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        Adelita's new life was supposed to be easier, now that she left the village. But the normal life she craved doesn't last for long. The Kalku won't stop until they have her in their clutches, making any sort of freedom impossible.
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        ...and the family she didn't know she had.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Hidden

          

          Adelita

        

      

    

    
      When I stretch my arms over my head, I’m careful not to bump my hands to the ceiling. The bed I’ve been given is tucked into the corner of the attic in the bungalow, so I have to watch myself to make sure I don’t bash my head or hands on the ceiling every morning.

      You only learn that lesson the hard way once (I hope).

      It has been a week since Fernanda brought me into her home. It’s not every stranger who sees a woman on the verge of a nervous breakdown, being chased by three men, and drives her off to her home, no questions asked.

      Fernanda lives far away from Cáceres, which is just about the best gift in the world.

      Actually, a better one would be for me not to be in this mess in the first place. That would mean I’m not Máximo’s daughter—a man who is bent on gleaning power at all costs. That would also mean the Kalku aren’t hunting me. The savage miscreants are trying to find me, either to bring me to Máximo, or because they want to tear my heart out of my chest, boil it down and drink the broth so they can gain my superhuman strength.

      Whatever their motivation, I am glad I’m off their radar, tucked away in Fernanda’s home as I am.

      If I wasn’t in this mess, though, I wouldn’t have met the guys. I miss them terribly, but it is better this way. I’m not used to people this entwined in my life. Santos, Cruz and Rafael lodged themselves in my heart, so I knew I had to get out of there. Moving around all the time growing up made me hardwired for flight, rather than fight.

      When it became clear that the Kalku will never stop coming after me, I decided it was time to cut and run. It’s the only way to keep the Kalku from taking the guys down in their attempt to capture me.

      I just didn’t expect it to hurt this much.

      It’s good that I’m away from them, painful as it is. I don’t want to be the one to invite danger into their lives. The Kalku are after me, and they are not going to stop. I am Máximo’s daughter. The more I distance myself from them, the safer they will be.

      I wonder if Rafael is back at the village, or if he is out in the world, trying to find a real girlfriend who will love him for the amazing goofball he is.

      I wonder if Cruz thinks I’m angry with him, or if he even cares. I very much doubt my opinion of him registers in the slightest. He should have told me sooner about my parentage, yes, but I don’t hate him for it. There are many reasons to loathe Cruz, but right now, none of them seem all that important.

      Everything is secondary to the heartbreak that is finding out my father is the king of all the bad guys, and third to the pain of missing the guys.

      I try not to wonder about Santos. I touch my lips and still recall the taste of his kiss as I stare at the unpainted wooden walls of the bungalow.

      I shouldn’t have run out on him with no explanation. Of all of them, he’s the one I should have stayed for.

      But I didn’t. I ran away.

      It’s for the best. If I had stayed, that would be selfish. I would be leading the Kalku straight for the guys. I am too infatuated with Santos to let him come to harm.

      When faced with the impossibility of my parentage, I had two choices: act or accept. I didn’t know what to do, so I ran from the whole thing, hiding out here, where nothing and no one can chase me down.

      I can sink quite nicely into my denial out here, where Fernanda knows nothing of the demons that haunt me.

      I shake my head at myself and stand from the bed.

      Santos will move on, and so will I.

      Even if this is the seventh day in a row I tell myself this mantra, one day, it will be true. As it stands right now, I miss Santos horribly.

      I flit down the steps, doing my best not to make the wood creak. I don’t like waking up Fernanda, but it’s hard to tell when she’s home and when she’s not. Being a nurse, her hours are sometimes graveyard and sometimes during the day. It’s cruel, switching a person’s schedule so drastically all the time like that.

      We drank tea together yesterday and had a good gripe about the system that undervalues her, when she is clearly amazing.

      Taking in a stranger without hesitation puts Fernanda on the shortlist for sainthood in my book. She hasn’t pressed me to spill more information than I am ready to divulge, and in return, I have been looking for work in her area, so I’m not a burden.

      Fernanda insists that she has been looking for a roommate, but I’m certain she was envisioning a roommate who could chip in for rent.

