palms, but slapping my own face felt pretty bad too, and it was essentially useless; for every two or three I turned to jam, another fifty were assaulting me somewhere else on my body! Beside me, Violet wasn’t doing much better. She kept shouting, “They’re everywhere! Everywhere! ” as she tore madly at her hair, trying to fend off the vicious little elves. But there were simply too many. She shrieked and dropped to one knee as another buzzing swarm slammed into her from the side.

“VIOLET!” Ignoring the pain lighting up my entire body, I started toward her but tripped as a cloud of minairons stabbed me in the shin with a branch.

My left knee buckled, and I fell sideways onto the ground, covering my face, crying out for Joanna.

Just when I thought it was all over, a gust of freezing-cold air roared through the woods, and suddenly the entire forest seemed to come alive. The earth quaked. The soil churned and boiled. Thick vines exploded out of the ground all around us, stretching high into the sky, like long, crooked fingers, and then began to slice through the air like whips. A few of the minairons managed to dodge their attacks, but most weren’t so lucky, and those were sent screaming end over end into the stormy sky. A heartbeat later more vines—these thinner and leafier—broke through the soil and began to encircle us. They wound around us like coils, stacking one on top of another until they closed over us like a protective, leafy cocoon.

Next thing I knew, the top section began to unravel itself, opening up like a blossoming flower, and (this part I could hardly believe even though I was watching it happen with my own two eyes) Madremonte, the great protector of nature herself, descended on a nest of writhing, twisting roots.






CHAPTER FIVE
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Her hair was a wild jumble of vines, which coiled halfway down her back, squirming like angry snakes as it changed color from harsh reds to pale yellows to tree-trunk brown. Her skin was a deep, rich green that was almost black. Madremonte’s name basically translates to “Mother Mountain,” which has a warm, friendly vibe to it, but I’d always thought of her as an angry mountain because she hadn’t exactly been my biggest fan when we’d first met. Still, was I glad to see her? You betcha!

“Madremonte!” I heard Joanna shout, surprised. “¿Qué haces aquí?”

“I had to see the castell for myself,” she replied coolly, stepping off the roots. As her feet touched down upon the earth, it was as if the soil itself responded to her, gathering itself into soft mounds under her feet to cushion her steps, which I had to admit was pretty neat.  “And fortunately for you three.”

“You can say that again!” I shook off a dozen or so minairons still clinging to the tops of my socks and stomped them into the ground.

“Get los niños to safety. I bring news from the south, and I’m afraid very little of it is good.”

Her bright yellow eyes met Joanna’s. “Can you manage brinco?”

The queen thought for a moment before shaking her head. “Not with both of them.”

Madremonte’s gaze did not leave her face. The strips of moss and small blooming flowers that grew wild over her body blew in the wind. “The presence of the castell weighs heavily upon you, does it not?”

“Like an iron yoke,” Joanna answered, sounding out of breath.

“Llévate el niño. I’ll take the girl.” Madremonte held her hand out toward Violet. “Vamos.”

“Hold up,” I said, making a time-out sign with my hands. “You travel through roots. Is that even safe for her?”

“Quite safe,” Joanna replied quickly, motioning for me to move closer. Then she wrapped an arm around my head, her fingers sliding over my face to cover my eyes. An instant later I felt the ground itself yanked out from under my feet, and I knew that when I opened my eyes again, I wasn’t going to see Portugal.






CHAPTER SIX
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When Joanna removed her fingers, we were standing on the sidewalk of a quiet, tree-lined neighborhood. Artificial cobwebs covered the front door and windows of the house across the street. Cardboard cutouts—skeletons, broomsticks, and bats—hung from the edge of their neighbor’s roof. There was a CROCODILE CROSSING warning by the canal across the street, and at the corner I could see a wall of palms with their trunks painted white. Translation: We were back in South Florida. Right near my new house.

My old house, the one La Cuca had burned down the day she’d kidnapped my parents, wasn’t far from here. Maybe five or six blocks down the street, and every time we drove past it on the way to school or to the grocery store and I saw the charred, crumbling walls and the scorched lawn, I’d feel this awful stab of sadness right in the middle of my chest. But our new place wasn’t too bad, I guess. It had been recently built and there were a bunch of mango and avocado trees in the backyard, which was cool. Anyway, truth is, I would’ve been happy in any house. I was just glad to have my parents back.

