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			Of course, I dedicate this to my beloved mom and dad, Dolores C. Lewis and Robert O. Lewis. I also have to dedicate this to my writing task master and diva dog, Bonita. To Randy, Chris, William, Jeff, Berto, Rodney, Brian, and Kalvin. Your love, support, and encouragement mean the world to me. Last but not least, you, the readers. Without you, I wouldn’t be where I am today.

			In this story, we have Elias. Elias is transgendered, but because of the time period they grew up in, they weren’t able to live their truth. It took me some time to decide what pronouns to use for them. Using he/him felt wrong and insulting to the character. I thought about using she/her, but I felt that would get confusing to you, the reader. I finally decided to use the neutral pronouns of they/them. This way, I wasn’t misgendering a character that I love, and I wasn’t confusing you, the reader.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Elias skipped merrily down the dirt road to Don Marcos’s farm. Even though the man and his lands sent shivers down Elias’s spine, they were happy to be away from everyone so they could be themself. They treasured these moments when they did not need to pretend to be something they were not. These moments were rare and grew farther and fewer as they grew older.

			For as long as Elias could remember, they felt off, as if they were born into the wrong body. They also learned early on not to say such things out loud. The first time someone heard them say it, they ended up with their father’s belt across their backside. The second was their mother’s wooden spoon. Both times had earned them a lecture that saying such things in public could have dire consequences for them and their family.

			The Tribunal of the Holy Office of the Inquisition was always on the watch for anyone that did not live up to their holy piety standard. A woman and her newborn child were taken because a local priest said the child’s birthmark was the sign of the devil. Don Octavio, the elderly widower that was too sick and weak to attend church, was dragged out of his home and burned at the stake for heresy. 

			“I know you’re different. I’m different, too,” their cousin Francisco told them privately one day. “Not like you, but I am. With Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand driving the Moors from Spain, it’s a dangerous time for people like us and our families.”

			Elias understood but did not like it.

			“Maybe one day,” Francisco added wistfully, “people like us will be able to live freely and openly.”

			“But not today,” Elias finished. 

			Francisco tousled Elias’s curly hair. “No, not today, but someday.” Someday couldn’t come soon enough for Elias. 

			With times growing harder by the day, Francisco had found work as a stable hand for Don Marcos, and Elias had been quietly tasked with taking Francisco his afternoon meal while the rest of the world took their siesta. Elias didn’t mind. They got to be themself, even if they didn’t quite understand who that was yet.

			Elias continued down the road, keeping an eye out for any of the wild dogs that freely roamed in packs on Don Marcos’s lands. Their bloodthirsty howls could be heard for miles around, and Elias would often see them stalking them in the tall grasses by the road. They never stepped on the road, but Elias was always ready to run if that ever changed.

			Today they were eerily quiet and the grasses didn’t move with their prowling. That unsettled Elias. In the six months they had traveled down this dirt road, the wild dogs always made themselves known. Elias’s abuela used to tell him that it was the threats you didn’t see, the hidden ones, which were the most dangerous. 

			Elias froze. The tall grass ahead of them rustled. Elias swallowed down their fear. Gingerly, they took a step forward. The rustling in the grass moved closer. Each terror-filled step Elias made, the rustling in the grass matched. Three more steps, and they would be side by side.

			Taking in a deep breath, Elias was ready to turn and run. They raised their foot to take another step. The grass rippled. Elias’s heart pounded with fear. Watching the grass move, Elias slowly lowered their foot. The grass stopped moving. A trickle of sweat ran down Elias’s face. Pressing their foot to the ground, Elias let out his breath when nothing happened. 

			Elias’s relief was short-lived. Something shot out from the grass too fast for Elias to see. Closing their eyes, they fell back, screaming in fear. Falling on their butt, Elias started kicking and flailing their arms in the air, hoping to strike whatever was attacking them. Only they hit nothing.

			Elias stopped their thrashing. Opening one eye, then the other, Elias peered down past their feet. Sitting there, flapping its tail back and forth while looking at them curiously, was an orange and white barn cat. Elias couldn’t help the laughter that escaped them when they righted themself. 

			“What are you doing out here?” Elias asked, dusting themself off as they stood.

