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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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“Well worth it for ravenous fans of quest stories.” —Kirkus Reviews

“A highly recommended adventure series.” —SLJ

“Through brief, fast-paced chapters, this ongoing adventure introduces more vibrant culture and legends, all while developing Charlie, Violet, and the other members of La Liga. Middle-grade readers will enjoy this second installment of the Charlie Hernández series with its adventure, memorable characters, and heartbreak.” —Booklist








[image: Charlie Hernández & the Golden Dooms, by Ryan Calejo, Aladdin]






To Ms. Gonzalez and Mrs. Streeter, because you never forget your favorite librarian or your favorite teacher, and to Anna Parsons, for all her hard work and talent






CHAPTER ONE [image: ]


Death came for me at around lunchtime. I was walking out of Ms. Alonso’s third-period history, on my way to the cafeteria, and didn’t even see it coming. No one usually does. In fact, as I started down the hallway toward the little stairs plastered with prom posters, all I saw was a girl. And she didn’t look particularly deadly, either. She was, as a matter of fact, seriously pretty. I mean, who would’ve thought somebody that cute was gonna bring about the end of the world? Definitely not me, or else I wouldn’t’ve stood there like some starry-eyed goof, basically just gawking at her as she slipped her way between the streams of hungry middle schoolers and came right up to me.

“¿Perdona, tú eres Charlie Hernández?”

Large hazel eyes blinked up at me from beneath ridiculously long, ridiculously thick lashes, and I think I might’ve managed a couple of blinks myself. I think….

She tried again. “Are you Charlie Hernández?”

And this time I managed a whole nod. (Impressive, I know.) But before I could work up to an “Uh,” or a “Huh,” or even an “Uh-huh, that’s me!” her hands snapped out, quick as a thought, and she was shoving me backward—back, back, back past the broken water fountain, past the row of second-floor lockers, past the little janitor’s closet with all the brooms inside, and through a door very clearly marked GIRLS’ RESTROOM.

“Hey, what are you DOING?” I hissed, watching her flip the dead bolt.

“Locking the door.”

“Yeah, that I can see. My question is, WHY?”

“¿Cuál es el problema?”

“The problem is that this is a girls’ bathroom!”

“So?”

“So there could’ve been A GIRL in here!”

“There is a girl in here.”

“WHAT! Where?” I whirled, my heart doing its best flippity-floppity, fish-out-of-water impersonation; and a moment later I felt the tap of a cold finger on my shoulder.

“Right behind you…”

Ah. Her. Right.

As I turned back around, I couldn’t help noticing that she was now staring up at me the same sorta way someone might stare at a three-headed mule.

“You’re… different than I expected,” she said doubtfully.

“Well, that’s kinda your fault for expecting. Most people don’t expect much from me. And it usually works out better for everyone that way.”

Her dark eyes narrowed. “You seem tense.”

“That’s because I am tense! And I’m getting outta here before someone catches us and I get even tenser!”

I started toward the door, which was definitely a step in the right direction, but not nearly enough. I should’ve gone running out of that bathroom and not stopped until I’d reached the North Pole. (Which, in case you were wondering, was approximately 3,972 miles from South Florida.)

“Wait!” Suddenly, Little Miss Shoves-a-Lot leapt in front of me, flinging her hands out like a traffic cop. “¡Necesito tu ayuda!”

And it was the fear—no, the pleading in those last few words (“I need your help”)—that really got me. She sounded alone. And scared. And near tears.

So I stopped. I stared at her, and she stared back. Her hair was thick and dark and wavy, and her skin was smooth and tan and so uniformly flawless that you had to wonder if she’d ever even had a single zit.

She was almost too perfect to be real. Which, come to think of it, should’ve been my first tip-off.

The second, though—easily—should’ve been her fashion sense. Or, rather, her lack thereof… She looked like someone who had been told how middle school kids liked to dress but hadn’t actually ever seen one. At least not in a while. Her hairstyle and bell-bottoms made her look like she’d just stepped out of Austin Powers’s groovy time machine, and her colorful purple sweater screamed eighties pop (and actually read, on one sleeve: THE 80S ROCK!).

She said, “I’m in trouble.”

“Trouble?” Confused, I shook my head. “Well, in that case, you should probably find a hall monitor. And those are usually found out in the halls.…”

“But I don’t need a hall monitor,” she said pleadingly. “I need a Morphling!”
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Had a pair of zombie hands busted out of the floor right then and grabbed me by my big toes, I don’t think I would’ve been any more surprised. Morphling wasn’t exactly a word you heard thrown around a lot in school bathrooms. It was, as a matter of fact, an old Latinx myth—stories of kids who could manifest specific animal traits, like wings. Or gills. Or claws. Or even the bony, scaly shell of an armadillo. I knew the stories because my abuelita knew the stories. She’d collected myths like some people collect action figures and had taught me most of them before I could even tie my own shoes.

