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            Prologue

         
         Like all good stories, this one begins with magic. And a pinch of disaster.

         
         The full moon loomed, a giant fish eye floating in the black summer sky, watching closely as four young and beautiful sisters
            rushed toward the river for a peaceful midnight swim. But little did they realize, they weren’t alone.
         

         
         Curled up beneath a tree was a young man, fast asleep. The oldest sister was already wading in the cool waters of Río Místico,
            but the other three inched closer, curious. The second oldest sister smiled slyly and said to her younger siblings, “I dare
            you to kiss him.”
         

         
         Foolish humans that they were, the sisters leaned in one at a time and pressed their lips against his cheek.

         
         Agitated by the touch, the young man awakened, and a burst of silver light exploded all around him. As it faded, he roared, “How dare you humans touch me? Do you not know who I am? I am Nocturno, god of night and burden!” 

         
         The sisters recoiled in fear, realizing their terrible mistake. For legend said that no human was ever to touch a god without
            an invitation to do so. A terrible dread consumed them. Soon that same dread permeated the air as if the god had cast it over
            the whole riverbank.
         

         
         The eldest sister flew onto the scene just as the god crept closer.

         
         “Now you must die,” he said.

         
         Trembling, the sisters huddled together.

         
         With a wave of the god’s hand, four daggers shimmered in the air—blades made of dreams and nightmares, of smoke and divine
            breath, that only they could see. One by one, the daggers flew toward the sisters—and plunged into their hearts.
         

         
         Yet they didn’t die.

         
         The god blinked. He snarled and raged.

         
         “What’s happening?” the oldest sister managed.

         
         “The besos,” he growled, “they hold a spark of my power—a power that is now swimming inside your blood. Even yours,” he said
            to the oldest sister. “Your bond has both united you and saved you, but not entirely.”
         

         
         The sisters stared, confused but too afraid to speak.

         
         “You see,” the god said, “the power you stole from me is now becoming something that has never existed before.” He hesitated,
            then added, “Magic.”

         
         “Magic already exists,” the youngest sister countered.

         
         “None that has been born of a god,” he said. “And not with this burden.”

         
         “Burden?” the oldest echoed.

         
         The god began to fade. His voice swept across the river. “You shall learn the wickedness of your thievery.” And then he vanished
            altogether.
         

         
         Shell-shocked, the sisters stared down at the daggers in their chests, hoping they’d disappear as the god had. But they did
            not.
         

         
         Many moons passed. And thanks to the daggers that had become a part of them, the sisters’ magic grew, as they learned that
            each daga carried one dominant power: Fire, Water, Earth, and Air, making them powerful brujas.
         

         
         Over time, they had children and their children had children—all born with magic themselves. The sisters taught them spells
            and created rules to guard the magic, to keep it in check. With each passing decade the witches’ descendants expanded their
            knowledge and power.
         

         
         The sisters tried to use their magic wisely, and though each day they felt the god’s ominous warning drawing closer, they
            buried the memory deep.
         

         
         Still, the daggers held the truth.

         
         Until one stormy night, it is said that the four original witches were enjoying a moonlit dinner when they mysteriously evaporated
            into thin air, never to be seen again.
         

         
         And the daggers, you ask?

         
         Those were lost too. And as time passed, the legend around them grew, as they were said to carry the ire of the ancient god, making them the most powerful and dangerous magic in the universe. 

         
         For many years that was where the story ended.

         
         Until now.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            De la muerte y la suerte no hay nadie quien se escape.

            Death and luck do not discriminate.
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Chapter One

         
         Esmerelda Santos crept down the shadowy hall.

         
         It was midnight, the hour when a dark and spectral world begins to stir. When the unseen becomes seen.

         
         That made it the perfect time for what Esme had to do.

         
         Gripping a paper sack, she paused outside the door.

         
         The tall grandfather clock at the end of the hall ticked quietly. The house creaked and groaned as old and tired houses do.

         
         She stared at the tiny silver lock on the door, her mouth twisting to the side.

         
         Magicked.

         
         Esme’s jaw always tingled whenever there was magic nearby, no matter how small or big. It was a unique talent, for sure, but
            it would never make up for her own lack of real magic.
         

         
         Dad must have spelled the lock, but why? Had he found out she’d been sneaking into her mother’s dressing room? The one place he said no one could enter?
         

         
         For once Esme was glad his powers weren’t what they used to be.

         
         She closed her hand tightly over the lock until her pulse beat against the silver, the weak spell barely resisting her.