			The cat cocked its head to the side, then let out a question, “Meow?”

			“Don’t you know there are wild dogs around here that would eat you?” Elias asked the cat. 

			The cat righted its head, then stood and stretched. It let out an unimpressed “meow” before strolling over to Elias and running through their legs.

			“I don’t have time for this. Go on, get,” Elias said, annoyed.

			Elias reached down to move the cat, but it quickly darted away, running ahead of them. It stopped and turned around with its tail dancing in the air. The cat let out an impatient “meow.”

			“I don’t have time to play your games. Go home,” Elias scolded the feline.

			The cat let out another impatient “meow.” This one more urgent than the first.

			Elias started back down the road, intending to ignore the bothersome furball as they passed by. The cat, however, had other ideas, turning around and heading down the road ahead of Elias.

			At first, the cat kept pace with Elias. Every so often, it would let out a commanding “meow,” then pick up speed until it was running down the road.

			Not even realizing it, Elias had matched the feline’s speed and was blindly chasing after the cat. The cat led them off the road and into the grasses. The cat stopped at a ditch that ran along the road. Elias did not have time to panic that they had strayed from the safety of the road. They were taken aback by the sight of a beautiful woman, a Gitana, lying in the ditch, her flowing, jet-black hair and colorful dress splayed out around her.

			The cat sat next to her, letting out a mournful “meow.” 

			“Do not fret; my dear Felix.” The Gitana raised a trembling hand to stroke the cat, her gold bracelets glinted in the sun. She coughed, sending a trickle of blood escaping from the corner of her mouth. “It will be okay. I have seen it.” She turned her emerald green eyes to Elias. 

			Elias forgot to be afraid as they marveled at her beauty. In awe, Elias asked, “Do you need me to get help?”

			Her ruby-red lips formed a warm smile. She reached out with her other hand to Elias. “My, aren’t you a beautiful young lady. Come here, so I can get a better look at you.”

			Elias didn’t correct her. It somehow felt right. They stepped forward to take her hand. A strange tingling flowed from the Gitana into Elias. Elias knelt beside her. They could feel her staring deep inside them.

			“I see you. The real you,” the Gitana explained. “And I’m sorry to tell you that you’ll be reborn many times before you are able to make your outsides match what is inside you.”

			Her words terrified Elias. “I should go get help.”

			“I am sorry, my darling, to pass this burden onto you as well. I am the last of my family.” The Gitana released Elias’s hand and placed her fingertips on their forehead. “You are not of my blood, but you are of my kind. With my family gone, my soul has no tether to this mortal plane.”

			Elias felt the surge of knowledge flowing into them, unlocking the doors of potential and revealing hidden truths. “My companion, Felix, will guide and protect you in this life and in the ones to come.”

			Elias heard the cat meow mournfully. “You must stop the demon, Don Marcos, before he feasts on yet another innocent young man’s soul.” The Gitana removed her hand from Elias’s forehead. 

			From the folds of her skirt, she produced a curved dagger in its sheath. She pressed it into Elias’s hand. Then she lifted her head slightly and removed a golden necklace with a medallion from around her neck. 

			“This amulet of power will always find its way back to you. It is your connection to us,” she explained, closing Elias’s hand around the charm. “I will guide you until my last breath in the battle ahead. Go now, my brave sister. Put an end to Don Marcos and save your cousin.”

			“Francisco.” Elias stood, their eyes widening with alarm. “I’ll come back for you, I promise.”

			Slipping the jewelry on and tucking the dagger into their belt, Elias tore off running through the tall grass. Once back on the road, Elias pushed themself to go faster. Felix appeared beside them, keeping pace.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Diego silently cursed. Juan Carlos had Freddy and him in the garden rearranging plants under the hot late-summer sun. Esmerelda was going to start growing her herbs in Juan Carlos’s garden, and she had very specific criteria for growing her plants. Diego would have complained, but he had a lingering fear she’d give him a tail.

			With his hands on his hips, Diego took a moment to catch his breath and ponder. Juan Carlos’s answers as to why Esmerelda and Freddy were his backups at the gym had been cryptic, enigmatic at best. He couldn’t confront Freddy or Esmerelda about it without revealing his secret, though Diego had an inkling they already knew.

