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There was no need to swim. We were all dead, so we just floated.

Five minutes ago, we hadn’t been so dead. The five of us—that’s Violet, Raúl, Mariana, Esperanza, and yours truly—were steering a small Chilean fishing boat through a dark and stormy sea toward the spot we’d picked out roughly five miles from Chiloé’s rocky shores.

That was when the argument about who would drink the Death Juice first started up.

You could almost say it was like something straight out of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. We had a sparkling vial of poison, and there was at least one pair of star-crossed lovebirds in our gang. But don’t get the wrong idea: This wasn’t some tragic romance or anything like that. We were on a mission. Boldly going where no living souls had gone before. (Or at least not very often.) We were on our way to La Tierra de los Muertos, aka the Land of the Dead….

The vial of poison had been witch-brewed, courtesy of the Witch Queen of Toledo herself. Joanna had cooked it up in this huge steaming cauldron, chanting incantations over the bubbling, hissing mess as she stirred. I didn’t know what was in it. I didn’t want to know what was in it. But I was pretty sure half of her carefully selected ingredients had been alive.

Which, if you think about it, was kind of ironic for a death potion.

If the stuff worked like it was supposed to, we’d all be dead (technically, at least) for about twenty minutes, then okay again. If it didn’t work, we’d die and stay dead. Permanently.

I didn’t know about everybody else, but I had my fingers crossed that we’d dodge that second possibility.

“Who’s ever heard of a plan where the best-case scenario is you wind up dead?” I’d asked my cousin as we all gathered near the front of the little boat, waves swelling around us in the dark, the wind howling, blowing sea spray in our faces.

Raúl was shaking his head like he didn’t want to think about it. “I blame la bruja!” he shouted.

Overhead, lightning streaked and sizzled across the angry sky. Down below, Violet held the vial of poison out between the five of us.

A tremendous BOOM! ripped the clouds, and for a moment, in a flash of blue lightning, we could almost see our own half-terrified faces reflected in each other’s eyes.

“Who wants to go first?” Violet asked.

I swallowed hard and shook my head. “Not me. I’m scared of heights.”

“What does heights have to do with anything?” snapped Mariana.

So I explained: “If I’m scared of something like heights, just imagine how I feel about deadly potions.”

Señorita Warrior Princess smacked me with an eye roll.

“I’ll go first,” she said, blinking seawater out of her ojos. No big surprise there. The girl was as tough as nails, an elite chullachaqui warrior trained by my abuelo himself.

We’d met her back in Cuba, about sixty years ago (long story), in the chullachaqui tribe led by my grandpa. Back in the jungles of Zapata, she’d paraded us up onto a giant carnival float and tried to burn us at the stake. Now we were all besties. Life is funny like that.

Violet handed her the Vial o’ Death. Mariana’s dark eyes stared at the chunky pinkish juice like it was a one-way ticket to an early grave. But she grimaced and gulped some down anyway, growling low in her throat as she did. “¡Qué asco!”

“Was it that bad?” Raúl whispered uneasily, leaning close to his honey bunny.

Mariana eased herself down on the floor of the fishing boat, dragging the back of one hand across her mouth. “I’d rather die than take another sip.”

“Give it a minute,” I said. “You just might get your wish.”

Violet glanced anxiously down at her watch. Tick, tock. Tick, tock. “C’mon, we’re on the clock. Who’s next?”

“The calaca should go next!” shouted Raúl.

“For the millionth time, I’m already DEAD!” Esperanza clapped back. “I don’t need the potion!” It was true, too. As an undead ferrier of the dead, she probably couldn’t get any deader (was that a word?). With Esperanza, though, it was easy to forget. Her glamour was almost always up—like it was now—and the ancient calaca magic was no joke. If you saw her at the local mall, you’d think she was just your typical lanky teenager.

In reality, she was all skin and bones. Minus the skin.

With slightly trembling fingers, Raúl took the vial from Mariana’s hand and held it out to me. “Okay, primo. Let’s do this. You go.”

“ME? Why me?” I yelled. “You first! I have a really bad gag reflex.”

“Cuz, you know I’m scared to drink anything that’s pink!” This coming from an ocēlōtl soldier who could transform into a werejaguar at the drop of a moonbeam.

Suddenly, his eyes lit up with a bright idea. “Ladies first?” he tried, offering the vial to Violet with that trademark Casanova smile of his. But I snatched it away before she could take it.

“Ladies not first! What the heck, dude?” Now, was I being a little overprotective? Probably. But Violet wasn’t just my girlfriend. She was my lifelong crush. I’d been in love with that chiquita since the second grade, and now that we were officially boyfriend and girlfriend, I was NOT about to let her take even a MICRO sip of that death punch without me or my primo sampling it first.

Plus, she was the only one of the group without some kind of special sombra powers. Don’t get me wrong, though. It wasn’t like Violet was totally helpless or something. Far from it. She had superpowers of her own. She had super smarts, super courage, and a super-huge heart, which made her just as super as anybody. Still.

“Okay, fine!” Raúl snatched the vial back with a growl. “Me first!” He gave the potion a wary sniff. “Think I should start off with a little sip first?”

“Sure. What’s the worst that could happen?” Esperanza needled him. My primo glared at her, then finally jaguared up (figuratively, not literally) and chugged some liquid death.

“It’s awful!” he croaked, shoving the vial back into my hand.

I decided not to drag this out any longer. The last thing I wanted to do was slug a mouthful of Pink Muerte, but I closed my eyes and threw it back anyway, thinking, What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger, right? Guess we’ll find out.

The funny part? Here I was, a Morphling. The fifth and final, to be exact. Which meant I could manifest practically any animal trait in the entire animal kingdom.

Only right now, I just wished I could morph a second mouth….

Joanna’s death potion tasted like chicken (really, really bad chicken). What didn’t these days? And as it swam down my esophagus and even farther down into my belly, the weirdest sensation came over me, and I slowly eased myself into a squat on the dark, drenched floorboards, feeling… nothing. Nothing at all.

I’d never been a big fan of death. It just wasn’t on the ol’ bucket list.

The world had begun to spin as I watched Violet slurp the last bit of brew and drop to her butt next to me.

Here was the cool thing about Joanna’s potion: We would all be dead without actually being dead. In other words, we weren’t breathing. We had no heartbeat, no pulse, no vital signs of any kind. But we were all still here, alert and awake, eyes jacked wide, able to see and hear everything. It was basically the magical equivalent of suspended animation.

Anyway, it was right about then that the timer/detonator on the “bundle” in Esperanza’s backpack began to beep. The thirty-second countdown had begun.

The bundle was no big deal. Just a six-pack of dynamite with enough KA-POW! to blow a hole in the hull of the Titanic. The reason for the deadly fireworks?

This whole thing had to look r-e-a-l, real. My only hope was that it didn’t end up being real.

I’d made it up to about twenty-seven Mississippis when the world around us exploded. A blinding flash of white lit up the night as a horrible cracking noise reverberated through the boat. That was the sound of the fishing boat’s spine, the keel, shattering into about a million and one pieces.

Our little bundle of fun had been buried deep in the engine room, far away from us, but the force of the blast still rippled through the hull with enough of a shock wave to make our eyeballs hum like tuning forks in our heads. I didn’t feel it. I didn’t feel anything.