But it wasn’t until about month ago that I discovered two very important facts: One, the beings and creatures from those old myths actually existed, and two, I, Charlie Hernández, just so happened to be one. There was only a small group of non-sombras (i.e., humans) on the entire planet who knew my secret. And this girl wasn’t supposed to be one of them….

I blinked, slowly, and even more slowly, I looked into her strange too-dark eyes. “What’d you say…?”

She stepped toward me, guarded but hopeful. “You’re him, aren’t you? You’re Charlie Hernández. The fifth and final Morphling.”

“I, yeah… But—how do you know that?”

“We all know.”

Three little words. Just three. But it was funny how they could make your Panic-o-Meter go all kinds of loco. “And who is ‘we’ exactly…?” I said. “Who are you?”

“Mi nombre es Esperanza Sophia Viviana Ramos Delgado de los Huesos.”

Whoa. Okay. Now imagine being the poor kid who had to learn to spell all that in kindergarten….

“Mind if I just call you Espe?” I said. And I’m not sure if it was my nerves or the lack of calories or the fact that I was locked in a bathroom with some strange girl who obviously knew a whole heck of a lot more about me than I knew about her, but I began to feel a familiar itch. A familiar tingle. And all of a sudden, I saw an oh so familiar sight:

A fat white feather came bursting through the skin of my arm like a fluffy, fuzzy jack-in-the-box!

I guess it wasn’t bad enough that I totally sucked at morphing. It also seemed to happen at the absolute WORST possible times!

Esperanza clearly disagreed, though, because her eyes suddenly lit up, and she was practically bouncing up and down on her toes as she whispered, “Is that an ACTUAL feather?”

“Well, it’s certainly not an ulcer,” I said. (At least not yet.)

“How does it feel?!”

“Stings a little, to tell ya the truth.”

“That’s the most incredible thing I’ve ever SEEN!”

Just gimme a couple more minutes…, I thought.

“Oh, to see a Morphling manifest a feather!” Her voice was high and thin. Her hands clasped together in delight. “My bones are positively rattling with excitement!”

“Well, let’s try to keep the rattling to a minimum,” I told her. “We don’t want anyone out there to hear you.”

My first instinct—duh—was to pluck the fluffy little sucker. But in the end I decided that probably wasn’t such a hot idea. The last time I started plucking feathers in a school bathroom, I’d nearly drowned the entire school….

“By the way, you still haven’t told me who that ‘we’ is,” I reminded Esperanza, and she nodded and took a deep breath like she was getting ready to tell. Only instead of telling, she decided to show.

And boy, what a show it was….

One moment I was staring at a beautiful, hazel-eyed, rosy-cheeked girl, and the next—¡Dios mío!—the girl wasn’t even a girl anymore!

Well, I mean, she was a girl… but a girl without eyes or ears or lips or even a heartbeat!

Heck, without even a heart!

No skin stretched over any part of her body.

No muscles pulled on any of her bones.

She was—not only in a manner of speaking but in a manner of literally BEING—a skeleton!

A calaca!

One of the undead underworld ferriers of the recently deceased!
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Only… Esperanza was a lot younger than any calaca I’d ever seen. And a whole lot cooler-looking, too. Her face, whiter and brighter than any snowflake, was decorated in mesmerizing patterns of dots and swirls, hearts and spiderwebs. Her teeth were even and perfect. Huge red and purple rose heads had been painted or carved—or probably both—around the dark hollows of her eyes, and her lips—at least the bones where her lips would have been—were dyed a bright blood red and even seemed to pout a little as her eyes dropped shyly to her sneakers, a pair of ancient, moss-encrusted high-tops. Converse, maybe.

“Haven’t you seen a calaca before?” she asked in a small, embarrassed voice. “I heard you met the Lady of the Dead.”

I took a deep breath, just trying not to pass out from the shock. (Which, not gonna lie, wasn’t easy.) “I did meet La Catrina,” I managed. Barely. “And I’ve seen plenty of calacas… only never had one lock me in a school bathroom before.” On the bright side, at least that explained how she knew what I was. “So, what are you doing at my middle school?!”

“I thought this was the safest place to meet. You never know who’s watching, and I figured I could blend in among the other students.”

Smart. Though I wasn’t so sure about the blending in part… “That still doesn’t answer my question.”

“I’ve come to beseech you,” the calaca said a little anxiously.

Beseech me? “That’s, uh, not gonna hurt, is it?”

“No. I’ve come to beg for help. ¡Tu ayuda!” She got a nervous look on her face. “It’s… mi hermana. She’s made a terrible mistake.”

“Your sister?”