			A white towel hit Diego in the face. “Daydreaming again?” Freddy laughed. He had a massive concrete planter that was too heavy for Diego to move on his own, balanced on one shoulder. “Man, I haven’t seen you this sweaty since I used to train you when we were kids.”

			“You mean when you used to toss me across the room and called it training?” Diego said bitterly, wiping his brow. “Do you need help with that?”

			“Naw, I’m good,” Freddy said cockily. “Hey! Juan Carlos, where do you want this?”

			“Over on the east side, so it gets the morning sun.” Juan Carlos strolled up, sipping a glass of ice water. He eyed Diego. “Diego, why are you just standing around? Esmerelda needs those bags of manure moved to her part of the garden.”

			Diego pouted. “Can’t Freddy do it? I don’t want to stink when Alex gets here.”

			“What’s next?” Freddy asked, strolling up casually. He leaned in and sniffed Diego. “You smell.”

			Diego glared at Freddy. “Not cool, man.”

			“He also had sex with a man,” Freddy said, crinkling his nose. 

			Diego gawked at Freddy. “Dude!”

			“Diego, go move the manure,” Juan Carlos ordered, trying not to laugh. “Federico, come with me. I have some heavy stone planters that need moving.” 

			Diego whined as they walked away, “Why can’t I move the planters?”

			“He needs muscle,” Freddy called back, flexing his sinewy biceps.

			“I’m twice your size!” Diego yelled back. Sulking, Diego kicked the ground. “You know, I’m rich enough to pay someone to do this for us!”

			“It builds character!” Juan Carlos shouted back.

			Grumbling, Diego stomped off. “Fuck character.” He picked up one of the bags and tossed it over his shoulder. “They got me doing the shit work. Literally.” Diego crossed the rooftop garden to where the newly built raised garden sat under the shade of banana trees. 

			Diego made five more trips and was about to lift the last fifty-pound bag when Esmerelda came up to him. “Diego?” she said in a questioning tone. “Thank you for carrying all those bags of manure.” 

			“You’re welcome.” Diego hefted the last bag up onto his shoulder. 

			She followed alongside Diego as he made his final trip. “Out of curiosity, you do know you could have used the wheelbarrow, right?” 

			“Yes.” Diego dropped the final bag with the others. “Now,” he said, slightly embarrassed. “I didn’t think about it.”

			She looked at him with a slight curl to her lips. “You do that a lot, don’t you? Not think, that is. Good thing you’re pretty.”

			Diego puffed out his chest and smiled before he realized what she had said. “Hey, I think.”

			“I know you do.” Esmerelda cupped Diego’s face with her perfectly manicured hand. “Sometimes you act without thinking, and one day that may put us on opposite sides.” She patted his cheek before withdrawing her hand. “If that happens, I will give you a tail.”

			“If you give me a tail, so help me—”

			“If I give you a tail, I am the only one that can help you.” Esmerelda finished. Diego took a step back. “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure it’s fluffy and soft, so Alex likes it.”

			Diego turned his head to call Juan Carlos for protection, but the shout turned to a baffled, “What the fuck? How is he lifting that by himself?”

			Diego couldn’t believe his eyes. Freddy had a concrete planter that weighed at least five hundred pounds up in the air, one-handed. Juan Carlos was directing him like the mighty feat was nothing new to him. 

			He returned his attention to Esmerelda when she spoke. “He works out and eats his vegetables.” Before Diego could question her explanation, she ordered, “Now, bring over the potting soil. Remember one bag of manure, then two bags of potting soil. Make sure you hand-mix them together. No metal.”

			“Got it, but—”

			She cut him off. “Oh, and use the wheelbarrow this time. I’m off to fry the potatoes.” Esmerelda glided back to the house, leaving Diego baffled.

			They’re keeping secrets. Diego thought, getting the wheelbarrow. He looked over to see Freddy impossibly lifting another concrete planter, with Juan Carlos acting as if it was normal. And Juan Carlos is in on it.

			He started filling the bed, mumbling under his breath the entire time. This wasn’t how he wanted to spend his Saturday. He wanted to be off doing something with Alex, except Alex was at the local gym teaching kids interested in computers and computer programming. That sounded like heaven to Diego compared to this manual labor.