“¿Estás bien?” Queen Joanna asked me. “Are you hurt?”

I rubbed at an ache in the side of my neck. “Nah, I’m good.…”

La bruja studied me closely. In the glow of a nearby lamppost, her eyes glittered like jewels. It was hard not to stare at them. Finally she said, “You are very fortunate to have made it out of those woods alive… we both are.”

You can say that again, I thought. “But—why’d the minairons attack us?”

“We were trampling on their homes. The field was full of Saint-John’s-wort, and it goes without saying that minairons can be extremely territorial this time of year. Fue mi culpa. I should have realized it sooner.” She slipped a hand into her sleeve and brought out a small glass vial. Inside, still buzzing angrily about and pounding on the glass with its teeny-tiny fists, was one of the flower elves; she’d managed to capture one. “Perhaps it can tell us who built the castell. Although I doubt whoever it was would have been careless enough to leave witnesses… even one as tiny as this.”

As we started down the street, Joanna slipped the vial back into her sleeve and said, “Charlie, I want to speak openly with you, if that’s all right?” When I nodded, she drew in a deep breath and continued in a low, troubled voice. “The time of peace treaties and allegiances, I fear, has come to its inevitable end. La Liga will soon pass away, and in its place there will be chaos. Anarchy. A darkness is descending upon this world, Charlie—no, is already here—and I do not believe we possess the strength, or, in some instances, the will to stand against it.” She shut her eyes briefly. “Even now La Mano Peluda schemes in secret, plotting our demise. Which is why you must know everything that we know, why you must see everything that we see, for it is you they want most.”

“So that’s why you took us to see the castell?”

“Sí. The construction of that abomination has set into motion a series of otherworldly events—a doomsday clock, if you will—which will tick and tock until its time runs out or ours does.”

She hesitated, lifting her eyes toward the sky, and for a moment the moonlight glinted off her crown, casting her features in a pale yellowish light. After a moment, she said, “When I was younger—much younger, in fact—I thought that with a large enough army I could force peace upon this world. That I could save lives with swords and shields. This is, of course, not true. You cannot force people to live in peace or you yourself will become the very tyranny you sought to liberate them from.” Glancing back at me, she shook her head, as if she wasn’t sure what she wanted to say—or maybe just wasn’t sure how to say it. “The world has changed much since my youth,” she went on, “yet the nature of evil has largely remained the same. I find that quite interesting, don’t you?”

I nodded, not sure what else to do.

Joanna sighed. “Aye, Charlie, there is so much I want to tell you, but the time is not yet right.… I know I haven’t been myself lately, and for that I apologize. I find myself of two minds, warring against my own nature. The old saying is true: To wear the crown is to bear its full weight. Yet I have learned in the times of greatest testing to look to it for guidance. So that is the advice I now offer you: When you’ve come to the end of your path and can go no farther—look to the crown.”

Trying to seem like we were on the same page or whatever, I just kept nodding along. But the truth was I still didn’t have the slightest clue what she was talking about.

Suddenly—and with startling speed—Joanna gripped my shoulders firmly in both hands and whispered, “You are the last of five, the fifth and the final. You, Carlito, are the only one who stands between La Mano Peluda and the soul of this world.… ¿Me entiendes?”

That I understood. “Yes.”

Joanna studied my face for a quiet moment before saying, “Sí, sí… I perceive that you do, yet I fear I lay too heavy a burden on you, that perhaps you are not ready. However, it is not upon the ready that great tasks are laid, but merely upon the willing.” She paused for a moment, her glowing eyes looking deeply into mine. “Are you willing, Charlie? Will you fight for the soul of this world? Will you fight for those who cannot fight for themselves?”

“I mean, yeah… but my manifestations—”

“They will come.… You’ll get stronger; I have no doubt about that. Cero.”

“Well then, yeah, of course I’ll fight.”

Joanna gave a firm nod. “Alas, your time has come.”