“Sí. She’s always been quite… impetuosa. Reckless, even. But this time she may have gone too far. And I… I’m scared for her.” You could tell, too. Her expression was tight, worried-looking, and her sneakered feet wouldn’t stop making squeaking sounds as she shuffled them on the recently mopped floors.

“So wha-what happened?” I asked.

“Magdalena doesn’t confide in me much. That’s the problem. Maybe if I would’ve learned of her trouble sooner, I could’ve done something myself, but…” Her words trailed off, her face growing sadder, graver. “Magdalena, she’s—well, she’s never really felt at home among the old and lonely graveyards. She’s always been more of a… free spirit. When we were little, she’d make me help her dig tunnels to the surface with silver spoons she’d stolen from some of the older tombs, so that she could play in the rain or watch the sun rise without being caught by the watchmen. She swore to me that one day she’d run away, escape los cementerios for good. Live among the living.” Her fingers were trembling. They crushed the straps of her purple JanSport. “I—I know I’m rambling. Perdóname. But what I’m trying to say is that I love mi hermana—la amo—and right now I just…” She trailed off again, looking hopeless. “I just feel so lost.”

I hardly knew what to say to all that. My heart sorta broke for her. It really did. She just looked so sad and small and completely overwhelmed. I wanted to help her. If I even could. So what I said was: “Uh, why don’t you maybe start by telling me what actually happened.… What’d your sister even do?”

“She trusted the wrong people.”

“And?”

“I’d rather not say.”

“Why not?”

She gave a little shrug. “I’d rather not say.”

“So where’s your sister now?”

“I… I don’t know.”

“Is she… missing?”

Esperanza’s bony shoulders went up and down again. “I—I don’t know. Maybe.”

“You realize this isn’t an episode of I’ve Got a Secret, right? If you want my help, you’re gonna have to tell me something. I mean, what kinda trouble is your sister in?”

“The kind that has me risking my life trying to save her.”

“Sounds pretty bad,” I admitted.

“It’s worse. For death stings far more the second time.”

And that I definitely didn’t like the sound of.

Esperanza’s fingers, cold as frozen straws, touched my arm. Her voice wavered a little. “She needs my help, Charlie.… I’m the only person she can trust, and you are the only person I can trust.”

“But—you don’t even know me,” I pointed out.

“Oh, but I do! I’ve heard your stories!”

I blinked, surprised. “You… have?”

“Yes, and you can never know a person better than through their stories! I really do believe that! And I’ve heard all of yours. How you defeated La Cuca; how you traveled to the Land of the Dead and back; how you battled your way through las Américas to save your friends and send La Mano Peluda back to La Tierra de los Muertos.” The hollows of her eyes seemed to glow with a blend of hope and admiration. She looked straight at me. “We’re all so honored that a Morphling has been born in our time. The entire Sociedad is! You’re so brave and selfless and… and maravilloso!”

Marvelous. Huh. Never been called that before. And I’d been called plenty. “Look, uh, I’m not saying that I disagree with you per se.… But have you thought about maybe going to La Liga de Sombras with this? I mean, Queen Joanna will probably be able to help you much more than I can.”

But the mysterious calaca girl was shaking her head even before I’d finished. “No. No es posible. My sister would never forgive me. Like I said, she can be… difficult. And please don’t tell La Liga that I came to you! That could jeopardize all of us!”

“What? How?”

“I—I can say no more. The truth is, I shouldn’t even have said what I have. It’s just that I’m scared, and I’m desperate, and I don’t know who else to turn to.” Her bony fingers squashed the strap of her backpack again. She stared down at her sneakers and said in a very small voice, “I need you, Charlie.… And I know I’m just some stranger who crawled out of a grave somewhere, begging por tu ayuda, but know that I’m only begging for your help because I need it and because there’s no one else for me to beg.”

Man, talk about pressure…. “Listen, it’s not that I don’t wanna help you,” I said. “But you haven’t really told me anything. What do you even want me to do?”

“I wish I could say more, but you don’t understand the risks I’m taking by simply talking to you. By coming up to the surface world in broad daylight.” Her voice trembled. Her hands trembled. Everything about her was trembling and scared.

“Okay, look, I can try to help, but first you gotta help me. Gimme… more. Gimme anything.”

“All I can give you is this.” Unzipping her backpack pocket, she reached inside with shaky fingers and brought out a small rectangle of paper. Something like a business card. It read—

PIERRE D’EXQUIS

—in a big fancy scrawl. And that was all.

The cardstock was smooth and glossy. I looked up from it and into the empty sockets of Esperanza’s eyes. “Pierre d’Exquis?”