			“Done,” Diego announced, dumping the last bag into the bed. Wiping his brow with the back of his arm, he sighed.

			Juan Carlos walked up with Freddy in tow. He gasped in horror. “Diego, what did you do?” 

			“I filled the stupid flower bed,” Diego answered with a questioning look.

			Juan Carlos made the sign of the cross. “Please, Lord, give me the strength not to smack this estupido.” 

			“What?” Diego asked, perplexed.

			Freddy shook his head. “Tío, you were supposed to mix the soil, not just dump it in.”

			“Well, we can mix it now,” Diego said, not understanding the problem. “Grab a shovel and we’ll mix it now.”

			Freddy shrugged. “Can’t. It has to be mixed by hand, and I—”

			“He has allergies.” Juan Carlos finished quickly. “He’s allergic to the plant that Esmerelda is going to plant there, so he can’t touch it.”

			Diego stumbled over his thoughts, trying to understand the reasoning. “Wait. What? That’s not how allergies work.”

			“Diego!” Esmerelda exclaimed, walking up. “What did you do?”

			Diego put his hands up in a placating manner. “Guys, it’s not that bad. We just have to mix the soil.”

			“Well, you had best get started if you want to be done before Alex gets here.” Juan Carlos admonished.

			“Freddy?” Diego questioned.

			Juan Carlos huffed, irritated. “I told you he can’t—”

			“No.” Diego cut him off. Pointing past Juan Carlos and Esmerelda, he said, “Freddy.”

			They turned to see what Diego was pointing at. Freddy was running away from them, toward the eastern side of the building. Diego sensed something was off with Freddy. He leaped into action, running past Juan Carlos and Esmerelda. 

			Running in front of Freddy, Diego blocked his path. “Freddy, are you okay?”

			Freddy snarled at Diego, who found himself flying into bushes with a swipe of Freddy’s hand. Diego pulled himself to his feet. He saw Esmerelda rushing past, then felt Juan Carlos’s hands on him.

			“Diego, are you okay? Is anything broken?” Juan Carlos asked, feeling his arm for injury.

			Dazed, Diego blinked at Juan Carlos. He looked over at Freddy. He had reached the edge of the garden and was leaning over. Esmerelda was a few feet behind him. Alarmed, Diego shook Juan Carlos off. 

			“Esmeralda!” Diego shouted, running after Esmerelda. He ignored the shouts from Juan Carlos to stop. He couldn’t. From the way Freddy knocked him aside, he knew Esmeralda wouldn’t fare much better.

			He reached Freddy just as Esmerelda did. “Freddy, what’s wrong?” She asked, out of breath.

			Freddy didn’t take his eyes off the horizon. “Can’t you hear it?” He spoke in a dreamy voice. “That song. It’s calling me.”

			“Freddy, there’s no song.” Diego tried to pull Freddy from the edge, but he pushed Diego away.

			Juan Carlos tugged at Diego’s arm. “Diego, this is private family business.”

			“Diego, go, please,” Esmerelda begged softly. “Freddy wouldn’t want you to see him like this.”

			Diego reluctantly let Juan Carlos pull him away. “Come, I’ll help you mix the soil.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Smiling down at the beautiful naked young man lying on the blanket in the barn, Francisco slipped on his pants. Concern crept along the edges of his post-coitus bliss. What they had just done would land them both in prison, if not worse, if they were caught.

			Picking up Sabastian’s pants, Francisco tossed them at him. “Get dressed. Don Marcos could be back any minute.”

			Sabastian caught the pants with a yawn and a stretch. “He’ll be gone all afternoon. He said he had business with some Gitana.” 

			“We can’t do this again,” Francisco stated bluntly as he pulled on his shirt. “If anyone found out.” Closing his eyes, Francisco shook his head at the thought. “This never happened, okay? This never happened.”

			Feeling Sabastian’s delicate hands on his shoulders, Francisco opened his eyes. “But it did, and I never want to forget it.”

			“But you must, please, go,” Francisco pleaded, with a breaking heart. “Go back to your fresh-baked breads, freshly cured meats, and sweet wines that flow like water. Forget about me, because I’ve already forgotten about you.”