That was the plus side of being “dead.”

Next thing, the five of us were flying, crash-test-dummy-style—soaring bonelessly through the air to plunk headfirst into the freezing foamy arms of the sea.

Joanna had promised we’d be safe. This didn’t feel so safe.

The sound of the explosion had probably been heard all the way back in SoFlo. I was just hoping it had been loud enough to attract the attention of a certain legendary ghost ship.
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So there we were, dead in the water. Literally. No pulse, no breath, no familiar thump-thump-thump in our chests. It was pretty disturbing. I’m not gonna lie.

There was playing dead, and then there was this.

Now, you may be asking yourself, Charlie, what’s all this kicking-the-bucket business about? The answer was simple: That was our ticket into the Land of the Dead.

And why were five—well, four—living, breathing, very much alive kids so desperate to visit the “other side”? The answer to that was a bit more complicated.

See, exactly two days ago, La Mano Peluda had unleashed his most diabolical scheme yet—a devastating sneak attack in the catacombs underneath La Rosa Cemetery.

He’d been targeting the twelve ancient calaca watchmen known as the Golden Dooms, and thanks to the whole Five Donkeys scheme, he’d even gotten Madremonte, the legendary guardian of nature herself, to lead the attack. Had she succeeded, La Mano Peluda and all his allies in the Land of the Dead would’ve been pretty much free to launch an invasion whenever and wherever their evil little hearts desired, because it was only the magic of the Dooms that sustained the veil that separates our worlds.

Long story short, we’d stopped her. But not before she dealt some serious damage to the ancient watchmen. The twelve were now fading, their magic waning, and the veil was slowly coming down. Not immediately, but inevitably.

According to La Catrina, the head of the ancient order of calacas, we had about ten days before there would be nothing to keep the dead from pouring through and overrunning our world. That was where we came in. The plan was for us to travel into the Land of the Dead, find the four Morphlings who had come before me (and who were obviously dead now), and bring them back to the Land of the Living before La Mano Peluda’s invasion. It had been the Dooms’ idea. Apparently, they’d heard of some half-forgotten prophecy that claimed that only the power of all five Morphlings, working together, would be able to repel “the final invasion.”

The upcoming invasion seemed pretty final, so Joanna, La Catrina, and the Dooms decided our little trip to the other side was likely our last best hope.

The chances of us pulling all this off were slim. Very slim.

But uncertain death was certainly better than—well, certain death.

So that was the plan. The complication was how to get into the Land of the Dead without becoming, well, dead. The solution: a certain infamous phantom ship.

Capitán Pincoy and his ghostly galleon were our only “safe” way to reach the other side. There were a few reasons for that. Reason número uno, the other ends of all the calaca passageways that led into the Land of the Dead were controlled by La Mano Peluda. That was where they were massing their armies, preparing to invade, so that was a no-go.

Reason número dos, Pincoy and his sisters hadn’t taken any sides in the war as of yet. They’d remained as neutral as Switzerland. In Pincoy’s view, he, his sisters, and his crew only had one job to do, and they would do it faithfully until the end of time.

He’d never violate his oath of ferrying the souls of those who died at sea—and only the souls of those who’d died at sea—to the other side. Everybody knew that. Which meant that nobody, particularly no La Mano Peluda allies, would be keeping an eye on his ship.

“What happens if he catches us?” Violet had asked the witch queen back in her study when Joanna had first thought up this deadly ploy. “Pincoy, I mean.”

“Then your journey to La Tierra de los Muertos will be a permanent one,” the witch replied with her typical queenly cool. “So I advise that you make certain he does not.”

Now came the waiting part. The dark sea rolled and churned, and the five of us floated on its icy surface like a cluster of fully clothed buoys.

I was facedown in the water, eyes wide open, staring silently into the bubbly, bottomless depths of the Pacific. Thanks to the Death Juice, none of us were breathing, so we couldn’t drown. We could hang out like this for as long as its effects lasted.

But as the seconds stretched to minutes and the minutes drifted by on the choppy waves, my worry meter began to ramp up. I just wasn’t seeing any signs of the legendary phantom boat! No kaleidoscope of lights.

No sounds of laughter or partying or dreamy music.

Nada. It didn’t make a lick of sense.

Unless…

Pincoy isn’t coming.

He must’ve sniffed us out! Somehow. Maybe it was the potion. Maybe it hadn’t been enough to fool an old pro like him. Whatever the case, this particular fishy had seen the shiny lure we’d dangled for him but wasn’t biting!

Now what?! I thought as a cold wave of panic crashed over me, followed by an even colder wave of seawater, which turned me over, and spun me, and made me somersault, toes over eyebrows, before leaving me floating, once again, facedown in the deep.

What are we supposed to do now? We destroyed our only boat!

Sure, we could swim back. Once the potion wore off, that is.

But the tide had already pulled us waaay out to sea, and it would probably be a twenty-mile swim just to get back within eyeball range of Cucao beach!

Total WORST-CASE scenario! I shouted at myself. I couldn’t even try to morph a pair of flippers and go around collecting everybody and try to swim us ba—

An ocean-wide blast of light. Light and music.

Way down below.

Deep, deep down.

Too deep to see exactly where it had come from.

Then, suddenly, like a great white shark bursting out of the deep, the enormous, dazzlingly bright bulk of a pirate ship loomed up out of the vastness of the sea.

There it is….

The legendary ghost ship—

El Caleuche!
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I remember being eight years old and listening to my abuelita tell the old Chilean legends of the fabled phantom ship, the corners of her eyes crinkling in a smile as she spoke about Pincoy and his two sisters, Pincoya and La Serena Chilote, the sirens of the seas. My grandma’s words painted pictures on my heart, pictures I’d never forget but never actually thought I’d see the real-life versions of, either. She’d told me the ship could sail beneath the sea itself. And I remember bursting out in laughter and shaking my head and shouting, “Yeah right, Abuela!”

Guess I should’ve believed my sweet old granny, after all.

The enormous sails, as translucent as the wings of a giant moth, fluttered fiercely in the frenzy of the ocean currents as the phantom ship sliced toward me through the watery dark.

One moment it appeared to be half an ocean away, and the next, it was right on top of me, coming up from below, seeming to fill the entire ocean!

Properly describing the sound El Caleuche made as it surfaced was more or less impossible, but if you can imagine a sonic boom blending with the roar of a crashing tsunami, you’d have a pretty accurate idea. The five of us were swept up in the incredible foamy gush and washed up on the main deck of the phantom ship like a school of overgrown mackerel.

I ended up curled bonelessly around the giant beam of the center mast, one arm flopped back over my head, the waterproof backpack where we’d stored all our food for “the trip” jammed into the lower end of my spine. It didn’t hurt. Another benefit of being “dead.”

A second later, as the great rush of water receded across the deck, spilling over the sides of the ship in huge hissing sheets, I got my first look at our “rescuers,” and let’s just say they were an interesting-looking bunch. From the legends, I knew that El Caleuche was crewed by the souls of shipwrecked sailors that Pincoy and his sisters picked up at sea. Surprisingly, most of the crew looked like regular people. But a few had a distinctly fishy look to them, and I mean that very literally. One dude had a pair of lobster eyes that stuck almost a foot out of his face, selfie-stick-style. The sailor working the jibboom didn’t have just two legs; he had about eight of them, and they were each clearly of the crustacean persuasion. They clicked and clacked noisily on the ancient floorboards as he skittered quickly about the deck, like a crab on the shore, shouting orders. I was impressed. But I hadn’t seen anything yet….