         
         Thrum. Thrum. Thrum.

         
         Each beat was a magic plea to allow her inside.

         
         Click.

         
         Esme’s mouth curled into a small smile, her pulse quickening. Was she really going to do this? Break two rules in one night?
            Sometimes she wished knowing that something was forbidden didn’t feel like such an invitation.
         

         
         With a quick glance over her shoulder, she pushed open the door and closed it behind her with a soft swish-chk.
         

         
         The glow of the large December moon streamed through the window, flecks of dust floating through the stale air.

         
         If Esme was quiet enough, sometimes she thought she could hear her mother’s whispers, smell her rose oil. Even feel the vibration
            of her leftover Earth magic. At those moments her heart felt like a chiseled piece of stone that would never be smooth again.
         

         
         If only she possessed that kind of magic—or even her dad’s Fire magic or her older sister Lennon’s Water magic—she’d be the kind of powerful bruja who could pull off this spell, but instead she could only do small things like turn off lights with a whisper or instantly change the color of her hair. Or find her way through weak hechizos like the one on the lock. 

         
         Still, if she did every single step of the spell just right, then maybe . . .

         
         She planted herself on the velvet chair at her mother’s vanity and clicked on the lamp.

         
         The mirror had been removed by her dad after her mom died two years ago. Lenny had told her it was because ghosts could get
            trapped in the reflective surfaces they gazed into when they were alive, adding with an ominous whisper, “A fate worse than
            Oblivion.”
         

         
         Esme couldn’t imagine anything worse than a place of utter darkness that sucked a witch’s memories out of their heads and
            the magic out of their souls, a terrible place also known as the Garden of Shadows, or the Place of Halves. Some called Oblivion’s
            existence a mistake, others called it a punishment for witches who used too much magic at once.
         

         
         With a heavy heart, Esme stared at the half-used jars of cream, the golden brush etched with her mother’s initials—PS for Patina Santos. She scanned the tubes of lipstick that were lined up neatly, just the way her mom had left them before
            the accident.
         

         
         “I miss you,” she whispered, tracing her fingers over a bottle of rose oil. “Dad’s getting worse, and I don’t know what to
            do, and . . .”
         

         
         Her dad had changed when Patina died. He had curled up into a ball of grief and wouldn’t open up for anyone, not even his own daughters. When he’d finally emerged only a few months ago, he was no longer the dad she used to know. He was different—talking to himself, drifting absently through each day. She and Lenny couldn’t let anyone find out, certainly not the Witch Council. What if they thought he was an unfit parent? Or worse, an unfit witch, and they sent him away? What would happen to Esme and Lenny then? 

         
         Esme removed the contents of her sack and set them on the vanity:

         
         
            	a stout purple candle burned once at a witch’s funeral

            	a box of spelled matches

            	a tiny vial of consecrated river water

            	a dead rose from her mother’s garden

         

         She took a deep breath, then another. Once she lit the candle, she knew there was no going back. If this even worked, that
            is.
         

         
         It had to work.
         

         
         Esme shook out her trembling hands, and before she could talk herself out of it, she struck a match and lit the candle. It
            sparked, then popped.
         

         
         As its tall flame burned a deep bluish purple, a distant wind whistled and the scent of rotting wood permeated the air. The
            room grew alarmingly cold.
         

         
         With a shiver, Esme touched the dead rose to the candle flame. Ribbons of green smoke curled into the air.

         
         The witch at the botanica had been clear: “Whisper into the smoke. Do not let your thoughts wander or you risk a disruption of the magic, which could cause terrible consequences.” 

         
         With single-minded focus, Esme began. “Mom,” she whispered, “can you hear me?” A useless question, as this spell was for a
            one-way message only.
         

         
         “I—I had to tell you that Dad is getting really bad.” The flame wavered, growing bigger. “I think he’s not going to get better,
            and I know I’m not supposed to be doing this, but you told me once that the dead can reach into the real world sometimes,
            that they can touch a heart, or send a dream message, or . . . I don’t know.”
         

         
         The candle blazed brighter. Esme’s heart pounded with a hope that felt impossible.

         
         “I was just thinking that if you could help Dad—”

         
         She caught a flutter of movement out of the corner of her eye. Don’t look. Don’t get distracted.

         
         It moved again.

         
         Esme’s eyes flicked toward it.

         
         Something was poking out of the drawer. A bit of paper with . . .

         
         Don’t look!

         
         Keeping her gaze on the candle, she refocused, but the paper was wiggling out of the drawer like it was alive.