Behind us, a great gusting wind kicked up. It screamed down the block, shaking the trees and sending leaves skittering along the sidewalk. Shielding my face, I turned to glance back. And when I turned around again, the witch was gone.






CHAPTER SEVEN
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CARLITO ERNESTO HERNÁNDEZ, WHERE HAVE YOU BEEN?” my mother shouted the moment I stepped foot through the door. “Sí, sí, acaba de entrar por la puerta,” she said into the phone, then slammed it back into its cradle and stormed out of the kitchen, clutching a saltshaker in the shape of a curly-tailed puerquito in one hand, her dark eyes narrowed in a dangerous sort of way. First thing that worried me—she was using my full name, which, in my experience, usually meant trouble. Second thing, she was saying it in Spanish, which always meant double trouble.

“Do you have ANY IDEA what you’ve put your father and me through today?” she yelled at me. “Tu papá was waiting for you in his car for almost two hours. Joanna said you were going to be TEN MINUTES!” Lynda Hernández—or as I called her, Mom—came from a big family of Cuban immigrants. Like my grandma, my mom was one of the most caring and loving people you could ever hope to meet. But unlike my grandma, she had fiery salsa moves, fiery reddish hair, and a fiery Latin temper to match. My mom taught Spanish at my school (and sometimes dance, when the school had the money to offer it), and even though all her students loved her, they knew she was not a teacher you could mess with. Unless, of course, you wanted to spend the year scraping globs of bubble gum off the bottom of desks.

“You know you’re supposed to call us if you’re going somewhere with her!” she continued, wagging the saltshaker at me now and flinging salt all over the place. “That was the deal. We have to know where you are—AT ALL TIMES!”

Something hissed and popped behind her. She ignored it. Another thing about my mom—when she gets nervous, she cooks. Some people pace, some people call a friend—my mom bakes, broils, and roasts her fears away. Through the door into the kitchen, I could see at least three different stainless-steel pots bubbling away on the stove top. The oven had been set to 350. The microwave was on full blast, and somewhere in the background I could hear the whir and whine of the blender. I smelled arroz con pollo (my mom’s famous chicken and rice), croquetas, which are basically bread-crumb-fried ham meatballs, and the citrusy, tangy scent of mojo sauce. It was all starting to make me kind of hungry.

My mom, meanwhile, hadn’t even paused to take a breath. “I tried texting Violet; she never answered back. We had no idea if you were hurt, if something terrible had happened. How were we supposed to find you? Who were we supposed to call?” Her wide brown eyes slid down to my arms, my legs—and for a second I thought they were going to pop out of her head Saturday-morning-cartoon style. “¡DIOS MÍO, YOU’RE ALL SCRATCHED UP!” she cried.

And since I knew this was only going to get worse the more bumps and bruises she spotted, I decided to make my move.

“Mom—”

“¡No lo creo! I take my eyes off of you for one minute—UN MINUTICO—and look what happens! You’re a mess! No, you’re BLEEDING!”

“Mom—”

“And your HAIR! You look like you went rolling down the side of una montaña! Except there AREN’T any mountains in Miami! What are all those leaves and bits of—”

“Mom!”

She glared at me. “What?”

“I’m okay…,” I said, and that seemed to stop her.

Closing her eyes, she reached out and pulled me into a tight hug, her long hair falling over my face like a curtain. “You know that’s the only thing that matters to me…,” she whispered into my ear. “The only thing.”

“I know,” I said, and thought about how nice it was to have parents who worried about you. Even if sometimes they worried too much.

A small laugh escaped her as she gave me another squeeze. “I was driving your poor father crazy trying to find you.… ¡Lo tenia loco!” She held me for a moment longer, then pulled back to look at me. “So where were you?”

She’d asked it all nice and innocent-like, but I knew my mom well enough to know it was a front; she was still in full-on interrogation mode, which meant that I had to watch my step. And closely. Like walking-through-a-field-of-bear-traps closely. So I decided to play dumb. I was good at that.

“Uh, I was with Joanna,” I said. “You knew that.”

“Yes, I know. But that doesn’t answer my question. I asked, where were you?”

“We… went for a walk” was the first (and only) thing that popped into my head, so I tried it. Lame, for sure, but I pretty much sucked at lying.