Up on the quarterdeck, behind an enormous wooden wheel that shrieked and sprayed water as it spun and spun, as if it had a mind of its own, was La Serena Chilote.

At first glance, you would’ve thought La Serena Chilote was some glamorous Hollywood actress just barely out of her teens. (Which was honestly pretty incredible, considering she was probably a couple thousand years old.) Golden-blond hair tumbled down her bare shoulders in kelp-like masses, and her large, almond-shaped eyes were the same dreamy color as the sea during a sun-shower.

That was from the belly button up. But from the belly button down was where things got really interesante. Her entire lower half was the muscular fishy trunk of a mermaid. Her scales, an even more lovely golden yellow than her hair, shimmered like a thousand tiny gems in the glow of the ship’s lanterns. She was the songstress of the seas, the first mermaid ever born.

Her sister, Pincoya, wasn’t quite as aquatically inclined as her sibling. No obvious fishy parts. But she was a powerful water spirit, and it was her magic, along with her brother’s, that made it possible for their phantom ship to cross the invisible veil between our worlds.

According to legend, whenever she appears on the beaches of Chiloé or Chile and performs her ritual dance facing seaward, it means there will be an abundance of fish in the sea for the local fishermen. But if she dances facing inland, then there isn’t going to be a fish-fry Friday for a while. Pincoya stood leaning against the railing on the starboard side of the ship, her eyes searching the storm-tossed waves for other drowned sailors.

Just then, a huge booming voice rose above the crash and roar of the ocean.

“ANY MORE SAILORS?” was what it asked, and then I saw who’d asked it—Pincoy! The famous captain of El Caleuche had loomed into view up on the quarterdeck.

Just like the stories claimed, the dude was ruggedly handsome, with a thick blond beard, glowing sea-green eyes that made me think of radioactive limes, and a lower body that was all sea lion. He must’ve stood close to ten feet tall, but even at that gigantic height, he wasn’t the tallest of his siblings. La Serena Chilote and Pincoya were both a bit taller.

Three high-pitched whistles answered him from the crow’s nest. “¡Nadie más, Capitán Pincoy! ¡Esos son todos!”

Stamping his feet—er, flippers—Pincoy shouted, “¡Prepárense para nadar!” and an instant later, a chorus of shouts went up from the crew.

I had a sneaking suspicion of what Señor Sea Lion meant by “Prepare to dive!” and let’s just say I wasn’t exactly looking forward to the execution of the captain’s orders.

Slowly, foot by foot, the mighty ship began to sink, its walrus figurehead leading the charge down until the massive sails gave a final, desperate gasp for oxygen, and then we were under, completely submerged. I thought I heard Pincoy start to sing—like literally sing out loud—and the next thing I knew, the sails of El Caleuche swelled and the ship was diving, plunging straight down at a face-melting speed, like a brown pelican desperate for some fish sticks.

I don’t know how none of us floated away, but we didn’t. And in seconds—literally SECONDS—the legendary phantom ship had plunged maybe two miles below the surface of the ocean and wasn’t slowing. This deep, the pressure should’ve been enough to crush everybody onboard to about the size of a canned sardine.

Of course, that wasn’t what happened. Instead, as we plunged deeper and deeper into the bottomless abyss, inexplicably—impossibly!—the ocean seemed to grow brighter and brighter, faint shafts of light piercing the watery gloom. I realized we were no longer diving but rising somehow, surging toward the surface again, even though—and I was very sure about this—we’d never changed direction.

As El Caleuche breached like a whale and I saw an almost bright-as-daytime sky filled with neon stars, and a moon instead of a sun, and a school of flying fish literally flying through the clouds overhead—like Dorothy, all the puzzle pieces finally clicked together for me: Toto, I have a feeling we’re not in Chile anymore.

We’d just come up in the Land of the Dead.
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Footsteps echoed around me.

Thump, thump, thump, thump, thump! Señor Crab Legs, I figured, because no one could take that many steps that quickly with a mere two legs.

Up on the quarterdeck, La Serena Chilote had started singing now—a sweet, melancholy melody, which I knew meant she’d sensed more drowned sailors back in the Land of the Living.

“¡Oyen! ¡Tenemos más que recojer!” shouted Pincoy from behind the captain’s wheel. “¡Vamos! ¡Pelan esos y prepárense para bucear!”

Oh boy. I was pretty sure Pincoy had just ordered his men to perform the “Soul Shucking” on us, and unfortunately, I knew exactly what that meant. Joanna had warned us that this was likely to happen. The basic idea was that oftentimes, when sailors drown at sea, their souls get trapped inside their bodies (a weird side effect of drowning), and so it becomes necessary to manually sever their souls from their bodies so they can shed their old Land of the Living body and get their new Land of the Dead one. This was why Joanna had to design her potion to wear off before they had time to actually shuck our souls. Because a Soul Shucking for living people (like us) equaled instant death, which was obviously no bueno.

“He runs his ship like clockwork,” Joanna had promised us. “We’ve calculated his timing based on several extremely reliable sources. We likely have his routine down to el segundo.”

“Likely?” I remembered staring at her, thinking she was making a joke. “I kind of like to be a little surer about things when it’s my neck on the line. Or my soul, in this case.”

Now dripping scale-covered hands seized me roughly by the shoulders. They hauled me up and turned me around and hung me, by the neck of my shirt, from a nail on the center mast, and then I was staring straight into the beady, lidless eyes of Lobster Man.

It was a terrifying sight. But not nearly as terrifying as what would come next.

Wake up, wake up, WAKE UP! I screamed at myself. LET’S GO!

“¡Pélenlo ya!” Pincoy cried impatiently. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the other sailors were busy too, hauling everybody else up and hanging them, like Christmas stockings, on the mast alongside me. WHY ISN’T THE POTION WEARING OFF ALREADY? I thought with a fresh jolt of panic. And it wasn’t just me. Everybody else looked as lifeless as a Cabbage Patch doll too!

No matter how hard I tried to flex my fingers or shrug my shoulders or swing my legs so I could kick old Lobster Eyes in the thorax, it wasn’t happening!

Then it hit me. Esperanza! She hadn’t drunk any of the potion. She was only playing drowned. Translation: She could actually do something. So what was she waiting for?

Esperanza, LET’S GO! I shouted on the inside as Lobster Man pulled a knife sharp enough to split an atom from his crusty leather belt. His buddies had also joined the party, drawing wicked-looking fillet knives, but Esperanza was still totally FIA—frozen in action!

With horror-movie menace, Lobster Man lifted the blade between my eyes.

Oh man, I just hope this doesn’t hurt too bad….
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I never found out if it hurt or not. Because an instant before Lobster Face could do whatever he was planning to do with that knife, a voice shouted, “WAIT!” and a slim hand seized his scaly wrist. It was Esperanza! Oh, how I loved that old sack of bones!

Lobster Man leapt back in shock. If possible, his eyes stuck even farther out of his head. “What’s this?!” he shrieked. “¡No entiendo!”