         
         She grabbed hold of the page, which was no bigger than her palm, and spread it out across the desk. Strange symbols were written
            across it. They looked like they were stretching, struggling as if trying to peel themselves off the page.
         

         
         A chill snaked through Esme, cold and biting.

         
         The paper shivered.

         
         And then, because she wasn’t paying attention to the burning candle, purple wax dripped onto the paper.

         
         Flames erupted.

         
         Esme squealed, dropping the burning paper onto the floor and dousing it with the river water.

         
         In the same instant, the funeral candle hissed. Dark wax began to pool on the vanity, spreading and oozing, spilling onto
            the ground.
         

         
         “What the—hey, stop!”

         
         Esme watched in horror as the blackness mutated into a silvery, smoking trail that was now crawling up the walls, spreading
            like wintry branches.
         

         
         The room grew icier.

         
         And all Esme could think was I’m going to be in so much trouble!

         
         Maybe Lenny could fix this. Esme cursed herself for forgetting her cell phone. She bolted to the door.

         
         But when she tried to open it, it was locked. Panic spread through her as she tugged on the unyielding handle.

         
         Raspy whispers filled the room. Playing with the dark?

         
         Esme froze.

         
         Do you want to see the dead? A terrible laugh echoed. Tsk, tsk, tsk. Not even a full witch.

         
         “Go away!” Tears flowed down Esme’s face as the silver branches slithered toward the window. Faster and faster.

         
         Let me out.

         
         Let me out.

         
         Esme was about to try and stomp the thing to death when the door flew open.

         
         “Lenny!”

         
         “What did you do?” her sister cried, the door magically slamming behind her.

         
         But before Esme could answer, Lenny was casting a spell, her hands dancing in front of her like a cyclone.

         
         Water began to flow down the walls, washing the wax onto the floor, choking its life away.

         
         The drapes flew shut, plunging the room into utter blackness.

         
         Angry whispers rose up. NOOOOOOOO!

         
         Esme watched the waxy forms writhe on the floor like dying snakes. “What’s happening?” she cried.

         
         Lenny was nearly trancelike in her focus. Her jaw was clenched, her eyes closed, her nostrils flared.

         
         Esme watched and she wished.

         
         Half a minute later, the wicked wax evaporated along with any traces of water.

         
         Chest heaving, Lenny spun to Esme. Her dark eyes burned with anger.

         
         “I . . . I can explain.” Esme’s chest and throat and head felt as though they were filled with sand.

         
         Not even a full witch.

         
         Lenny shoved a bright red lock from her face, so unlike Esme’s curly ebony hair. “You were doing illegal magic! Were you . . . summoning the dead?” 

         
         “Not summoning . . . just—”

         
         Lenny snapped her fingers, and a piece of paper appeared in her hand. She shoved it in Esme’s face. “Read this!”

         
         Esme thrust it away. She knew it was the decree that hung in every witch’s home and was visible only to those of magical descent.

         
         
            A brujx is a guardian of Original Magic, and as such will never use their powers for personal gain, to inflict deadly harm
               on another, to summon the dead, or to undermine the all-knowing Council. And under NO circumstances are they to employ dark
               magic.
            

         

         There was also a booklet with loads of fine print that outlined details like never open the dreamworld to dark spirits because they can pass through, never blend two spells because it always leads to
               disaster, always report witchly wrongdoings, and above all remember that a break in the rules could create another Oblivion.

         
         “Lenny, I swear I wasn’t summoning the dead.”

         
         “But you did!”

         
         “I didn’t mean it. I was trying to . . .” Esme fell into the chair. Defeated tears collected in her eyes.

         
         Lenny grunted. “Why don’t you ever listen, hermanita? Why can’t you follow just one rule?”

         
         Lenny was sixteen, four years older than Esme, but half the time she acted as though she was thirty.

         
         Esme said, “I was trying to send a message to Mom.”

         
         A few beats of silence passed between the sisters. Then, in a softer voice, Lenny said, “What was the message?”

         
         Esme looked up at Lenny. “I wanted to tell her about Dad.”

         
         “Why would you do that?”

         
         “She told me once that the dead can sometimes help the people they loved.”

         
         Lenny’s expression wilted as she glanced at the floor and whispered, “Mom can’t help Dad.”

         
         Frustration spread through Esme like wildfire. “How do you know?”

         
         “Because you misunderstood, Es. The dead can’t reach across the threshold.”

         
         “I didn’t misunderstand! She told me that the dead can touch a heart or send a dream message.”