Her eyes narrowed in an I know something’s up sort of way. “So you went for a walk with Joanna and came back looking like you got beat up by a gang of angry cacti?”

Actually, it was more like a gang of angry flower elves, but she wasn’t too far off.  “Well, uh, no… I played some… tackle football with Violet after.” Why couldn’t they teach Fibbing 101 at school to help kids like me out?

Thankfully, before I could come up with any other ridiculous excuses, the front door swung open, and my dad came in carrying a silver cross that was almost as tall as he was.

The instant his eyes found mine, I saw relief spread across his face, and he let out a long, low sigh.  “Ay, gracias a Dios, you’re okay.…”

Now, just to be clear, my dad wasn’t one of those people who likes to dress all matchy-matchy and stuff, but today he was decked out in head-to-toe Hurricanes gear: green baseball cap, green and orange football T-shirt, orange and gray sweats. My dad had been a University of Miami sports fan ever since he moved here and now he worked for the school as an animal geneticist. Crazy thing was when he told certain people that he was a legit scientist, they’d give him this funny look as if his thick Spanish accent (which I thought was awesome) and his dark honey-colored skin somehow disqualified him from being “a smart person.” It sort of sucked that there were people who’d make judgments like that just based on how someone looks or talks, but whatever. My dad was Mexican on his mother’s side and Portuguese on his father’s, but rooted for the Costa Rican team during the World Cup because Costa Rica was known to have the highest density of biodiversity of any country in the entire world. Yeah, my dad always used stuff like that to pick his favorite teams. Go figure. Anyway, he was tall, about six foot two with thick black hair and dark brown eyes that shouted, “Latino and proud!” All my mom’s friends thought that he looked like a telenovela star, which I guess was cool because pretty much everyone told me I was his spitting image.

“Dad? Seriously?” I arched a brow, staring at the ginormous cross he was carrying. “You couldn’t have found a bigger one?”

He sighed. “It’s your mother.… She’s making me take it with me everywhere I go.”

“Ay, sí, I’m the crazy one!” My mom, who was still holding the pig-shaped saltshaker, shook it first over one shoulder, then the other, sending salt racing across the tile floor. “Sure!”

Under normal circumstances, I might’ve found my parents’ behavior a little bit… well… kooky. But I couldn’t blame them—I’d probably be acting a bit kooky myself if I’d been turned into a little kid’s plaything by some bloodthirsty bruja.

My dad kissed me on my head as he set the cross down on the sofa. I heard the springs squeak under its weight. “You gave us a scare today, Charlie,” he said, ruffling my hair. “That’s for sure.”

“So how long should we ground him for?” my mom asked with a sly smirk.

My dad grinned. “I believe eighteen’s the legal limit.”

My mother wrapped an arm around my shoulder and gave me another squeeze. “You heard your father. Eighteen it is. Now go wash up and get ready for dinner. ¡Tienes que alimentarte porque estás bien flaco!”






CHAPTER EIGHT
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Dinner with my parents was usually great; my mom was an amazing cook, and my dad always had some interesting animal-related facts or jokes to tell us. There was usually a lot of laughing and talking to each other about our day and stuff like that, but today just wasn’t the same; I wasn’t sure if it was because I’d almost died at the teeny-tiny hands of arguably the teeny-tiniest sombras on the face of the planet, or the fact that I couldn’t get the image of that gruesome castell out of my mind, but I could barely muster a smile for my dad’s jokes, and I hardly touched my plate of arroz con pollo, which was my mom’s specialty and probably my favorite food in the entire world. My mom, of course—being my mom—figured out pretty quick something was up. She started asking me all sorts of questions, like What happened today with Joanna? Where did she take you? What’d you see? And a whole bunch of other questions I really didn’t want to answer. Mostly because I didn’t want to worry her, but also because I had a whole bunch of my own questions racing through my head, like Why did one of those castell things show up now, after so many years? Who built it? And why did it seem to have such a negative effect on Joanna?

Problem was, no matter how many times I asked myself those questions, I couldn’t come up with any answers. And that bothered me. It scared me. Fortunately, I happened to be best friends with a girl who wouldn’t quit until she’d gotten a few, and she called me just as I was helping my dad wash the dishes.