And that was when it happened. That was when a bomb seemed to detonate smack in the middle of my chest! I gasped, a huge, sucking, wheezing, choking sound, as my blood started to pump and my pulse started to thump and my lungs started to heave. And then WHAAAM! All at once, a tsunami of sensations—touch, smell, and taste—came flooding back to me.

“They’re alive!” shrieked one of Pincoy’s sailors.

I let out a huge salty, seawater-y belch right in Lobster Man’s face.

“And they’re disgusting!” he cried, fumbling backward. Suddenly, I knew how Frankenstein had felt, post-lightning-bolt to the brain. I’m alive… I’M ALIVE!

Violet, Raúl, and Mariana were also joining the party, ripping themselves down from the mast and swinging at the sailors as they coughed up gallons of seawater.

Yep. It was a fun time all around.

A deck-rattling rumble of footsteps. Then a voice thundered, “WHAT IS THE MEANING OF THIS TREACHERY?!” and a sea-lion man the size of Jabba the Hutt shoved his way through the ring of wide-eyed sailors that had gathered around us. Up close, he was even more ginormous than I’d thought, and his eyes glowed an even fiercer shade of green.

“Cap-Capitán Pincoy,” I babbled. “¡Perdónanos! We’re here, uh—”

“Spit it out!” he roared.

“Uh… huh?”

“Are you alive or not?!”

“Well… obviously. Yeah.”

“Then you did this on purpose. To make a FOOL of me, ¿sí?”

“No.” Violet quickly jumped in. “We weren’t trying to make a fool of anyone.” Then she explained why we’d needed his ship to cross over undetected, but it didn’t seem to help the big guy’s mood any. In fact, it might have made it even worse.

“I AM NOT PART OF THIS WAR!” he roared, his voice exploding across the deck, rattling the masts and the bulkheads and sending several sailors scrambling belowdecks for cover. “I HAVEN’T CHOSEN A SIDE AND I WON’T! YOUR POINTLESS SQUABBLES ARE MEANINGLESS TO ME!” His face was a mask of pure rage. “What is, however, meaningful to me is the fact that you thought you could use my ship as you pleased. I swore an oath to the sea to bring only the dead across, and you five have made me out to be nothing more than un mentiroso! A liar!”

As you can imagine, we’d all been backing slowly away from Señor Sea Lion during his speech, but it just so happened that on his last word, we ran out of real estate, our backs bumping up against the ship’s starboard railing.

“Pincoy, the children’s cause is just,” called La Serena Chilote from somewhere on the quarterdeck. “Their battle is not with you.”

“No, but they have certainly dragged me into it!” he bellowed at her.

“It was only a matter of time, hermano,” said Pincoya, trailing one hand along the starboard railing as she slowly came this way. “Have I not warned you that this day would soon come? A day when you would be forced to choose?”

“¡Pincoya! I will not discuss such matters in front of the crew!”

“Why not?” she countered. “None of us aboard this ship can hide from evil. Not even the sea is large enough, mi hermano.”

Her words had landed. Pincoy’s expression turned broken, sad. But his eyes still blazed with the same fierce anger. “I cannot allow this,” he murmured darkly. “My oath must remain unbroken. However”—he swung his gaze to us—“I understand your predicament, so I will not return you to the Land of the Living. But now I ask that you understand mine.”

Violet, meanwhile, had been shooting quick little glances over her shoulder.

“What is it?” I hissed.

“Nothing. Just keep him talking!” she hissed back.

V had some kind of plan. Yes!

“Uh, uh, okay,” I said, turning back to Pincoy. “So tell us your predicament, Capitán.”

His mouth spread into the kind of smile that would’ve strangled me if it had its own pair of hands. “Simply this: that I will not be made a liar. And so, I brought you here and here you can stay, but to stay, I must first make sure that you truly join the dead!”

Then, like he was trying to give us all heart attacks, he drew a pirate sword so huge you could’ve carved a tank with it. Now, I’m not saying that my undies changed color right then. But I’m also not saying they didn’t.

“Yep, I think we’re close enough,” said Violet, glancing back again, this time at a tiny strip of peninsula that had just come into view.

Uh-huh. It was time to walk the plank, as they say….
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I ’m a Miami boy. Which meant that I was practically born in the ocean. So no surprise, I was the first one to take the plunge.

The thing with me, though—I wasn’t the greatest swimmer in the world. I preferred floating and sandbanks to the old backstroke. Unfortunately, there looked to be a solid nautical mile (or 485 backstrokes, give or take) between El Caleuche and the nearest hunk of terra firma, and it wasn’t very long before everybody else had made it to roughly the twenty-yard line while I was still splashing helplessly around in the end zone, wishing someone would’ve made my life a whole lot easier by having left a Jet Ski nearby.

On the bright side, I figured I was pretty safe in the water. Because the last thing a drowned sailor would probably want to do was dive in after us.

Turns out, I was wrong.

From somewhere high on the boat there came a loud shout, and at least a dozen members of Pincoy’s crew lined up along the railing. Then, without the slightest hesitation, they plunged, headfirst, into the water.

It was like watching a synchronized swim team. Except half of this team had knives clutched in their teeth, and the other half had gills or scales or big purple suckers growing out of their arms.

“Help! Men overboard!” I cried. “And they’re coming for me!”

Whipping around, I began to “swim” again, and even more desperately, trying every swimming stroke I could think of, from butterfly to freestyle—but nothing seemed to be working! For Pincoy’s men, though, everything seemed to be working. They were slicing through the water toward me like piranhas!

“Charlie!” I heard Violet cry from what sounded like very far away. Hey, at least somebody loved me.

“Coming, dear!”

Way out ahead of me—and I’m talking way out—the rest of the gang was maybe a hundred yards from shore, with Violet leading the way. Esperanza, having spent most of her life hanging around tombs and decomposing bodies and such, was in fourth place and certainly not breaking any sea speed records. But compared to me, Bona Lisa might as well have been a dolphin!

A dolphin.

Yes, that was it!

See, I may not have been a very fast swimmer. But I was a Morphling. And that meant that inside me lived the DNA of some extremely fast swimmers. Particularly of the Delphinidae and Istiophoridae families!

Squeezing my eyes shut (but still paddling like crazy), I tried to ignore everything going on around me (and especially behind me) and concentrate. I imagined my legs as tail fins and my arms as flippers. I saw myself slicing through the water like a marlin, the water sliding off my sleek bony scales as I torpedoed my way toward the island.

The sounds of the splish-splashing sailors grew louder and louder until it was almost all I could hear, but I wasn’t gonna let it break my concentration. I focused harder, more intensely—

And then I felt it: that familiar itchiness. The stirring, way down deep. It was like a fountain of supernatural energy erupting inside me. Just like always.

Translation: My inner animal had finally woken up.
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I ’m not gonna lie—in the past, morphing has always been a little tricky for me. Hit-or-miss, you could say. But not this time. This time I’d morphed even before the first sailor could lay a finger on me!

Only… it wasn’t exactly what I had been expecting.

I’d been thinking tail fins and scales. But what I’d gotten was a tail. And paws. Two in the front, two in the back.

I’d manifested pooch!

¡Ay, mi madre!

Suddenly a pair of wet, strong hands seized me not-so-gently from behind and grabbed on to my backpack!

You could say I had doggy on the brain. Because I knew just what to do.

Whirling like a furious Chihuahua, I found the arms attached to those grabby hands and gave them a bite worthy of man’s best friend.