“Yes, but I have to warn you, Charlie—they’re all villanos! Dangerous, awful villains!” Her long skeleton fingers wrapped tightly around my arm, the bones digging in, and her pale skeleton face darkened like the first thundercloud before a storm. “¡Ten cuidado! If anything were to happen to you because of me I’d… I’d die. Again.” Looking away, she quickly added, “I wasn’t trying to be funny. I only wanted to say that, para mí, your safety means—well, it means—”

Unfortunately, I never got to find out exactly what my safety meant to her, because right at that moment there came a loud knock. And a moment after, an even louder shout: “WHY IS THIS DOOR LOCKED?”

It was an adult’s voice.

A teacher’s voice!

And not just any teacher—

It was Ponce Middle’s very own Miss Trunchbull: the one and only Mrs. Kirilenko!
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Esperanza’s wide, frightened eyes found my equally wide, equally frightened ones. “Who is that?” she whispered.

“Someone who’s gotta pee! Does it matter?”

More pounding. Harder. Louder. Then the voice behind the fists shouted, “Who is in there? Identify yourself immediately using first and last name or student ID beginning with grade level!”

Yeah, no gracias. Instead, I turned back to Esperanza and hissed, “Put your… your FACE back on!”

Señorita Pale and Bony looked at me like I’d just asked her to bake a flan blindfolded and with both hands tied to her ankles. “This is my face!”

“I mean put your fleshy face back on! Your HUMAN face! There’re people out there! LIVING people!”

The pounding grew louder, angrier. Any harder and Mrs. Kirilenko’s fist was gonna come Hulk-smashing through the three and a half inches of solid maple.

Esperanza, meanwhile, was concentrating on showing me her “good side.” But so far nada. Not even a nice pink earlobe!

“¡No puedo!” she said at last. “I can’t!”

And the gauge on my Panic-o-Meter finally blew off. “WHAT DO YOU MEAN YOU CAN’T?!”

“When I’m too scared or nervous, the glamour becomes impossible to conjure!”

Oh, well, that was just PERFECTO, wasn’t it?!

But honestly, who was I to judge? I was like 99 percent sure another fistful of feathers had sprouted on my back and probably a couple more in my left armpit, too.

“Then we gotta hide you!” I rasped.

Only one problem: There was nowhere to hide her! The garbage can was waaay too small, and there were only four stalls; and if anyone thought—even for a second—that Mrs. K wasn’t gonna go all SWAT team, drop-kicking every single stall door the second she barged in here, then they really didn’t know Mrs. K (or about her decade and a half training as a KGB military officer).

But Esperanza was already on the move, already sliding the trash bin aside and peeking under the sinks and stuff.

“Where are those large rectangular cutouts that let you look out of buildings?” she hissed.

“You mean WINDOWS?”

“I don’t know! Maybe?”

“Haven’t you ever been in a school bathroom before?! They’re no different than prison bathrooms! No windows, no accessible air ducts, and always just ONE door!”

BAM—BAM—BAM—BAM!

It was starting to sound like Mrs. K’s fist was gonna make its grand appearance, after all….

Feeling fresh stings of pain along my jaw, I turned to the row of mirrors above the sinks—

And froze!

Only at first I wasn’t even sure what I was looking at. But then I got a closer look and saw—¡Santo cielo!—that it was fur!

Lion fur!

A MANE, to be exact!

It grew in tufts and in tangles, all thick and bushy and sprouting out of the sides of my neck and cheeks. The stuff was a little softer than the feathers, a little fluffier at the tips, and a WHOLE heck of a lot more obvious for the whole world to see.

Not a bad look, though…

Like a Tween Wolf or something.

Definitely Halloween material.

Focus, Charlie!

I realized Esperanza was staring at me from across the bathroom. Her jaw was hanging down around her collarbone, her bony skeleton face giving me the kind of look usually reserved for flying pigs. My guess was that she was probably trying to decide which one of us would’ve made the better circus sideshow. And I’m pretty sure I knew the answer, too, but it didn’t exactly make me feel that great about myself….

Dios mío, where am I supposed to hide this girl? I thought. Where am I supposed to hide ME?

“I have an idea!” Esperanza said suddenly. She hurried over to a stall and—this part I could hardly believe—started wiggling out of her clothes!

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?” I screeched—quickly turning around, of course.… Y’know, to give the girl some privacy or whatever.

But she flung her hoodie at the back of my head, whispering, “Put that on to cover your feathers and mane! And what in the tombs are you staring at the wall for?”

“Because you’re getting naked! That’s why!”

“So? You’ve never seen bones before?”

What? “Of course I’ve seen BONES before, but—”

Bah, she was right! I mean, let’s be honest… she didn’t exactly have a whole lot for me to “see.”

But just as I turned back around again, things got even weirder. Because just as I turned back around again—no joke—Esperanza began disassembling herself!
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I gaped as she jerked loose a rib.

I gulped as she pulled free a collarbone.

I gasped as she yanked off her right foot.