“It’s all wrong, Charlie,” she nearly shouted in my ear when I picked up the phone. “The minairon attack. The castell. Everything! And I’m pretty sure Joanna is keeping secrets from us.”

“I got that feeling too…,” I admitted, sitting down in the kitchen.

I could hear Violet rummaging around in a drawer. “Anyway, the second I got home, I pulled out a few of my mom’s vintage-shoe-collector books and started researching the clog. Turns out, I was right. It’s old. And by old I mean, like, early 1600s.”

“Whoa.”

“Yeah, and just to be sure, I snapped a picture and sent it to one of the appraisers my parents sometimes use, and she totally agrees—in fact, she says she’s never seen grain patterns like that before, which means the species of tree that was used to make the clog doesn’t even exist anymore.”

“Double whoa.”

“Exactly. So I have to ask myself: What was a four-hundred-year-old shoe made from extinct wood doing in the middle of a field in Portugal?”

Good question. “And let me guess—you have a theory?”

“Working on one, but first I wanna go back to the Provencia. I wanna see if Joanna has any books about those castell things, and I want her to take another look at the clog. My gut’s telling me it’s important.”

And since her gut was usually right, it was time to get the parentals involved.






CHAPTER NINE
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My mom agreed to drive us. I didn’t say much—just told her we’d left some stuff back at the monastery, and she was more than happy to play chaperone. I hated lying to my parents (and not just because I sucked at it), but in this case the truth wasn’t going to help.

It was almost eight o’clock, and the moon was a big silver disk glowing above the rows of palms that bordered Dixie Highway when my mom pulled her SUV into the dark  parking lot in front of the church. She told us she’d wait for us here, and Violet and I hopped out and started through the high iron gate, the broad green leaves of the banyan trees crisscrossing over us to form a leafy canopy.

The first time we tried to sneak into this place, back when we’d thought it was just an old Spanish monastery in North Miami Beach, I’d almost been made dinner by some psycho shape-shifting sorcerer (aka a nahual) they’d hired to work security. Later, we learned this place was actually a Provencia—an ancient, warded stronghold used by La Liga and its allies. Since then V and I had probably visited here at least half a dozen times and usually hung out in the gardens or in the massive library with all its ancient scrolls and a ceiling mosaic that showed the map of the world as they knew it in the early 1400s.

“Let’s talk to Joanna first,” Violet said. “Show her the clog again and then go from there.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I said, and it did—

Except that the moment we walked through the tall, arched doors leading into Joanna’s study, our plan crumbled like week-old cookies.



Queen Jo’s study, which to me had always felt like some fancy Spanish museum (you know, the sort of place you’d visit on a school field trip and wouldn’t be allowed to touch anything) now looked like a total war zone.

There were huge, smoldering craters in the marble walls big enough to drive a semi through. Jagged cracks zigzagged their way across the domed glass ceiling, and the slimy green guts of plant life were splattered all over the furniture and floors like bugs on a windshield. I could see muddy handprints on the tile; they made faint tracks over the thick red-and-gold carpets, as though someone had been dragging themselves across the room. Weird thing was, they’d only been using one hand—the tracks all appeared to be right-handed. In the center of the room, the queen’s colossal wooden desk had been overturned. Papers and postcards and small leather-bound notebooks—all stamped with old-school wax seals—were strewn everywhere. Every single drawer had been ripped out, their contents scattered carelessly about.

On the other side of the room, the beautiful oak bookcases had been toppled over; books littered the floor, their covers torn off, pages shredded. Even the paintings had been pulled down. A few were lying on the carpet near the wall with their backs peeled away like an onion skin.

The only thing that appeared to have been left undamaged was El Espejo de Viaje—the magical, body-length mirror we’d stepped through earlier today to get to Portugal.

“What the…?” Violet’s words died on her lips, and the ones inside my brain didn’t get much farther. Slowly, careful not to step on anything, we picked our way to the center of the room, where Violet lowered herself into a crouch, peering around. Her shocked expression was already gone, replaced by her trademark look of concentration.

“What are you doing?” I whispered.

But she ignored me, her blue eyes scanning the room. Yep, she was in full Sherlock mode.