			Sabastian pressed their foreheads together. “How could I ever forget about you? When from the first moment I saw you from my window, I knew you. How can I forget you when every day my soul sings out for you? You can’t tell me it’s not the same for you.”

			“It is,” Francisco said softly. “But we can never be together. Even if I weren’t some lowly farmhand and you weren’t the ward of the richest man in the province, they would never let us be together. Ese es nuestro triste peña.”

			Sabastian ran a hand over Francisco’s stubbled cheek. “Then we’ll run away to the new world. We’ll hire on with a ship, and once we make port, we’ll escape into the jungles and live out our lives together.”

			“Why do the dreams of lovers sound exactly like those of foolish men?” Francisco laughed bitterly. “You know I cannot leave my family. They need me. Elias needs me.”

			Sabastian pulled Francisco close. “I need you.”

			“Please, don’t make it harder than it already is,” Francisco said with heartache in his voice. Pulling away, he said, “Go. Go before we’re caught.”

			Sabastian pulled Francisco back into his arms. “If I’m to leave and to never know your touch again, at least let me leave with the taste of you on my lips.”

			“Sabastian.” A tear ran down Francisco’s cheek. 

			Their lips brushed. Deepening the kiss, Francisco put his arms around Sabastian. Holding the man he loved but could never have in this life, was torture. His heart broke and mended a thousand times over. The words of hope he told Elias came back to him. Maybe one day, people like us can live freely and openly.

			Neither of them knew their entire exchange had been heard by interloping ears. Lost in the kiss, they did not hear the barn door open or the footsteps that followed. The air around them began to chill and fill with the smell of death and decay. Breaking the kiss, Francisco and Sabastian saw the last person either of them wanted to see.

			“Don Marcos, I can explain!” Francisco panicked, pushing Sabastian behind him. With a flick of his hand, Francisco was tossed to the side. 

			Sabastian pleaded, “Don Marcos, please, I love him!”

			Francisco picked himself up. He looked at Don Marcos. He could not believe what he was seeing. Don Marcos’s eyes glowed red with fire. Blackness billowed around him like a cape. The face of a young man in pain appeared before it was dragged back into the darkness.

			“Love? What do I care of love?” Don Marcos’s thunderous voice shook the rafters. “I hope it was worth it because you both shall now pay for your love.”

			Francisco heard the snarl and howls of the wild dogs circling the barn. “Please, Don Marcos, punish me. It was my fault. I seduced him,” Francisco pleaded. 

			Francisco recoiled when Don Marcos cocked his head at him. This unholy creature resembled nothing of the distinguished gentleman that the men of the province envied. His honey-amber skin was gray and sallow. Paper thin, it draped loosely on the frame of the body that once made the women swoon.

			“How dare you take what is mine?!” The barn shook with Don Marcos’s anger. “Do you know how long it took me to find a pure angelic soul to feast upon?!” Francisco was hurdled across the barn into a beam. “One that was untouched and knew nothing of carnal desire!” Francisco’s body collided with Sabastian’s. “Perhaps the agony of your wretched souls will satiate the hunger inside me.” 

			Sabastian cradled Francisco’s bruised and battered body. “Our love can endure anything you can throw at us.” Looking deep into Francisco’s eyes, Sabastian kissed him. “Our souls are intertwined, destined to find one another in this and every other lifetime. You cannot break that bond.”

			“No, but I can stretch it so thin that it causes you nothing but pain.” Don Marcos let out a malicious laugh. Francisco and Sabastian were flung against the barn wall. They were pinned by an invisible force, arms splayed out, fingers just shy of touching. “Imagine lifetime after lifetime, being so close but never touching!”

			“I love you,” Francisco said from the depths of his heart. “No matter what he does, I’ll find you. I promise.”

			“The two of you shall never be together again.” Wisps of gray smoke-like mist poured from Don Marcos’s hands. It slithered around Sabastian and Francisco. “My foolish Sabastian, you wanted to head to the new world to escape me? Then that is where I shall send you and send your soul.” Sabastian cried out in pain as the coiled grayness constricted around his body. 