      After a shower and a quick breakfast, I head out down the street and make my way into town. Sure, there’s a bus that could take me, but I have a thing about busses.

      After watching my mama die in the bus crash I narrowly escaped from, I’m okay with being a little superstitious and taking the long road.

      Fernanda loaned me some of her clothes she doesn’t wear anymore, so I have three whole outfits. I like to think the baby blue t-shirt and the slightly loose jeans are the business suit I would normally wear when applying for jobs. But as I am applying for things outside of my normal field, the pretending might not be necessary.

      If the Kalku or Máximo are still hunting for me, they might look for me in mental health facilities, where I could use my hard-won degree.

      I can still listen to people and build them up while bagging their groceries. I’m sure I can make that happen. I need to connect with people that I can also keep at a distance. Connect and release, connect and release.

      That was the problem, living with the guys: each time there was a connection, they stuck deeper in the unfeeling crevices of my heart. I couldn’t release them as easily.

      I fill out an application at the first grocery store I come to, giving them a fake name, Fernanda’s phone number and address. I make it to four stores before I realize I’ve wandered perhaps too far from Fernanda’s home, so I turn back around.

      It’s hard to keep my mind from wandering back to the guys. It doesn’t matter how much I miss them, or even if I regret leaving. I couldn’t find them if I tried. I vaguely know where the Cáceres tribe was located. I never drove there myself, and the details are lost in the fuzziness of an endless series of road trips, where all the streets sort of blend together in your mind.

      My chest aches to be near Santos.

      No. This is better. I shouldn’t be with them. The Kalku are trying to find me. Máximo wants me brought to his island. I’m… it’s safer for them to be away from me. I love them enough to distance myself so they don’t live a life hunted.

      My footsteps quicken. Even though it’s barely noon, and the small town streets are not at all sketchy, anxiety has been bred into me over these past several weeks. The phantom feeling of being watched creeps up my spine. Though my head darts around, confirming no one cares that I’m here, I still feel the danger.

      By the time I reach Fernanda’s home, I’m out of breath and scared of my own shadow. I lock the door behind me, leaning against it as my chest heaves.

      This didn’t used to be me.

      I’m a therapist who likes to knit. I live alone and feed stray cats that wander into the alley.

      After a few beats, I gather enough of my bearings to breathe without panic.

      I can still be me. I can still do the things I love.

      Fernanda left her laptop for me, in case I wanted to apply for things online. I was wary to leave any sort of digital footprint at first, but the more I think about it, the less concerned I am with someone tracking me down online. The Kalku live in caves and Máximo lives on an island. The only thing I’ve seen the guys use their phones for is actual phone calls and texting.

      A niggling thought itches the back of my brain: the Kalku put a tracker in my phone once, so they’re more computer adept than your average caveman.

      I ignore the hesitation in my gut and assume I can apply for jobs online without anyone tracking me down.

      And I know exactly where I want to apply.

      Therapy online isn’t the same as meeting with someone in person, but it fulfills that need inside of me to listen to a person’s journey and help them figure out which foot they want to put down in the sand to start out on a new direction. It makes me come alive to help a person find their path.

      My smile comes naturally as I fill out applications to a few different online therapy support sites. I even counsel a few of their dummy patients, so they can see what sort of life advice I give in order to further vet my skills.

      The three-day wait time is apparently just a formality, because the very next day, I have a job offer that I happily accept.

      “I’ve never seen someone so happy to get a job before. Good for you, girl!” Fernanda applauds me as she finishes her coffee, her umber skin beautiful when framed by the light coming in from the kitchen window. Her home is bright, just like her personality. The cheery buttercup yellow walls add to my happiness.

      I try to keep my tears demure, but they come in spluttery gusts because I am so relieved to be back in my element. “Thanks. Feels like a weight has been lifted off my shoulders.”

      Fernanda tilts her head to the side, her black hair pulled in a bun to reveal a slight smile. “It’s a whole new life, Adelita.” She rinses out her coffee mug and sets it in the sink, blowing me a kiss before she leaves. “Working a double today, but fair warning: I’m waking you up when I get home so I can hear all about your first day on the job.”

