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      My mother was telling me about Doña Carmen's niece when the moon decided I had somewhere else to be.

      "She brought that man into the house, mija, and the next day the cat stopped eating. The next day! You tell me that's a coincidence."

      "Mom—"

      "The plant died too. The one by the window. The one that survived the hurricane."

      "Mom, plants die."

      "Not THAT plant. That plant was blessed. Padre Miguel blessed it himself in 1247. That plant survived everything until that man walked through the door with his bad energy and his cheap shoes."

      I was lying on my couch with Tibby on my stomach, half-listening, half-watching the afternoon light move across the ceiling. My apartment smelled like coffee and the lavender candle Mom had sent me last month. The one she swore would protect against envy. I kept it lit because it smelled nice and because not lighting it would generate a phone call longer than this one.

      "You know what I always say," she continued.

      "You say a lot of things, Mom."

      "I say: people carry weather. Some people walk in and the room gets warm. Some people walk in and every candle in the house goes out." She paused. "That man was a blackout, mija."

      The pull started behind my sternum. Soft. Almost polite.

      Not yet.

      "Mom, I have to—"

      "And Doña Carmen just LET him stay. Three weeks! Three weeks of dead plants and a cat that wouldn't eat and the milk going sour and she just—"

      "Mom."

      The apartment shimmered. The walls went soft at the edges. Tibby opened one eye.

      "Are you listening to me?"

      "Always," I said, which was maybe forty percent true. "I love you. I have to go."

      "Go where? It's Tuesday."

      The light shifted from afternoon gold to something silver and insistent. The full moon pressed itself against my window like it had an appointment to keep and I was late.

      "I'll call you when I'm back."

      "Back from WHERE, Marisol?"

      But the pull took me before I could answer, which was probably for the best because I didn't have one.

      

      I landed in peppers.

      Not a basket of peppers or a cart of peppers or a neatly arranged market display of peppers. A full drying rack of them, strung on cords between two wooden posts, which collapsed under me and Tibby in a cascade of red and green and a dust that hit the back of my throat like a lit match.

      I sneezed four times. Tibby sneezed once, with tremendous dignity, then gave me a stare that said I had personally arranged this.

      "I didn't pick the landing spot," I said.

      He shook a dried chile off his ear and said nothing.

      The air hit me next. Salt and charcoal and something sweet on the smoke, and underneath all of it, garlic, lime, roasted peppers, and the particular warmth of stone that's been sitting in the sun all day. I knew that smell. Not from any assignment, not from any world the moon had dropped me into before. I knew it from my mother's kitchen. From my grandmother's house. From every summer of my childhood.

      I stood up slowly, picking chile dust off my sleeves, and looked around.

      Colorful tile roofs climbed a hillside above me, stacked in rows like a drawer of mismatched dishes. Stone terraces cut into the slope, connected by narrow steps. Palm trees leaned over everything at lazy angles. Strings of peppers hung drying in windows. Hand-painted signs. Shrines tucked into walls with candles burning low. An open-air market at the bottom of the hill, half-shuttered, and beyond it all a sea so blue it looked like someone had spilled it.

      A volcanic island. Warm. Beautiful. Spanish-speaking, if the signs were any indication.

      And I could feel the magic. That was the strange part. Every world I'd landed in had its own accent, its own flavor, and I always spent the first few days figuring it out. Here, the magic felt like putting on a coat that already fit. The candle rituals on the windowsills hummed like a low hum. The folk magic in the shrines pulsed. Chicken bones arranged on a doorstep in a pattern my grandmother used to lay the same way.

      This was my culture's magic. I knew it in my blood.

      "Huh," I said.

      Tibby turned his head.

      "It feels like home."

      "It smells like a pepper factory."

      "That too."

      We walked into town. Or I walked and Tibby stalked beside me with the residual fury of a cat who had landed in produce. The streets were paved in uneven stone, warm under my shoes. A few people moved between buildings, but slowly, like they were carrying something invisible and heavy. A woman sweeping a doorstep glanced up at me and then away without curiosity, which was unusual. In most worlds, a stranger showing up got you stared at.

      Here, nobody seemed to have the energy.

      I walked up to a cantina with the doors open and the chairs mostly empty. A bakery where the bread in the window looked perfect but nobody was buying any. Three children sitting on a wall in matching caps — faded red, with a logo I couldn't quite make out — tracking me with the flat eyes of kids who had stopped expecting anything good.

      Then I saw the stadium.

      It sat at the top of the hill, enormous for an island this small, made of old stone and painted wood. Banners hung from the walls, but they hung limp, bleached by sun, unrepaired. A sign over the main entrance read LOS CHILE CHIFLADOS in letters that had once been bright red and were now the color of dried blood. Beneath the name, a logo: a cross-eyed pepper holding a baseball bat.

      The pepper looked about as optimistic as everything else on this island.

      "Excuse me," I said to an old man sitting on a bench near the entrance, mending a fishing net. "What happened here?"

      He glanced at me. Then at the stadium. Then he laughed, but it wasn't a happy sound.

      "How much time do you have?"

      "About thirty days."

      "That might be enough." He set the net down. "You know baseball?"

      "Not really."

      "Good. It'll hurt less."

      The Chile Chiflados, he told me, were the island's team. Their only team. The pride of Isla Brasa. Or they had been, once. This season they'd been magnificent. Best record anyone could remember. The whole island had come alive again for the first time in years. Painted faces in the stands, drums, singing, people who hadn't spoken to each other in a decade hugging after victories.

      And then their coach slipped on a banana peel in the dugout.

      "A banana peel," I said.

      "A banana peel."

      "In the dugout."

      "He had a ritual. Lucky banana. Ate one before every game. Tossed the peel." The old man shrugged. "Tossed it wrong."

      The coach went down. Threw out his back, hit his head on the bat rack, and was carried off the field on a stretcher made from a tarp and two broom handles. He hadn't come back. Nobody blamed him.

      After that, the team lost. And lost. And lost. And kept losing in ways that seemed specifically designed to be as painful and creative as possible. A ball that bounced off the pitcher's head and rolled into a storm drain. A fly ball that three players converged on and all three missed. A game where they were up by eight runs and lost by two. Each loss worse than the last, each one becoming its own legend on the island. People didn't refer to the games by date anymore. They referred to them by disaster. The Storm Drain Game. The Eight-Run Game. The One Where the Goat Ate the Lineup Card.

      Thirty-seven straight losses.

      THIRTY-SEVEN.

      The number had become its own kind of shorthand on Isla Brasa. "How's business?" "Thirty-seven." "How's your marriage?" "Thirty-seven." The children on the wall with their faded caps had probably never seen their team win. The woman sweeping the doorstep had probably stopped watching months ago. The whole island was drowning in a number.

      "One more loss," the old man said, "and the league disbands them. Everyone goes to the docks."

      "The docks."

      "Manual labor. The alligator hauling crates. The llama loading fish. The monkey scrubbing barnacles."

      I blinked. "The alligator."

      "Tiburcio. He catches." The old man said this like it was obvious. "The team is animals, señora. Except for Rafa, but he mostly makes tacos."

      Before I could respond to any part of that sentence, the assignment arrived. It always came the same way — silver script across the sky, there and gone, seen only by me and Tibby. Three words this time.

      SAVE THE SEASON.

      I stared at the sky.

      "Save the season," I said. "What season? Strawberry season? Coconut season? Festival season?" I looked at Tibby. "Is this a climate change assignment?"

      Tibby turned to the
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