“V? Hello…?”

“There was a struggle,” she said after a pause so long that I didn’t think she’d heard me.

I blinked. “A what?”

“A fight.… Check out the hand and claw marks on the desk.”

I hadn’t noticed those: more muddy prints, along with a few deep, curving scratches in the wood.

“They’re on some of the handles of the drawers, too.” Violet stood up and went over to the desk, stepping carefully around a pile of charred, smoking stuff. “Looks like they were fighting over something…,” she said. “Something in one of the drawers.” Squatting down, she peered into the huge piece of overturned furniture, then narrowed her eyes, gazing around as if she were trying to see into the past. “Here—right here—is where the would-be thief stood.…”

“The who?” I honestly had no idea what she was talking about, and I started to get the feeling she wasn’t talking so much to me as to herself.

“Scuff marks on the tiles indicate a sudden powerful transfer of weight, which makes it pretty obvious that they were the ones who flipped the desk.” She pointed at the floor in front of her, and I could almost make out the outline of footprints on the pinkish tiles. “Joanna, most likely standing on the other side at this point, would’ve had to jump back to avoid it”—her eyes tracked along the ground, following something I couldn’t see—“but… she stumbled. Hit her back against that wall.” I could see a vertical, almost shoulder-width crack in the marble. V passed a hand over it as she said, “Then, as Joanna struggled to find her balance, the thief tried to end her.” Violet’s fingers traced the charred rim of the still-smoldering crater in the wall; it was just a foot or two to the left of the crack. “But Joanna obviously dodged it or there would be an extremely well-dressed corpse with a smoking hole in it right about here.”

“But there isn’t,” I said, “so that’s good, right?”

“That’s very good. But…” Violet cleared away the blackened remains of some old scroll with her foot, uncovering a small wooden box. It reminded me of one of those fancy boxes people use to keep expensive family heirlooms and stuff, lacquered on all six sides and polished to a rich coppery shine. “Interesting.”

“What is that?” I whispered, still trying to catch up.

“Maybe what they were fighting over.…” There was some kind of fancy combination lock on the box, but Violet didn’t bother with it. Carefully she thumbed the latch, flipped it open… and her lips bent into a frown.

“It’s empty,” I said, not understanding.

“That’s because they weren’t fighting over the box; they were fighting over whatever was inside the box.…”

“So the thief or whoever got it, then? Left the box behind.”

Violet was shaking her head as she gazed slowly around. “No, I don’t think they did get it.…”

“What? Why not?”

“First off, the little combination lock on the box had been opened. I doubt a thief would’ve wasted time trying to figure it out here; they would’ve just taken the box with them, messed with the combination later. Second, check out the craters in the walls.…”

I shrugged. “What about them?”

“Well, they’re not just on the wall behind the desk; they run along that entire side.”

“So?”

“So that means Joanna was still scrambling around and they were still trying to hit her with those blasts or whatever.”

“Which means she probably still had whatever they were after…,” I said, finally starting to see the same movie that was playing in Violet’s head.

“Exactly.” Violet’s footsteps echoed softly on the marble floor as she edged her way around the craters, and I followed, placing my feet exactly where she had. She paused near the entrance to the widest and most ornate of the three hallways, where a large hunk was missing from the top of the golden archway, as if something huge had taken a bite out of it. “They almost got her here… and that’s when she finally dropped whatever it was they were fighting over.”

“How do you know?”

She pointed at the floor where there was a slight indent in one of the tiles; but it could’ve been made by anything.

“Okay, then what?” I said.

“Well, then they took it from her.” Violet paused for a moment, thinking. “Unless…”

“Unless what?”

“Unless Joanna had a moment—just a second, really—to hide it.…” Dropping down onto her hands and knees, she peered into what looked like a small mousehole at the base of the archway. She pressed her left cheek flat against the floor… and suddenly her eyes lit up. With all the excitement of a little kid on Christmas, she reached into the hole with the tips of her fingers and brought out what looked like—

“An egg?” Violet said, sounding about as confused as I felt. But that was exactly what it looked like—a big, shiny, yellow egg. Even weirder, as she held it between her thumb and index finger, the egg seemed to glow faintly. Like a cocuyo. Or a half-drained glowstick.