“This is how I memorized all the bones in the human body!” she happily informed me. And then she began tossing the bones, one by one, into the toilet bowl. Yeah, into the bowl.

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?” I screeched. Again. But the girl was just getting started….

My eyeballs nearly hit the EJECT BUTTON as her bony fingers gripped the sides of her bony head and she popped it (it being her friggin’ head) right off the rest of her!

Then, slowly, carefully, she set her freshly “liberated” cabeza down on the rim of the toilet seat and, even more slowly and carefully, turned it to face me.

“Don’t worry,” the head said with a cheery grin. “I can put myself together again!”

“Whatever you say, Humpty Dumpty!”

The hands of her now headless body groped blindly for the flusher lever.

“That’s not gonna work!” I whisper-shrieked. “I mean, those bones aren’t gonna go down!”

Fortunately, I was wrong. See, the bones in the bowl had turned all flexy, all Jell-O-y and gelatiny, and with a wild hiss and splash of water, they were sucked straight down the toilet hole, clicking and clacking and banging their way through the twisty network of pipes behind the wall.

“There are exactly two hundred and six in the human body,” Esperanza’s head explained. “They’re made mostly of a protein called collagen and a mineral called calcium phosphate. And they can be surprisingly flexible when soaked. Particularly old calaca bones.”

She was giving me an anatomy lesson I’d never forget. (And would probably have nightmares about later…)

With a snap, her humerus came free.

With a crack, her spine broke in two.

With a pop, her femur slipped out of her hip socket.

The girl worked with the efficiency of a machine: Yank, toss, flush. Yank, toss, flush. And before I knew it, the only part of her that was left was the grinning skeleton head on the toilet seat.

“I’m going to need your help with this last one,” it said, still grinning at me.

“WHAT KINDA HELP?”

“A hand. Or, better yet—a foot.”

“WHAT?”

“What I’m saying is you’re gonna have to force my head down the hole.”

¡Dios mío! I’d never heard anything so awful-sounding in my ENTIRE LIFE!

There was a tinny jingle of keys.

“Yes, this door, Marty!” I heard Mrs. Kirilenko shout. “Open it! Open right now!”

Marty was one of our school’s janitors, and Esperanza must’ve read the thought—or, more likely, the panic—right off my face because she cried, “¡Dale! Hurry!”

With my heart trying to pound its way out of my chest (and probably on the verge of succeeding), I picked up her bony head—carefully, of course—and then dropped it, equally carefully, into the toilet. There was a satisfying kerplunk as it went under, and I almost giggled.

Almost.

Then, gripping the flusher thingy, I gave it a nice firm yank.

Water hissed and swirled, but her head only hissed and swirled along with it. Translation: no flushy-flushy!

As the water rapidly refilled the bowl, Esperanza gurgled something at me (something that sounded suspiciously like, “NOT LIKE THAT, TONTO!”), so I tried again. And again. And again. But no matter how many times I tried or how hard I yanked down on the stupid lever, her stupid head just wouldn’t go down the stupid hole! Sure, it was sorta soft and squishy like the rest of her bones, but it was still a lotta bone, no matter how soft and squishy!

And seeing as I didn’t have any other options—like, ninguna!—I closed my eyes, sucked in a huge oh God please help me breath, and stuck my foot into the bowl!

Toilet water, cold and milky-colored and oh-so-DISGUSTING, instantly soaked my sneaker. I did not let out a manly high-pitched shriek. Okay, maybe I did. Then, squeezing my eyes even tighter, I began stomping on Esperanza’s head, occasionally flushing, but mostly just grimacing and squirming as the pee-scented, puke-inducing nastiness splashed my knees and legs, licking coldly at the hem of my shorts.

My foot began to ache. A crack ran up the center of the porcelain bowl.

Water sloshed and splashed everywhere as I gave her cranium a final triple-stomp combination—stomp, stomp-stttommmpp!—while simultaneously jerking down on the flusher, and finally—finally!—down swirled the water and down, down, down swirled Esperanza’s big ol’ skeleton head.

Breathing a Texas-size sigh of relief, I staggered away from the toilet, feeling kinda good actually… only to realize that—holy guacamole!—I’d lost one of my sneakers!

It must’ve been sucked right down the toilet hole along with Esperanza!

No, no, no, no—NO!

A key touched the lock.

A shiver of fear touched my heart.

On the other side of the door, I could still hear Mrs. Kirilenko barking orders, urging Marty to hurry up already, and: “Would you like ME to teach you how to unlock a door, sir?”

Not wasting a second, I snatched Esperanza’s hoodie off the floor and practically jammed myself into it even though it was about three sizes too small and read I’M A MATERIAL GIRL! in huge pink letters across the back.