Only, as my teeth chomped down on the sailor dude’s fingers, I realized that I hadn’t morphed any other doggy parts besides the forepaws, rear paws, and tail.

Put another way: I’d bit him with my own mouth. My human mouth.

Totally embarrassing, I know.

The good news, though? It worked!

Sailor boy shrieked and let go, and I spun and doggy-paddled and splashed up a wall of seawater in his face, dolphin kick style. Then, just as two more of his buddies lunged for me, I hit the turbo button on my new upgrades.

Next thing I knew, I was churning through the water like a superpowered pedal boat with the song “Who Let the Dogs Out” playing full blast in the speaker system of my brain.

Honestly, I’d had no idea how fast a doggy could swim when a doggy was swimming for its life. I must’ve been doing a good thirty miles per hour, because after a minute or two, not only had I caught up to everybody else, but I was the first one on the sand, loping out ahead of everyone on all fours and giving a huge, splashy wet-doggy shake right in my cousin’s face (just because I could).

Yeah, I might’ve been having a little too much fun with this.

“Cuz, seriously?” Raúl was frowning like I’d thrown away his last bottle of hair gel. “That’s the manifestation you decided to go with? I hear there are these things called ‘fish’ that are supposedly pretty good in water.”

I glared at him as he wrung his shirt out. “Just let sleeping dogs lie, okay?” (See what I did there?)

Glancing back, I saw that Pincoy’s underlings had called it quits. They’d stopped maybe ten yards off the white strip of beach and were just floating there in the bright nighttime surf, glaring at us with pirate-y scowls. “Think we tired them out?” I said.

“It’s not that,” explained Esperanza. “They can’t come any closer. Their feet aren’t even allowed to touch dry land. It’s part of the deal they made with El Caleuche.”

“Ha! So they’re basically dead in the water!” I cheered. “Get it?”

Esperanza didn’t look too impressed. Maybe it was a dead thing.

“I can’t believe you actually bit one of them, Charlie!” Violet laughed.

My cheeks flamed up like I’d swallowed a mouthful of jalapeños. “You saw that, huh?”

“How could we have missed it?” said Esperanza. “You probably could’ve heard that guy shriek all the way back in Tomb City.”

I shrugged. “What can I say? It’s a dog-eat-dog world out there.”

Mariana lol’d at that. It was pretty funny. “At least you have a sense of humor about it,” she told me.

“Not only that. I also got a supersweet tail!” I showed it off, wagging it this way and that, and pretended like I was going to lick Violet across the face.

I’d just leaned over, tongue out, when my body reset back to factory settings and my toes sank into the squishy pinkish sand.

Well, that was fast, I thought. At the same moment, a sweet siren’s song drifted over on a warm whisper of breeze. It was La Serena Chilote. And the next second, all fifteen or so sea dogs answered the call. They quickly turned and began swimming back toward the ship with their tails tucked firmly between their legs. (Figurately speaking, of course.)

“Ahoy, scallywags! Give me best to yer mangy capitán!” I shouted at their retreating backs.

But Pincoy wasn’t our problem anymore. He’d played his part in our little story.

We’d made it.

We were now officially in the Land of the Dead.
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Now that we’d finally arrived, alive, to the deadest place in either world, it was time to go see our good friend the oracle. Well, maybe I shouldn’t say good friend. Ponce and I had only met once, back when Joanna had sent me to the Land of the Dead, in spirit, by nearly drowning me in a hidden pool beneath the Santiago de Compostela Cathedral. But thanks to the saber-wielding mustache man, Violet and I were able to find La Uña de la Bruja before La Cuca could use it to cut out my heart. By the same token, the guy had blasted me with a pirate pistola the size of a ship cannon, so he couldn’t exactly sit at the very tippy-top of my favorite-people list.

There was, however, only one teeny-tiny problem with paying the dude a visit: As the five of us scanned the stretch of dense jungle beyond the shore, I wasn’t the only one who’d noticed the gigantic ring of mountains surrounding the beach.

In other words, our phantom Uber had dropped us off at the wrong address!

“This isn’t spirit Santo Domingo,” Violet said tightly.

Esperanza’s voice was even hollower-sounding than usual. “It seems like our capitán didn’t take his usual route.”

“WHAT?” Raúl burst out. “I thought he always came through the same spot, dropping souls off near spirit Santo Domingo!”

“Almost always,” said the calaca. “About ninety-five percent of the time.”

“What about that other five percent?” asked Violet.

Esperanza shrugged. “He can choose to come through just about anywhere in the realm. It was a calculated gamble.”

“A calculated gamble?” snapped Raúl. “Really? How come no one told me about it? Especially since it’s OUR LIVES we’re gambling with!”

“La Catrina thought it would only make all of you more anxious to know this possibility existed.”

“Well, I’m feeling pretty anxious now!” I told Esperanza. According to Joanna, it was crucial that we meet with the oracle upon arriving here. He was the one who would set us on the right path so we could start collecting Morphlings like Pokémon. Problem was, the pistola-packing fortune teller lived—as much as a dead dude can live—in the Land of the Dead version of Puerto Rico. And this was definitely not spirit Puerto Rico. “Where are we?” I said.

The calaca shook her head grimly. “I have no idea.”

¡Perfecto! So now we were lost!

Already I could feel our razor-thin chances of pulling this mission off slipping through our fingers. Which was something I was just not okay with, because I knew the kind of nightmare the world would become if La Mano Peluda ever ruled it. Violet and I had experienced it firsthand, courtesy of our time-traveling daughter, Evie. In that horrible future, the Land of the Living had become a wasteland of zombies and death—a dreadful, tragic world where all living things survived by hiding underground, in the sewers and bunkers. It was a world that I would do absolutely anything I could to stop from becoming a reality. But there wasn’t exactly much I could do when I didn’t even know where we’d wound up.

“I need the map,” said Esperanza, pointing at Mariana’s backpack.

The chullachaqui shrugged. “What map? No one put any map in there.”

“She means the big bone,” I told Mariana as she dug around in her pack. “The hueso.”

Huesos were essentially calaca maps—maps so ancient they’d been around even before the invention of papermaking had reared its pulpy head. The maps had been written on bones—or, more precisely, engraved in them. Usually they were the shinbones of Xoloitzcuintlis, those awesome Mexican hairless pooches. Coolest part was, hand one of these bad boys to any calaca; let them work a little of their strange bony magia on it, making the thing blaze like a torch of purple fire; then watch them roll it over something, such as the trunk of a tree (like Esperanza was currently doing), and voila! the hueso would reveal its deepest secrets.

Once she was finished, we all gathered closely around to look at the map.

“We were supposed to have arrived here,” she said, pointing at the Land of the Dead version of Santo Domingo. “But we are here.”

She was now pointing at a tiny grinning calaca head, in the style of a Mexican sugar skull, which throbbed and pulsed somewhere in the southeastern region of Land of the Dead Brazil. It was the undead version of a YOU ARE HERE sign.

Thing to note: The Land of the Dead, geographically speaking, was sort of a mirror image of the Land of the Living, only the oceans were way smaller and all the continents and islands were much larger and sort of squished together so that Cuba was almost touching Colombia.

“So we’re in Brazil?” said Violet.

Esperanza nodded. “Yes. On Copacabana Beach.”