      “Deal.” After Fernanda leaves, I scrub the tears from my face as best I can. My work day starts in half an hour, and I’d like to get all the chores done first. I start with the dishes, then I shine the sink. Even though I’ve vacuumed every day I’ve been here, I figure another time is just good practice. I don’t mind dusting again, either, since Fernanda goes wild when things are perfectly cleaned. It’s the little things I try to do to pay her back for her kindness.

      When it’s time to meet my first patient, I couldn’t be more excited. I bounce in my seat as I turn on the laptop and sign in to the portal, trying to look professional and not overly giddy at being back at work, however remotely. My long inky hair is swept into a bun, and I smooth out any wrinkles from my black t-shirt. Fernanda let me borrow a scarf of hers, which I think makes the whole getup look stylishly casual instead of just casual. I want my patients to know I’m showing up for them. I care about them. I showered for them.

      They matter.

      The countdown starts, and I straighten my posture.

      When the feed connects, my very first patient comes into view.

      Her shoulder-length curls spills down on the left side of her visage, giving me a blast of her high cheekbones and quizzical face.

      My stomach hollows out as my eyes widen. I grip the sides of the laptop with sudden angst. “Eva?”

      Cruz’s sister, the eldest daughter of the chief of the Cáceres tribe, looks at me with worry lining her pretty eyes. “Adelita, thank goodness. I’ve been searching for you for a week!”
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      I’m an ass. That’s really nothing new, and not a huge revelation for me, but every time I think of Adelita running away, I realize how horrible I’ve been to her. So what if she cries too much? So what if she likes to keep her secrets to herself? So what if she likes to get all cozy with Santos?

      Even now as we drive over the speed limit toward the address Eva texted me, I’m not sure I am the person who should be leading the search party. Adelita is going to run the second she sees me, as well she should. I didn’t tell her who her father was for like a week when I found out. I’ve been curt to her, even cruel after she was yanked from her life and dragged into mine.

      She chased away La Sayona by holding my hand in the night, and I don’t think I ever said thank you. I should have treated her better for staying with me, for risking her sanity so I could finally sleep without torment.

      I am a horrible person. I use the smart features on my car to call the florist nearest the village. I ignore Rafael’s all-knowing stare as I order two dozen roses and have them sent to the house. Nice guys do that sort of thing, I’m positive. Maybe I’m going overboard, but I’ve been a week without her. It didn’t take one whole day before I realized the error of my ways.

      Then, to cover my tracks so no one thinks I’m too soft, I say to the guys, “Rafi, can you text Eva and let her know that the roses are for Adelita from you? Have her set them in Adelita’s bedroom.”

      Santos thanks me from the backseat.

      Rafael sends the text to our sister. I can tell by his wry sideways glance that he is not fooled. “How nice of Santos to send his girlfriend roses.”

      I keep my eyes on the road, ignoring Rafi’s insinuation that I’m confusing Santos’ girlfriend for my own. I know better than that. I’m not the boyfriend type. I’m the bossy, do-what-I-say type.

      Addy is sweet and fiery all at the same time.

      Adelita is supposed to be my apprentice, letting me teach her how best to fight the Kalku. Sure, she has superhuman strength, but what if one of them tries to choke her out from behind? I taught her how to get out of that one, but things like escape moves take practice and time to perfect.

      My foot leans heavier on the gas, coaxing the SUV to barrel along on the highway at just under a hundred miles per hour. We need to find her before the Kalku can. If we were able to track Addy down, chances are they can, too.

      They will take her straight to Máximo’s island, where we will never see her again. I race toward the address as if Máximo himself is hot on our heels.

      She heals people with kisses. Of course, the family doesn’t know that. They only know the lie we fed them: that we found a serum that healed up the scarring on Santos’ face.

      Adelita wants to remain off the radar, so we kept her involvement a secret.

      But running away is a little too off the radar.

      Rafi clutches the side of the door. “Maybe make sure we don’t get in a car accident on our way to Adelita, eh, Cruz?”