But no sooner had the lock clicked open and the doorknob started to turn than a familiar watery, liquidy, bubbly sound rose up behind me.

I turned, cautiously, and then peered, even more cautiously—and a little fearfully, too—into the bowl.

The toilet burped; it belched; it bubbled. The water gurgled. From behind the wall, the plumbing rumbled uneasily and an ominous hissing sound whispered through the air like the hiss of a hundred snakes.

The fudge funnels were singing to me again.

All of them.

I could hear their awful gurgly voices coming from everywhere. Every. Single. Stall.

I had time to think, Not again, and then “again” happened: A blast of whizz-scented nasty erupted from the center of the bowl, blasting me square in the chest.

I was flung off my feet on the explosion of water and never actually felt myself land. But when I’d finally blinked the water out of my eyes, I found myself staring up at the ceiling lights with my head spinning and the shocked, staring faces of Mrs. Kirilenko and Marty the janitor swimming in the corners of my vision.

I tried to sit up. Started to say, “I can explain,” and… well, just gave up. No one could explain what had happened here.

No one should even try.






CHAPTER SIX [image: ]


I should’ve been born with a warning label on my forehead that read: CHARLIE HERNÁNDEZ, DESTROYER OF SCHOOL BATHROOMS—BEWARE! But fortunately for me, I wasn’t. And fortunately for me, Principal García didn’t even suspect me. In fact, he blamed the whole thing on the school’s “very obviously faulty” plumbing and was even nice enough to find me a chancleta (in the lost-and-found box) to replace my “lost” shoe. Meanwhile, I just sat there, nodding enthusiastically and saying things like “Yep” and “I agree” and “That’s too true” because it seemed like the best way not to get suspended for the rest of my natural-born life. And when Mr. García asked me what I was doing in the girls’ bathroom, I told him that I’d had a taco-related emergency (spicy breakfast tacos had been on the school menu that morning), and he seemed to understand.

Anyway, when the final bell rang, I made my way out to the stand of bleachers by the PE field to have a little heart-to-heart with Violet Rey. Violet was basically the coolest, smartest girl in all of Miami-Dade County—maybe even the entire country. Not only was she the captain of the debate team and cheerleading squad, but she was also the editor-in-chief of our school’s newspaper, which didn’t just put her out of my league. It basically put us in different universes. In third grade, she’d chased me around the art room with an opened paper clip. It might as well have been Cupid’s arrow, though, because I’d tripped over a can of paintbrushes, taken the pointy end in the bee-hind, and had been seeing little cartoon hearts ever since.

“Let me guess the perfume,” V said as I strolled up to her. “Dior de Pee-pee?” I could hear the laughter in her voice and see the sparkle of it in her eyes, and it was kind of annoying—but only kinda.

“Ha. Ha. You’re hilarious,” I groaned. “Please tell me it isn’t true. Tell me you haven’t heard about the bathroom.”

“Everyone’s heard about the bathroom, Charlie. Everyone in the entire school. Everyone in the entire district. In fact, there’s already an article about it on our online rag.”

“YOU PUT IT IN THE SCHOOL PAPER?” I shrieked; and then, getting funny looks from a couple of passing eighth graders, quickly shut up.

“Had to, Charlie… Our readers wanna know.” Grinning, Violet fixed me with those brilliant baby blues. I tried not to fall into them. It wasn’t easy. “So what’s the scoop, huh? What went down?”

“It wasn’t what went down,” I said. “It’s what came up.” (Which was about two hundred gallons of liquid yuck.)

Anyway, I told her the whole loco story, and by the time I was finished, her eyes had narrowed into concentrated little slits and her pretty pink lips were tight with thought.

She was now in full-on investigative journalist mode. And when she was in that mode, even Sherlock Holmes better watch out for those swinging blond pigtails….

Then Violet surprised me with: “She’s cute, huh?”

I blinked. “Huh?”

“She is?”

“What? No. I said she had an ‘interesting’ look.… That’s a looong way from cute. But—why would that even matter?”

“Who said it did? Unless you think it does…”

“Unless I think? You—you’re the only one talking about it!”

“Yeah, but you’re the only one blushing.”

I probably was, too. Violet had a talent for making me feel like I was being grilled by some hard-edged police detective trying to badger a confession out of me. She usually got her confession, too….

“It’s the heat!” I shot back. “It’s this SUN! I think they took a buncha SPFs out of my favorite sunscreen and now I’m gonna have to change brands again.”

Yeah, I was a sucky liar. Good thing Violet didn’t seem to be paying me much attention. She was staring down at Esperanza’s little card, the smooth, laminated paper gleaming in the blazing South Florida sun. “So this is all she gave you?”

“Uh-huh. And she wouldn’t tell me any more about it either. Like she couldn’t or something.”

“That’s… interesting.”