But… “If this is Rio, where are all the buildings and stuff?” I asked.

“The Land of the Dead is only similar to the Land of the Living in geography,” Esperanza explained. “Specific population centers vary greatly. Rio isn’t a major city here.”

“Obviously not!” erupted Raúl. “And we almost couldn’t be farther from where we need to be!”

“How long will it take us to reach Puerto Rico?” Mariana wanted to know.

“It all depends on what sombra wood we encounter along the way,” said Espe, which made sense because even in the Land of the Living there were stretches of those magical woods that could get you from the tip of Argentina to Chihuahua, Mexico, in just a couple of footsteps. “And there’s even more sombra wood down here than on the other side.”

Frowning, Mariana slipped the hueso back into her backpack. “Then let’s get moving,” she said. “A hike through the jungle never hurt anyone.”

“You don’t understand, it’s not the same here.” The calaca’s expression had turned grim. “This place is not safe for the living. It is unlike anything you’ve ever known or experienced.”

“How would you know?” asked Raúl. “I thought you walking skeletons kept to the world between worlds.”

“That hasn’t always been true. Before this land was corrupted by evil, it was the task of calacas to maintain peace among the dead. We had entire networks of underground highways here, the Bone Ways of old. And even now we have spies in the realm.”

“Well, I can handle anything this place has to offer on a full stomach,” said Raúl. “I say we eat first, then start north.”

“I’m good with that,” agreed Violet, her stomach growling like a grizzly bear’s. “I don’t think I’ve ever been this hungry in my life.”

It was a side effect of crossing into the Land of the Dead. Joanna had warned us about it. Supposedly food was a little tricky to come by down here—seeing as the dead didn’t need to eat—which was why we’d packed plenty.

“Not gonna lie,” I said, turning so Violet could get into my backpack, “my stomach’s singing the sweet feed-me music too. I call dibs on the medianoche sandwich.”

But when she undid the zipper, reached into my backpack, and came out with nothing but a fistful of seaweed, I squeaked, “What happened to my sandwich?”

Violet breathed, “Charlie, your backpack is ripped. And there’s nothing in it.”

And then I realized why.

“IT WAS THAT SAILOR GUY! THE ONE WHO GRABBED ME IN THE WATER!” In other words, all our food was currently swimming with the fishes!

“This is just BEAUTIFUL!” roared Raúl, kicking up a shower of sand as he marched furiously toward the jungly tree line beyond the sand. “I’m so hungry right now I could DIE!”

“You’re definitely in the right place for it,” I told him.

Suddenly, a whipcrack of thunder ripped the air. Then came another. And another. And by the fourth, I realized, thanks to the swirling splinters of wood and the bits of leafy confetti raining down from the trees, that it wasn’t thunder at all.

Somebody was SHOOTING at us!

Far away, the wild squawk of a parrot echoed through the jungly gloom. “Blow ’em to bits!” it shouted. “Blow ’em away!”
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There are certain times in life when thinking takes a back seat to action. This was definitely one of those times.

As we all dove face-first into the powdery pink sand, my first thought was, It’s Pincoy! The sea-lion scallywag turned his cannons on us!

But that was highly unlikely for two reasons: (a) Pincoy and his crew had already sailed off into the sunset (figuratively speaking, of course, since it was currently night here in the Land of the Dead), and (b) the barrage was coming from the exact opposite direction—from inside the jungle!

Things whizzed by over our heads. More green confetti rained down from the tree line.

“What is happening?!” I shrieked.

“Sounds like an arquebus!” said Violet. “Smoothbore barrel, lit by a matchlock.”

“How can you tell?” Esperanza wanted to know.

“My parents own an antique shop. My mom went through this whole pirate phase last summer.”

It checked out. But I still had one teeny-tiny question: “AND WHY IS SOMEBODY WITH AN ARQUEBUS SHOOTING AT US?!”

Just then, it was as if the whole world caught its breath, wanting to hear the answer, because just as suddenly as projectiles had started flying, they stopped.

From deep in the jungle came a shout: “¿Carlito? Is that you?”

Mariana snapped her head in my direction. “Who is that?”

“How should I know?!” I hissed.

“He seems to know you!”

“¿Carlito? Can you hear me?” the voice came again.

“Cuz, say something!” Raúl hissed.

Sure. Anything to stop the shooting! “¡H-hola! Hi! Yeah, it’s me, Charlie.”

“¡Carlito! ¿Cómo estás, mi amigo?”

At least he sounded friendlier than his musket. “I—I’m good. And, uh, who… are you?”

“¿No reconoces mi voz?” asked the unfamiliar voice. “¡Soy Ponce!”

Violet blinked, surprised. “Ponce?!”

But my primo was all frowns. “Cuz, who’s Ponce?”

“The dude we came to see!” I explained.

Esperanza was so shocked that for a moment, her glamour winked out, momentarily swapping her shocked teen face for a shocked skeleton face. “The oracle is here?”

“Apparently!” I said, leaping to my feet. “Ponce! Put the bazooka away! These are my amigos!”

A split second later, the wall of leaves directly ahead of us shivered, and a tall, shadowy figure emerged from the trees. It was Ponce. Ponce de Léon. The famous sixteenth-century Spanish explorer and Land of the Dead oracle. You just couldn’t miss the guy with that strawberry-blond hair, retro mustache/goatee combo pack, and a pistola big enough to shoot a hole through the moon. On his left shoulder was a parrot that sort of looked like a feather-covered stoplight, all red, yellow, and green.

Ponce’s skin was so sun-beaten and weathered it made old saddle leather look as soft as marshmallows, but when he smiled (like he did now), it was hard not to smile back.

“¡Carlito!” he shouted, marching over to crush me in a massive bear hug.

“Ponce! What are you doing here?”

“Came to see you, of course! What did you think? That I traveled halfway around the world for my own entertainment? I’ll leave such foolishness to the likes of Magellan!”

“But… how’d you know we would end up here?” I asked. “I mean, we didn’t even know we’d end up here.”

“What kind of oracle would I be if I didn’t know such things?” he answered with a sly grin.

“Hold up,” said Raúl. “If you knew we were coming, then why did you SHOOT AT US?”

“Perdóname,” Ponce replied very sincerely. “I did not recognize you.”

“You shoot at everybody you don’t recognize?”

“Not everyone. Just most people.”

The parrot, dancing on Ponce’s shoulder, had a wing pointing pistol-like in our direction. “Keep your crackers where I can see them!” it squawked.

“Funny bird,” said Raúl. “I wonder what he tastes like.”

“Ah, sí! I’d like you to meet my parrot, Poncho. He is a third-generation soprano. I’m teaching him algebra. You’d be surprised how many parrots study mathematics these days.”

Violet and I exchanged total is he for real looks. “Um, Señor de León,” she said, “you wouldn’t happen to have brought any food with you?” Taking the words right out of my mouth.

“¡Contra!” Ponce slammed a big meaty fist on his thigh. “THAT’S what I forgot!”

“This guy…,” I heard Raúl grumble, flinging me a look like, You sure this dude’s an oracle?

Ponce was red in the face with frustration. On his shoulder, Poncho the parrot was also red in the face, but that had more to do with the natural color of his plumage.

“I had cooked up a platter of pastelitos,” Ponce told us, “guava and queso crema! And I left it all in the oven, foil-wrapped y todo!”