      I don’t bother responding. Sweat trickles down the nape of my neck. I’ve been a week without proper sleep, and I’ve gone just as long without a woman looking at me like I might be worth a damn. I miss that. I need it.

      At Rafi’s second insistence, I ease up on the gas, if only because I don’t want to waste time being pulled over for speeding.

      The guys know better than to bother me with unnecessary chatter when I’m this tightly wound. I should slow down as we get closer to the address, but I can’t.

      I’m pretty sure I leave tire marks on the driveway as I peel into the quaint bungalow.

      I mean, honestly, is this where Adelita has been staying? Was the bedroom she has in our huge home not enough for her?

      I tear out of the car and race to the door, not even bothering to knock. I think I startle us both when I barge into the home, finding her with wide eyes at the kitchen table, talking into a laptop screen.

      We’re locked in one whole second of stunned silence before pure vitriol spills out of my mouth.

      It should be sugar, but venom is more my style. “Are you insane? Do you make it a point to sit in an unlocked home? Anyone could come bursting in here!”

      “Clearly!” she spouts back, standing and taking a step back. “What are you doing here?” Then her eyes dart to the screen. “Eva, how could you tell them? How did you know my address? I didn’t even tell you!”

      My sister’s voice comes back with a show of repentance, however insincere. “I’m sorry, Adelita. I helped the guys track you down. We’re worried the Kalku will find you. You’re not safe out in the open like this. You need to come back to the village. We can protect you.”

      Addy bands her arms around her torso, shaking her head and gulping back emotion as Rafi stalks past me and scoops her in a tender embrace.

      That’s what I should have done. Why did I yell at her about not locking the door? I mean, I’m right; she shouldn’t be in an unlocked home. But watching her head rest against Rafi’s shoulder, I realize that perhaps a greeting would have been better than outright criticism in the first minute we’ve reunited.

      “Baby,” Rafael coos.

      The whole thing is overkill.

      She’s still bracing herself with her arms around her middle, as if staving off a breakdown. Her eyes squinch shut as her voice catches. “You weren’t supposed to come after me! I was starting over!”

      Rafi stiffens, but recovers with grace as his fingers find their way into her hair. “Well, that’s why we’ve come, of course. You had a good idea, hiding out here. We thought we’d join you.”

      She picks her head up to gape at him. “You did not.”

      “Absolutely did,” Rafi lies. “I’ve been working too hard. Trying to keep the daughter of Máximo safe is no easy task, especially when she insists on running away.” He thumbs at the burgeoning tears under Adelita’s eyes and tsks her sadness. “We missed you, viento. Don’t you know you’re one of us?”

      Santos stands in the doorway, but stops there, staring at her with unnamed emotions plaguing his features.

      Adelita shakes her head. “They’re going to come for me. They want to take me to Máximo’s island, or tear out my heart, or whatever they plan on doing when they find me. I don’t want the three of you to get hurt when that happens. I’m only staying here with Fernanda until I can get on my feet again. Then I will find someplace away from people.”

      As one body, my shoulders, Rafi’s and Santos’ all slump.

      Of course the reason she left us is altruistic and thoughtful. Of course she ran away to keep us safe.

      Only it doesn’t work like that.

      When I finally speak, my words rasp against my throat. “We protect you, not the other way around. We’ve been panicked, Addy. You shouldn’t have left us like that. I thought it was me, that you were angry I kept the bit about Máximo being your father from you. Then I worried it was because I pushed you too hard.”

      My sister’s voice pipes in from the laptop. “That probably had something to do with it, Cruz. You could be nicer, you know.”

      I roll my eyes and close the laptop, effectively shutting out our eavesdropper.

      “Those are very good reasons to leave,” Adelita agrees, meeting my gaze with unconcealed hurt. “You did push me too hard. You always do. And I deserve to know where I came from. But no, I left because I don’t want anyone to hurt you guys. I’m guessing this whole thing isn’t going to all blow over someday. I get the feeling the Kalku won’t stop until they have what they want.”

      Rafi kisses both her cheeks and leads her to sit down in the chair at the table in the kitchen nook. He nods to Santos and me, and I take one of the empty seats across from her.