“We should probably hit up Whitepages.com or whatever. I’m guessing it’s a person.”

“You mean yellow.”

“¿Qué?”

“Yellowpages.com. Pierre isn’t a person. It’s a place.” V looked up at me. “And we gotta tell La Liga about this.… We need to see the queen.”

“Uh, even though Esperanza specifically asked me not to tell La Liga?” I said.

“Especially because Esperanza asked you not to.”

“What? You don’t trust her or something?”

“I don’t know her. But either way, she doesn’t know Joanna like we do; she might think she can’t trust La Liga, but we know she can. Plus, it’s just something we have to do.”

And, as usual, Violet was right.






CHAPTER SEVEN [image: ]


The old Spanish monastery in North Miami Beach was about a twenty-minute bus ride from school.

On our very first visit here, I’d almost been chewed up and spat out by a psychotic, shape-shifting sorcerer called a nahual. (And yes, I do mean the chewed-up-and-spat-out part literally.) On our fifth or sixth visit, Violet and I had walked straight into a missing persons case that had almost turned us into missing persons as we went tumbling through the wild heart of Central and South America. Call me a pesimista, but something told me that this visit probably wasn’t going to turn out much better….

As we strolled through the high iron gates and underneath the green canopy of banyan leaves, I felt the sharp change in the air. That cool, almost sticky hum of ancient magia. It tingled up my arms and down my legs and made all the little hairs on my body instantly stand on end. The warm afternoon air sang with it, sizzled with it.

Now, on paper (or at least according to the “About Us” tab on their website), the monastery was an old church that had been built in the twelfth century in Sacramenia, Spain, and later brought over, stone by stone, and reconstructed here in North Miami. But in actuality, this whole place was what was known in the sombra world as a Provencia—an ancient, warded fortress used by La Liga and its allies since before the dawn of time. Well, maybe not that long ago… but you get the idea.

La Provencia itself put the e in enormous, spreading out over twenty-five sprawling acres of Spanish-style gardens, mango trees, and palm trees. It had enough alcoves, cloisters, walkways, and nooks to make you think you’d stumbled into some medieval maze, and enough rooms full of books, ancient scrolls, and otherworldly-looking artifacts to make you think you’d tripped into a world-class museum. There was even a family of lamiaks, mermaidlike creatures, living in the largest of the twelve stone fountains and a giant—aka a jentilak—who slept under the old bell tower.

Usually, though, most of the really important stuff went down in Queen Joanna’s study, and today wasn’t any different.

As we walked in through the magnificent fourteen-foot-tall iron-studded doors (which always opened for us even though no one ever seemed to open them), we saw a large group of sombras seated around the queen’s desk. They’d been yapping at each other—and so loudly that we heard them long before we actually saw them—but they instantly shut up when they saw us.

“¡Niños!” the queen cried happily, her booming voice echoing through the grand chamber. “¡Sin pena! Come in, come in.… We were just finishing up.”

For a moment none of the other sombras said anything. They basically just sat there, gawking at me like I was some newly discovered species of green flamingo or something. It was honestly pretty embarrassing.

Next thing, they all came leaping out of their chairs and nearly swept me away in a tidal wave of handshakes and hugs.

“Ay, Carlito, que placer!”

“A Morphling… I’ve lived to see yet another Morphling!”

“Charlie, es un honor! Es mi honor!”

A zip, no bigger than a bumblebee, flew over and shook my pinky finger with both of its tiny little hands and screeched, “It’s so wonderful to finally meet you in the flesh!”

Two forest sprites—chaneques—bowed at me and patted me gently on the shoulders while a sisimite—which is basically a Mexican bigfoot—picked me up in its gigantic brown-furred hands (four-fingered, just like the legends say) and gave me a friendly full-body shake and an even friendlier full-faced grin before setting me back down again.

Then, all together, they filed quickly out of the room, chatting excitedly among themselves, and the great doors shut behind them (without anyone actually having shut them, of course).

“¡Niños! ¡Qué gusto de verlos! ¡Y qué sorpresa!” La bruja motioned us over, her jewel-studded crown glittering as it caught a shaft of fresh sunshine slanting in through the crystal ceiling. “¿Cómo están? You’re both well, yes?” The Witch Queen of Toledo looked great for someone who had been born back in the days when people still thought that beavers were fish. Her eyes were bright and green, her hair was dark brown, and she wore enough pendants and necklaces and giant golden rings that she probably could’ve opened her own chain of ultra-high-end jewelry stores just with what she had on.

“I’m doing pretty good.” Violet smiled.

“And you, Charlie?” asked the witch.

“Well, I, uh, had an interesting day.”

“Yes, I read about it on your school’s web paper.”

“Did you, now?” I glared at V. “That’s so awesome.”