Guava and queso crema. Two of the most delicious words in the whole Spanish language. I nearly passed out just hearing them.

“Worse, you won’t find any food round here,” said Ponce miserably. “Mostly just poisonous bats and flocks of man-eating cockatoos.”

“Man-eating cockatoos. How wonderfully prehistoric,” I muttered. This place was feeling more and more homey by the second. Mental note: Never die.

“I had also brought you all a change of clothes,” Ponce went on, “but they were stolen by a band of marauding squirrels.”

“Didn’t see that one coming either, huh?” Raúl needled him.

“Got any more bad news?” asked Esperanza.

“Yes, one of you dies!” cried Poncho the parrot. “One of you dies!”

“¡Silencio!” Ponce seized the parrot’s giant orange beak. “I told you that in confidence! ¡Pájaro malcriado!”

“Is that true?!” Somehow panic overcame my obscene hunger (if only for a second).

“Don’t listen to Poncho,” Ponce said. “The bird’s a pessimist.” Then, as if remembering something: “Oh! Almost forgot!” From the satchel under his arm, he brought out a backpack with a single strap and handed it to me. “Toma. A new saco for the one that ripped. I included a few goodies. Una linterna. My trusty canteen filled with fresh spring water.”

Mariana opened her mouth like she was going to ask something along the lines of How did you know his backpack had ripped? but closed it, probably remembering he was, after all, an oracle. Even if a kooky one.

Speaking of kooky, Ponce suddenly yanked me aside. “If you remember anything I’ve said, remember this: You must stab the wound! It’s his only weakness! Oh, and if you do not accept la araña’s gamble, your mission will not succeed!”

“Uh, I… don’t get it.”

“Neither do I! Then again, I do not strive to. My gift is in my instincts. I speak what I’ve sensed, though I do not necessarily understand it.”

“But… what’s the point of telling me something that I can’t understand?”

The oracle let out a huge booming laugh. “Do not be too thirsty for knowledge, mi niño! We all know what is ours to know, no more. The fingers do not tell the eye, ‘Teach me to see.’ The eye does not say to the foot, ‘Teach me to run.’ We must all do what we were born to do, nothing less, nothing more.” While he spoke, his parrot had begun to bang out the beat to “Oye Como Va” on his helmet. Ponce gave him an annoyed sideways stare.

“Hey, so you gonna tell us where we’re supposed to find the other Morphlings or what?” snapped Raúl, sounding like he’d had enough of Ponce and Poncho. “C’mon, we’re going to starve to death before we’ve even started to look if we don’t get going!”

The oracle shrugged. “Yo no sé donde estan los Cambiadores. I’m an oracle. Not a map to Morphlings.”

“But Joanna said you’d point us in the right direction. Haven’t you talked to La Liga? You’re supposed to help us!”

“Of course I’ve talked to La Liga, and I am helping!” Ponce shot back. “Why do you think I came all this way?”

“But what do you ACTUALLY know?” Esperanza shouted.

“That I hate parrots,” he said, glaring at Poncho, who’d gone back to helmet drumming.

Perfecto. We had a comedian for a spirit guide. Something told me this little trip to the other side might turn out to be our last trip anywhere.

“At least tell us this,” said Mariana. “Will our mission be successful or will our efforts be for nothing?”

“Are you sure you want me to spoil the surprise?” asked Ponce.

“Yes, spoil it!”

Our so-called oracle was frowning again. “No sé… I don’t know if your mission will be successful. The future of the realms has yet to be determined, and so, it is still a mystery, even to me. But you must find the rebels. That much I have seen.”

“Okay, where do we find them?” I said.

“That’s a good question. They’re so secretive these days….”

“Oh, he’s no help at all!” Raúl snapped.

Violet gave it one last shot. “Is there anything you can tell us? Anything that could be helpful in our mission?”

“Well, I know that if you head northeast toward Uruguay, you will find a good time and some… cheese, I believe.” The kooky explorer stared dreamily up at the neon stars as if he was dreaming with his eyes wide open. “Yes, northeast… Follow the wind.”

V gave me a look like, Hey, at least that’s something, and she was right. Though it wasn’t exactly much. Particularly because Uruguay was actually south of Rio.

A few yards away, Raúl, Mariana, and Esperanza had begun whispering among themselves, probably trash-talking Ponce, when suddenly he leaned very close to me. “I want you to have this!” he said, bringing some sort of small orange starfish out of a pocket in his wool breeches and beaming at me.

“Is it like… a magical starfish that will help us on our journey at a super-critical juncture?”

Ponce eyed me like I was a few shrimps short of a paella. “Of course not! You’ve been reading too many leyendas! It’s the parrot’s. All he does is talk to it all day. It’s driving me out of my mind! ¡Llévatelo!”

“What? No, I don’t want it.”

“But you must take it!” And next thing I knew, the world’s weirdest oracle dropped the five-armed echinoderm down the back of my shorts, and the thing had latched itself onto my nalga—my butt cheek!

Obviously, I tried to yank it off, but the stupid starfish had a grip like King Kong!

“Stop pulling it!” shouted Mariana. “It could be poisonous!”

“IS IT?!” I burst out, whirling on the oracle, who just gave me an embarrassed shrug.

“Sí.”

“DUDE!”

He held up his hands, trying to keep me calm. “Don’t worry. Francisco won’t hurt you if you don’t hurt him. He just wants to travel.”

“Who THE FREAK is Francisco?” I erupted.

“The starfish. He’ll let go once you’ve returned him home.”

“BUT I DON’T KNOW WHERE HIS HOME IS!”

“Me neither,” said Ponce. “But he’ll know when you get him there. Just go about your journey as you would and think of him as a friendly passenger.”

Yeah, a friendly passenger latched on to my BUTT CHEEK!

“What happens if I accidentally, you know, sit on him?” I asked.

Ponce let out a bark of laughter. “Don’t worry about Francisco! ¡No te preocupes en lo mínimo! He’s very tough. Oh, and you CANNOT forget this!” He was reaching into his satchel again, bringing out some sort of short brass telescope.

“No! I don’t want anything else!”

“You have no choice in the matter! It’s un catalejo—a spyglass,” explained Ponce, shoving it into my hands. Then, leaning in very close again: “And this spyglass will show you much… VERY much. If you are to succeed in your journey, you will have to peek into it whenever you have un momentito’s rest! However, it is essential that you DO NOT discuss any of what you see with your friends—not until you have seen it all. Do you understand me?”

“No,” I admitted.

Ponce grinned broadly at me. “Good!”

Sighing, I dropped the spyglass into my new bag and thanked Ponce. For what? I’m not sure. But my mom taught me to always be polite and say thank you.

“We should get moving,” Mariana told me.

“She is right,” agreed the oracle. “It’s time for the five of you to commence your journey. Perhaps the most important of your lives—or anyone else’s.” Ponce paused now, and his eyes became haunted. For the first time in our entire conversation, he looked quite serious. “Carlito, you are the fifth and final Morphling. You will either bring balance to este mundo or watch it fall. Your task is an impossible one. But if you fail, all the living fail with you, to the ruin of both worlds.” His gaze was fixed on me. “Hold steady to your courage, muchacho. And remember this: Without the little seeds of hope, there can never be a harvest of victory.”