      But Santos stands in the entryway still, only letting himself in a handful of steps as he locks the door behind him. He leans against the door, watching her but not communicating in any way.

      I wonder if the bags under my eyes are anything to his. He looks positively haggard with violet shading around his eyes. The stern angle of his jaw doesn’t concede an ounce of softening for her, which isn’t like him.

      Rafi holds onto her hand because that is what you’re supposed to do when your friend is distraught. I don’t ever remember to do those types of things, so Rafi picks up the slack. “You’ve been staying with this woman Fernanda, have you?”

      We already know as much. We’ve got a printout of Fernanda’s entire profile.

      Adelita nods, her chin tilted downward. “She’s the woman who drove me away when you three were chasing after me. Maybe I shouldn’t have run away like that, but I knew you would never let me just walk away. It’s what needed to happen, guys. And after we catch up, it’s going to happen again, only this time without the running. You can’t be here.” Her brows furrow. “Or I can’t be there. However it happens, we can’t be near each other.”

      Rafi runs his thumb over her knuckles. “Why do you say that? It’s not as if we’re leaving you so we can go off and enjoy a lazy existence. If we don’t protect you, then we’re going to track down the next person the Kalku are targeting and do what we can to save them. There’s no way we’re not going to be in their crosshairs—whether or not you’re with us.”

      She closes her mouth, digesting his logic. “I didn’t think of that.”

      “You didn’t talk to us.” There’s a low note of scolding in Rafi’s accusation, but he doesn’t punish her more than that.

      Rafi is better at people than I will ever be.

      She leans toward him and all but melts into his arms. Rafi lifts her body and slides her atop his lap, kissing her temple because he’s spoiled and always gets what he wants.

      I wouldn’t know the first thing about getting a woman to sit on my lap.

      “I’m sorry,” Adelita whispers. “It all got to be too much. Finding out about Máximo being my father? I didn’t know how to handle it.”

      “Aren’t you the therapist?” Rafi teases her. “You’re supposed to talk things like that through with the people who love you.”

      I go completely still, my eyes darting to Santos. Do we love her?

      Santos clearly does. And Rafi just confessed as much, even if it comes in a very different form than Santos’ addiction to her.

      Rafi probably just meant himself and Santos. I don’t love her. I wouldn’t even know the first step of how to measure something like that.

      Adelita sniffles in his arms. Man, he coddles her. I’m not sure which one of them irritates me most with this ridiculous display.

      Santos signs to me that he’s going to pack up Adelita’s things, and can I ask her where they are in the house.

      “Where are your things?”

      She blinks at me. “I didn’t come with more than the clothes on my back. My shoes and the jeans I wore here are upstairs, but that’s it.”

      Santos zips up the steps, keeping his gaze from Adelita.

      Well, that’s curious. I would have thought Santos would be all about the reunion.

      Rafi is the best one to lay the truth out for Adelita, so I stick to the background and let him do the heavy lifting. “It’s not safe for you out here. If you don’t want to stay at the house with us, then we’ll set you up in the tribe somewhere. We assumed a lot, taking you into our home. Didn’t give you a whole lot of choice in the matter.”

      My heart feels like that of a ninety-year-old man. The organ tightens and threatens to freeze up at the prospect that she might sleep anywhere else. Doesn’t she know that I need her to chase away La Sayona?

      Adelita is a limp ribbon in Rafael’s arms. “The Kalku will come for me. They’ll attack the village if word gets out that I live there. I don’t want Roberto, Mira and Cordelia to be in danger because of me.”

      Rafi’s mouth pulls to the side. “I think there’s only one way to put your mind at ease. You should come back to the village, but not as a rescue. I think it would be best if you trained with the soldiers. Then you can see firsthand how safe with us you actually are. And if you’re worried about the danger you might bring into the village, then the training will help you defend us.” He kisses her cheek. “I know that’s where you want to be. You want to keep us safe. That’s why you left.” Then he buries his nose into the side of her face, inhaling the scent of her skin.

      Roses. She smells like roses, no matter how long it’s been since she’s seen a shower.