			“Francisco,” Don Marcos said with utter disgust in his voice. “You filthy mongrel. You wanted to sniff around and steal my scraps?” Francisco screamed in pain from the grayness squeezing itself into his body. “I shall use you to bind one of my captured mystical wolves that serves me. Your angst and sorrow over your lost love shall seep into him until he is broken.”

			Pain radiated through Francisco’s body, but it was nothing compared to the pain of knowing he’d lose Sabastian forever. Screaming in agony, he desperately stretched his fingers out to reach Sabastian’s. To his shock and delight, their fingertips brushed.

			Don Marcos’s expression of wicked delight morphed into that of incredulous horror. The pain ebbed away. A tiny speck of light blossomed in the void that surrounded Don Marcos. It grew larger and larger, with other specks appearing around it. The light burst forth and freed itself, causing Don Marcos to shriek out in pain.

			Released from the mystical hold, Sabastian and Francisco fell to the floor. Feeling as if his body was being torn apart and reassembled, Francisco reached for Sabastian, only to have his hand pass through his love.

			Don Marcos cried out again. Another burst of light freed itself. Francisco saw the face of a young man in it. Another burst of light; this time, he saw a young woman. Bursts of light with the faces of young men and women erupted from Don Marcos, sending the unearthly man stumbling back. 

			The lights swirled above them. Don Marcos reached up a hand to snatch them back. The door to the barn busted open. Standing there, to Francisco’s surprise and dismay, stood Elias, poised to fight, with a hissing barn cat at their side.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			“Is Freddy okay?” Diego asked, thrusting his arm into the soil. When no answer came, he looked over at Juan Carlos. He was on his hands and knees in the garden with Diego, hand-tilling the dirt. Diego asked again, “Is Freddy okay?”

			Juan Carlos paused. He finally said, “He’s okay. Can we please get this done? I have plans for tonight.”

			“If he’s sick, maybe we can do something, maybe come up with some sort of treatment,” Diego offered. Freddy and he were more than friendly rivals. They never said it out loud, but they were brothers, not by blood, but by love.

			“Drop it, Diego. It’s none of our business,” Juan Carlos responded curtly. 

			Diego should have known by Juan Carlos’s brisk tone to do just that, but he pressed on. “We could help him—”

			“Drop it, Diego!” Diego was taken aback by the sharpness of Juan Carlos’s tone. Juan Carlos took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. Some things we can’t fix. If you want to help Federico, let’s get this garden ready for planting.”

			Diego reluctantly dropped the subject. Hand-tilling the soil, he kept an eye on Freddy and Esmerelda. With an arm around Freddy, she guided him back inside the penthouse. Diego noticed Freddy looking back to the edge of the building where he had been standing. 

			That’s no sickness. Diego eyed Juan Carlos digging into the dirt. Something’s going on and they’re not telling me.

			“This should be good enough,” Juan Carlos announced, standing and brushing the dirt off himself. “Come on, let’s get cleaned up.”

			Diego stood. Eyeing Juan Carlos, he asked the one question he needed an answer to. “Is Freddy going to be okay?”

			“He will be,” Juan Carlos answered after a moment of thought. “Come on, let’s get you cleaned up for Alex.”

			As they headed inside, Diego’s stomach growled at the delicious smell of Esmerelda’s cooking. Esmerelda swatted his hand when he tried to steal a piece of bacon. Laughing at him, Juan Carlos nudged Diego on to his room.

			While showering off the day’s labor, Diego’s thoughts were consumed by Freddy. What am I missing? What aren’t they telling me? Getting out of the shower and drying off, he made a decision. I’m going to help Freddy whether they like it or not.

			Dressed in an old tee and gray sweatpants, he was happy to find Alex sitting at the kitchen island talking with Esmerelda. That happiness turned to annoyance when he caught sight of the strip of bacon Alex was nibbling on.

			“Why does he get bacon, and I get my hand swatted?” Diego asked, coming up behind Alex and putting his arms around him.

			“Because he has manners and asked nicely,” Esmerelda playfully scolded.

			Diego pecked Alex on the cheek, then slid onto the stool beside him. “I have manners.”

			“Really?” Esmerelda scoffed. “Does someone with manners complain
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