I honestly didn’t get it. Actually saying I didn’t get it would be like saying the earth is big. It didn’t quite do my level of not-getting-it justice. “Is that what they were fighting over? Why? I mean, why?”

“It’s solid gold, Charlie.… I can think of about a hundred million reasons why someone would want this.”

“Okay, so gimme one.”

She gave me a sideways look. “I’m talking about money, Charlie. Cash.”

Oh. Duh. Knew that.

Violet thought for a second, then said, “Quick! Hand me the box.”

The box. Right. I hustled over to it, snatched it up like I was running the line drill in PE, then brought it back to her and watched with silent fascination as she placed the golden egg into the small scoop in the soft velvet lining of the box. It was a perfect fit.

Violet’s eyes grinned up at mine. “We have a match.”






CHAPTER TEN
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I was about to open my mouth to tell Violet that what she’d done was probably the most amazing thing I’d ever seen in my life when a soft rattling sound came from somewhere nearby. Violet and I froze, staring at each other for a moment in silent panic, like we’d been caught passing answers during a pop quiz.

Then, slipping the egg into her backpack, she whispered, “What was that?”

“No idea.” My eyes scanned the room, trying to pinpoint the source of the sound. “I think it came from the desk.”

Violet nodded. And we both crept not so silently toward the huge piece of overturned furniture, our feet crunching plaster and chunks of charred marble like a couple of half-panicky, completely un-stealthy ninjas.

When we reached it, I bent down, peering into one of the empty drawer compartments. There was another low, crackling rattle, and in the shadows deep inside the desk, I spotted a slim glass tube lying on its side.

“What is that?” V whispered into my ear.

Shaking my head, I cautiously reached one hand into the hole. And as my fingers closed around the tube, I remembered that this was what Joanna had used to capture one of the minairons that had attacked us in Portugal.

And the flower elf was still in there!

“Is that what I think it is?” Violet hissed.

“Yep.” There was a soft pop! as I yanked the plastic stopper out.

“Isn’t it… dangerous?”

“Shouldn’t be. It’s all alone.” I swirled the tube gently, but the tiny elf wouldn’t wake—it didn’t even flinch.

V frowned. “Is it—dead?”

“Might’ve just died. ¡Apúrate! Get me… get me some water and dirt!”

Violet was off and running almost before I had finished talking, and next thing I knew she was back, holding some sort of fancy teacup in one hand and a scoop of dirt in the other. “Here,” she said, dumping the dirt on the floor next to me. “Fresh from the garden.”

“Thanks.” I gathered it up with my other hand, shaping it into a nice fluffy mound, then poured the tiny elf onto it. Next I dipped my fingertips into the teacup and sprinkled the minairon a few times. Just to be clear, I had no idea if any of this would actually revive the thing, but I knew that they came from plants, so I figured what works for a plant might work for a plant elf. King of logic, that’s me.

Seconds passed—nothing. I felt dumber with each one that went by. I started to panic, wondered how CPR would work on something this tiny (especially the mouth-to-mouth part), and right as I was about to dip my fingers into the water again and try another sprinkling, the minairon suddenly sucked in a harsh, choking breath. It sprang to its feet, looking wildly around, and shouted, “AAAAAAYYYYYYY!”

Violet and I jumped back in surprise. Man, that thing could yell! “Hey, you okay?” I asked it.

The elf gagged, coughed, and gagged some more, shaking its bald little head. I guess the answer was no. “Perdona, pero tienen caras muy grandes—me asustaron.” Its voice, thin and high pitched, reminded me of a teakettle.

“What’d it say?” Violet wanted to know.

“That we have very big faces and we scared it.”

V didn’t take too kindly to that. Her eyes narrowed into thin slits. “Well, tell it that it has a very small, very blue face and that it scared us.”

The minairon buzzed angrily, batting its tiny, translucent wings. “I speak English, you know!”

“Good! Then start talking. What happened here?”

“Why you ask me? I was a prisoner! I was trapped in a tube, in that drawer, in that desk, in THIS ROOM—when I should be free in the forest, BUILDING!”

“So you didn’t hear anything?” I asked.