With that (and to everybody’s horror—especially mine), he thumbed back the hammer of his pirate’s pistola and pointed the dangerous end directly at my face.

“WHOA, HEY! WHAT ARE YOU DOING?” we all sort of erupted at once.

Ponce looked confused. Like the eagle who wandered into the chicken convention. “But this is the fastest way for me to send you back, no?”

“We don’t need to go back!” I snapped. “We just got here, remember? Our mission is to find the four other Morphlings and bring them back to the Land of the Living!”

“Ah, sí, sí, of course! My sincerest apologies.” Putting his pistola away, he gave us a sheepish smile. “It momentarily slipped my mind. When you get to be my age and all that…”

“What kind of oracle ARE you?” Raúl shouted at him.

But it was Ponce’s parrot who answered.

“A terrible one!” squawked Poncho. “¡Muy malo!”
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The jungles of the Land of the Dead Brazil were something else.

Back on the beach we’d gotten a glimpse of them, but the deeper you trekked, the more incredible this place became. Neon orchids tumbled down tree trunks in cascades of pulsating purples, greens, and blues. Luminescent fungi glowed everywhere.

Patches of electric-yellow moss splattered fallen logs and trunks, making me think of that abstract expressionist artist we learned about in school, Jackson Pollock.

This place was magical, I thought; full of light and life, even in death.

As we went along, Esperanza got to work on what essentially amounted to the calaca version of face painting. Decoritas were the adornments of the dead, and everybody who died automatically got them. If you’ve ever seen the cool designs some people paint on their faces for Día de los Muertos, you’ve seen Decoritas. Except the ones you get down here are a whole lot more intricate and glittery than what you typically see on the livelier side of things. In other words: It was the only way we could blend in with the “locals.”

I watched Esperanza’s lips move in a quiet frenzy as she worked her primordial magia, muttering something under her breath in the ancient language of the undead. A moment later, I felt something like a cool burst of air kiss the skin of my cheeks and forehead and turned to face Violet.

“So how do I look?” I asked.

“You make a lovely corpse, Charlie,” she said with a grin.

“Do Raúl next,” Mariana told Esperanza. “I wanna see him with roses on his cheeks.”

My primo, however, wasn’t in the mood for jokes. Matter of fact, he didn’t even crack a smile at that. “Wandering through an unknown jungle following the instructions of the worst oracle ever…,” he fumed, angrily swatting aside tangles of low-hanging vines. “What could go wrong?”

“Ponce isn’t the worst,” I said. “He’s an okay guy.”

“He’s a clown. Even his parrot thinks he’s trash!”

“That’s harsh, Raúl.”

“AND he tried to kill us! TWICE!”

“Well, I can’t defend him there.” The guy definitely had some bad habits.

“By the way, what would happen if one of us died down here?” asked Raúl.

Three pairs of surprised eyes—specifically Violet’s, Mariana’s, and Esperanza’s—narrowed on him. Esperanza said, “You’re kidding, right?”

Raúl made a face. “I’m not kidding. I’m concerned.”

“Joanna already explained this,” Mariana told him. “And many other things… Were you not paying attention?”

“Actually, we were playing Minecraft,” I admitted. “We paid close attention to the plan part, obviously. But we kind of tuned out all the extra Land of the Dead info.”

“So neither of you thought it would be nice to know a little about the completely foreign and dangerous world you were about to enter?” Esperanza didn’t sound too impressed.

“We think it’s important now,” snapped Raúl. “Anybody gonna answer my question or just complain? What happens if one of us dies?”

“Well, if someone living dies in the Land of the Dead,” said the calaca, “it doesn’t seem like there’s any place left to go, does it?”

Raúl gaped. “You mean, we’d just be—erased?”

“Nobody knows for sure,” Espe told him. “It’s never happened before. But Joanna believes that is the most likely scenario.”

My cousin glanced at me like, Maybe we shouldn’t have signed up for this.

“There’s no disease, starvation, or aging here,” said Mariana. “The dead can only die through violence. But if someone is killed in the Land of the Dead, they cease to exist.”

“Like, anywhere?” I said.

“Like, anywhere,” Violet repeated.

Man, that’s kinda harsh, I thought. “Do the dead sleep?”

The calaca’s head went up and down. “Plenty do. But most don’t like it. As they say, ‘sleep is the cousin of death,’ and these peeps are already dead.” Well, it made sense, anyway.

Esperanza had just finished doing everybody else’s Decoritas when my Spidey-sense began to tingle.

“Don’t panic,” I whispered to the team. “But my Morphling antennas are telling me we’re being followed.”

Mariana’s face tightened with panic. “¿Estás seguro?”

“My instincts have never let me down. And I feel like they’re at least twice as sharp on this side of things.”

Raúl’s voice was an anxious rasp. “What do you think it is, cuz?”

“I can’t say for sure, but it feels huge… and SUPER dangerous.” I wasn’t trying to panic everyone. It was honestly just what I felt.

“An ogre, maybe?” Esperanza hissed anxiously.

I nodded my head nice and slow, trying not to make any sudden movements. “That’s what I’m worried about.”

“We won’t be able to outrun it,” said Mariana, drawing a machete from her waistband. “At least let’s show it that we are not afraid.” So that was exactly what we did, turning to mean-mug the dense wall of bushes we’d just come climbing out of.

A second later, I saw a tremble low in the bushes. Most likely caused by a footstep.

Ha! I knew it! I thought. Morphling instincts for the win!

We watched, waited. There was more leafy shaking and now even some crunching, cracking sounds of snapping twigs. Everybody held their breath.

Here it comes….

Then, suddenly, from out of the leafy darkness, emerged—

—a chicken?

A medium-size blue-feathered rooster with a bright red spot on the center of its head.

“Hmm,” I said. “Maybe whatever I sensed is after the chicken?”

We waited. Unfortunately—or fortunately, depending on how you wanted to look at it—nothing was after the chicken. There was only the chicken.

“This was the danger you sensed?” Mariana asked, giving me what most people (including myself) would probably label an unfriendly look.

“Hey, don’t underestimate roosters!” I clapped back. “You bend down far enough and that little monster is liable to peck your eyes out!”

Esperanza was giving me a bone-dry stare. Yep, pun intended. “Can we keep walking now?” she sighed.

Suddenly, a light bulb seemed to go off in my cousin’s head. “Let’s eat the rooster!” he shouted, whirling to face the blue-feathered cock-a-doodle-do.

Violet rolled her eyes in annoyance. “We’re not going to kill the poor rooster.”

“Why not?” Raúl snapped. “He’s already dead!”

“Actually,” said Esperanza, “he’s not.”

“What do you mean?” Mariana came over to take a closer look.

“Look at his face,” said Esperanza. “No Decoritas. That’s a living rooster.”

“Which makes him even more delicious!” cried Raúl, but everybody ignored him.

“Seriously?” I asked Esperanza. I mean, it was just weird.

“Without a doubt. The question is, what’s a live chicken doing in the Land of the Dead?”

Even weirder, when we started walking again, the chicken followed us. Or more specifically, me.

“Uh, why does it seem like I made a new friend?” I said.

Violet grinned at me. “Maybe it thinks you’re cute, Charlie.”

“I still think we should eat it,” Raúl said. “I’ll find the wood to start the fi—”
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