“Pues, díganme más,” Joanna urged, and so for the second time today I told the story of the calaca girl, of Esperanza and her plea for help.

Slipping into her enormous throne, the Witch Queen listened silently while I spoke. Her glowing emerald eyes, which burned like those oddly colored torches we’d seen below La Rosa Cemetery, seemed to pull the words out of me.

But the more I talked, the more the light in her eyes appeared to darken and the frown on her face appeared to deepen. She looked worried. Which, naturally, made me worried.

At last the ageless Spanish bruja said, “This is all quite concerning.” Her gaze was distant, far off, yet somehow fixed sharply on me. “Está bien extraño.”

“Well, prepare to be even more concerned,” Violet said. She opened her cheer bag, dug out a thick notebook covered with Hello Kitty stickers, and laid it in the middle of the queen’s fancy-schmancy desk. Then she began paging through it and talking about some of the “cases” she was currently investigating for the school paper. She mentioned something about a missing person who lived a few miles from school and a pair of missing Chihuahuas, Chico and Chacha. She also brought out newspaper clippings about some tremors in the Little Havana neighborhood, which was one of the oldest and most well-known neighborhoods in the entire city. The reports weren’t super official or anything, but a handful of residents were claiming that they’d felt something like earthquakes and claiming property damage and stuff. I remembered hearing about it on TV.

Violet finished in typical Violet fashion with: “What if it’s all connected somehow?”

“How?” asked the Witch Queen.

“I—I’m not sure yet. But lookit: the missing person and the dogs are both from Little Havana, and only a block or two east of where we now have three different reports of people having felt tremors. And guess what’s right there, not two blocks north of that? Pierre d’Exquis. I mean, you gotta admit, the proximities are at least coincidental, no? And I think everyone knows how I feel about coincidences….”

“She doesn’t believe in them,” I told Joanna. You know, just so we were all on the same page.

La bruja was silent for a long time. When she spoke again, her voice was about as bright and cheery as the eye wall of a category-four hurricane. “I’m going to be completamente honest with both of you,” she said. “I sense a looming calamity… a vague doom taking shape in the night. I believed that when you cast La Mano Peluda back to the Land of the Dead, its hold over this world would be broken. But it seems as though I was wrong. Its influence has somehow been amplified; it festers now, unrestrained, in all the forgotten corners of this realm. The sad truth is that if it hadn’t been for your great victory in San Miguel, all would already be lost. For even now our alliances splinter like the bristles of an old broom.” The witch frowned. Her eyes seemed to flutter behind heavy lashes. “I am troubled beyond the grasp of my own understanding. I wish I could describe to you precisely what I fear is coming, but alas, I cannot. And so I have made my judgment, niños: I must ask that you both stay out of this. All of it. That you make your own personal seguridad your highest priority.”

“But we can help,” Violet said. (Her personal safety—or even mine, for that matter—was never her highest priority.)

“You can,” replied the queen. “And you have. But now I’m afraid the danger is too great. You are, after all, only children.”

Ha. Like that would ever work on V. Still, I gave her a look like, Joanna’s right, you know, and she just rolled her eyes at me.

Next moment, the door to the study cracked open, and in the crack, a duende appeared. The itty-bitty little castle elf stood about two feet tall and wore Spanish breeches, stony clogs, and a pointy straw hat that almost resembled a pyramid. A second later, another duende had hopped onto his skinny shoulders, then another hopped onto that one’s skinny shoulders, and then yet another climbed up the back of that last guy until they stood in a stack that rose almost a whole six feet off the ground. Finally, the one at the top cried out, “¡Mi reina! ¡El concejo está listo! The council now awaits your presence.”

When the queen gave a sharp, quick nod, the duendes quickly unstacked themselves, then sorta tug-of-warred the huge door shut with a soft bang.

Joanna sat as if lost in thought for several seconds. Then her glowing eyes flicked up and she said, “I’m glad you both came. Fue un placer verlos. But I’m afraid I must leave you now.”

Violet reached for her notebook, but the long-ringed fingers of the witch pinned it to the desk.

“You won’t be needing that,” she told her. Then, fixing me with that piercing, regal gaze of hers, she said, “Charlie, la tarjeta, por favor,” and I got a pretty good idea of what it must’ve felt like to have been one of her royal subjects back in sixteenth-century Spain.

So, naturally—like a loyal little subject—I obeyed, handing her the card Esperanza had given me. La bruja frowned at it and slipped it into V’s notebook, and then slipped the notebook into the open, roaring mouth of a large bronze bull statue on the corner of her desk. In a blink, el toro seemed to go from inanimate to animate, wolfing down the notebook in a single giant swallow. I thought I heard a series of small locks clicking into place, but wasn’t sure. Violet—surprise, surprise—didn’t look too happy about the whole thing. She didn’t look too happy at all….
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