“Who cares what I hear?” it screeched back. Then it began jumping up and down on its tiny pink toes. “What should I build? What should I build? What should I build?”

“Uh, what’s it doing?” V sounded confused—and a little worried.

“It wants us to give it a task. That’s what they live for.”

“Okay, how about this?” Violet said to the elf. “We’ll give you a task if you tell us what happened here. Deal?”

The minairon stopped bouncing, considered that a second, then sighed and threw its tiny bluish hands above its tiny bluish head, as if to say, Ugh, humans can be SO annoying. “Deal, deal!”

“So what’d you hear?”

The elf closed its eyes for a moment, as if trying to recall as much as possible. “First I hear a door open,” it said in a voice so small that Violet and I had to lean forward, almost poking it with our noses, to hear. “Then it close. And then—an argument.… But it start off friendly-like. Two sombras”—it held up two miniature fingers—“no, three. Only two talked, though—and they were arguing over… over an egg!” Violet and I looked at each other. The minairon continued, “Then… then they started to fight—BOOM, BAM, POP! That big stupid desk flies up. Then CRASH! I go flippy-flip! And then… I hear this strange humming sound.”

“What kind of humming sound?” I asked.

The elf looked at me like I was one peanut short of a SNICKERS. “What you mean, ‘what kind of humming sound?’ A HUMMING sound!”

“Go on,” Violet said.

“Then… they all go away from the desk, a couple steps… and then they all gone. Poof! ”

Violet’s face fell. “Is that… it? I mean, did you hear the door open again? Did they leave through the front?”

The minairon’s shoulders went up and down like it didn’t have the slightest clue.

“And you don’t remember anything else? Maybe something they said?”

The elf was shaking its head. “No… oh, one say they gonna take the other to a cave! Sí, that I remember!”

“A cave?” Violet’s eyes met mine, hopeful but guarded. “I mean, that’s something.…”

I turned back to the elf, who was staring eagerly up at us with eyes that were startlingly bright. “Uh, did they maybe happen to mention where that cave was?”

“No… no, they don’t mention.”

I felt my heart begin to sink. That wasn’t nearly enough info to work with. Not even for the great Violet Rey. Heck, there were caves all over the world. And it wasn’t like we could search them one by one. We’d both be celebrating our 120th birthdays before we even made it out of Central America. Just when I started to think it was time to come up with plan B, the minairon batted its tiny wings and said, “But… maybe I hear something like Lapa se Sasso.”

The words rang a bell. “Wait. What did you say?”

“Lapa se Sasso? No, that wasn’t it.… Maybe, Lapa du Papo? No…”

“Lapa do Santo?” I threw out, and the fairy’s itty-bitty eyes lit up like sparklers.

“Sí, sí! That’s the one!”

And just like that, I knew where they had taken Joanna.

V gripped my arm. “Charlie, what is that?”

“It’s this famous cave in Brazil!” I explained, barely able to contain my excitement. “Southern Brazil. It’s a place of sacrifice.” But why would whoever kidnapped Joanna take her to a place like that? They couldn’t be planning to sacrifice her, could they…? And if they were, who were they planning on sacrificing her to?

“Charlie, you’re a genius!” V shouted, and without even pausing to think it through, she leaned forward and planted this huge kiss right on my cheek!

And then we both just sort of froze, staring off in opposite directions.

The spot on my cheek where her lips had touched felt like it had been splashed with burning-hot lava, and for some reason I didn’t know where to put my hands. Violet, meanwhile, was staring across the room, staring hard like she’d spotted something really, really interesting, though there wasn’t much over there except for a smoking crater in the wall.

“Oye, HELLO?” the minairon screeched up at us. “What just happened…? What’s wrong with you two? You going to give me a task now or what? Oye… can anyone HEAR me?”

Violet still hadn’t looked back at me but said, “We should probably… go.”

I had to swallow this huge lump in my throat before I was finally able to answer. I managed “Uh-huh,” but all I could think was AWKWARD!

“WHAT ABOUT MY TASK?” shrieked the minairon.

“Right,” I said. “And you… build us a nice sculpture out of all this mess.”

“What kind of sculpture?” the elf asked inquisitively.

“Uh, builder’s choice.”
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