      “You love us,” Rafi declares with certainty, pressing her soft spots so she truly considers coming home with us.

      I decide to give being helpful a try. “You have a half-sister who’s living in the Mendez tribe right now. They rescued her from Máximo’s island. I know you didn’t have more than just your mom growing up, but you have a blood relative alive right now, and she’s going through this, too. She could probably use someone like you.”

      I watch Adelita’s throat constrict as she swallows hard. “What’s her name?”

      Rafi opens his mouth to answer, but I hold up my hand. “I think she should tell you that. If you don’t want us keeping secrets from you, that’s fine. I’m telling you that a blood relative of yours is scared and all turned around in the Mendez village right now. It’s to you if you ever learn her name, and you’re not getting it until you ask her.”

      Adelita straightens in Rafi’s arms so she can scowl at me. “Are you serious?”

      I shrug. “Seems that way. It’s her name. It’s not mine to give out at random.”

      Adelita turns back to Rafi. “Is she okay?”

      Rafael grins at her. “I’m not telling you a single thing. Cruz is right. It’s her story, and she should tell it to you, not us. If you want to get to know your half-sister, then we should get going back to the village.”

      Adelita leans her forehead to Rafi’s and closes her eyes. “I left because I love you all. I don’t know what the right thing to do is anymore.”

      Rafi smooches her lips. I’ll never understand how he gets away with doing that so often. He needs to find himself a real girlfriend—someone to spend all that flirty energy on. It’s clear she’s already taken.

      By Santos.

      Rafael brushes his nose across hers. “I vote for coming back to Cáceres so you can train with Tio Bruno and learn how to keep us safe. I vote you learn to protect yourself so you can stay alive and escape the Kalku when they pounce again.” Rafi kisses her once more as Santos jogs down the steps. “I vote for whatever gets you to come home with us. Don’t make me live with a bunch of unshaven, unshowered slobs. You smell like lilies, and I miss it.”

      “Roses,” I correct him without thinking. My grimace must be obvious, because I feel it from head to toe. I shouldn’t know what she smells like, and I definitely shouldn’t have commented on it.

      Rafi’s mouth forms an “O” shape while he laughs through his nose at my slip. “Roses, eh?” Then he buries his face in Adelita’s neck, drawing out her giggles. “Mm. Maybe you’re right, Cruz. Maybe our girl smells like roses, not lilies.”

      Our girl.

      I like the sound of that far too much.

      Immediately, I backpedal, my cheeks hot with embarrassment. “Whatever. Let’s go.”

      Adelita stands and crosses the room. “I should probably change, so I don’t run off with Fernanda’s jeans.”

      Santos hands over her shoes and jeans, but moves to the bathroom down the hallway, searching it for enemies, and also exits, before she can enter.

      They still haven’t spoken to each other.

      The three of us are silent as she changes, because we all know she could bolt again. Tio Bruno tore us a new one when he learned we lost our charge. If we come home without her… well, that’s just not an option.

      Letting Rafi handle finessing this was a good plan.

      I pull out a handful of bills and set them on the kitchen table to pay Fernanda for housing our girl.

      Our girl.

      Darn you, Rafi. I need to stop thinking like that.

      When Adelita emerges, she eyes the money on the table. In her black t-shirt and jeans, sans scarf, she looks like she belongs with us. Her long, black hair is swept into a bun, making her appear poised and ready for anything. For her to entertain living long-term in another locale? I can’t believe we stayed apart this long.

      I watch her scribble out a note to the homeowner, and even go so far as to read it over her shoulder to make sure there’s nothing damning in there. “Let’s go,” I urge, moving toward the door.

      No sooner do I open it, than an arrow comes flying past me, landing with a thunk in the wood of Fernanda’s wall.

      I swear as I slam the door shut. “Everyone down!”

      They all hit the floor on my command, even Addy. “What’s going on?” Adelita’s voice is shaky with fear.

      I pull a dagger from my sheath. “Looks like we weren’t the only ones tracking you.”

      My jaw tightens when I realize that we led the Kalku right to her.
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