         
         Lenny sighed.

         
         “Then what were those whispers?” Esme asked.

         
         “The leftovers of a restless spirit.”

         
         “Leftovers?”

         
         “Like an echo, a memory of someone. Not exactly real.”

         
         Except that they had seemed to be talking directly to Esme, which made it feel very real. She wrapped her arms around herself,
            furious that she had gotten distracted and let the magic be disrupted.
         

         
         Then she remembered. “I saw something, Len. A piece of paper poking out of the drawer, and it had weird symbols on it.”

         
         “So?”

         
         “So it wasn’t here last week!”

         
         Lenny pressed her fingers into her eyes. “Tell me you didn’t sneak in here last week.”

         
         “And the week before that, but that isn’t the point! The point is—”

         
         “Save it. I don’t care what the point is.”

         
         “Someone’s been in this room, Lenny, and it couldn’t be Dad, right?” Esme began to pace. “I mean, he never comes in here and . . .”

         
         “Even if he did, why would he leave a spell?” Lenny shook her head. “He hasn’t done any real magic since . . .” She didn’t
            need to finish the sentence, since Mom died, because the words were too painful, too powerful.
         

         
         But not nearly as painful as watching their dad spiral deeper and deeper into some kind of black hole.

         
         Lenny drew in a long breath. “Let me see this spell.”

         
         Cringing, Esme said, “Uh, I accidentally set it on fire.”

         
         A low groan erupted from Lenny’s mouth as she dragged her hands down her face. “Listen, I know you want to help, but the anniversary
            is next week and Dad’s not doing so great. You busting his lock and being in here would definitely freak him out even more.
            He might seal the room forever or maybe even cast a spell to move it to some secret corner of the house that you’d never find.”
         

         
         “He wouldn’t,” Esme argued, but truth be told, she had no idea what he would or wouldn’t do anymore. It was like living with
            a stranger.
         

         
         “He’s unpredictable,” Lenny said. “I mean, yeah, our old dad wouldn’t do that, but . . .”

         
         Old dad.

         
         The kind, funny version of Siempre who had dressed up like a clown for birthdays, taught Esme how to play blackjack, packed
            silly notes in her lunchbox, and could hold his breath for a full two minutes.
         

         
         “Thanks,” Esme said. “For . . . getting rid of that thing.”

         
         “That’s what older sisters are for.”

         
         “Getting rid of leftover spirits?”

         
         Lenny slung her arm around Esme’s shoulders. “Fighting monsters. Come on. Let’s get out of here before Dad finds us.”

         
         They stepped into the dark hall.

         
         Their father stood near the staircase, flicking a lighter open and closed, open and closed. His dark hair hung to his chin.
            He looked up at them, the glow of the flame catching in his dark eyes.
         

         
         He was of Fire—a type of magic known for uncontrolled dreams, daring natures, and creative gifts. But too much fire, and the
            magic could burn you to ash.
         

         
         Esme stiffened, expecting a lashing, but the only words that came out of his mouth were, “A storm is coming.”
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Chapter Two

         
         Siempre Santos’s black eyes narrowed. A muscle jumped in his chiseled jaw.

         
         Then, as if his fatherly senses had returned, he straightened and asked, “What are you girls doing here?”

         
         “I can explain,” Lenny said so quickly her words ran together, sounding more like ikicksplain.
         

         
         “It’s my fault,” Esme threw in. “Lenny didn’t even know I was in there and—”

         
         Siempre held up a hand, silencing her. “You defied me.”

         
         Esme shrank under his glare as she felt her sister inching closer to her side.

         
         “She—we—” Lenny floundered, but Esme knew what she wanted to say. We have a right to be here. Except the more their dad had vanished on them, the further her usually outspoken sister had retreated into a silent part of herself. 

         
         “I just wanted to be close to Mom,” Esme finally said. And I wouldn’t have had to do the spell if you would just come back to us.

         
         Siempre’s scowl deepened. “Your mother is gone.”

         
         The words infuriated Esme. Her dad wasn’t the only one who had lost everything.

         
         “Why does this room have to be locked, anyway?” she asked. “Why does everything in this family have to be a secret?” Secrets
            that had begun just fifteen hours after Esme was born, when her mother cast a concealment spell over her.
         

         
         For Esme had not been born a regular witch—she was a Chaos witch. Which meant that she wasn’t just of Air or Fire or Water
            or Earth like most other brujxes, but rather had bits of every element in her blood. Which sounded sort of cool, but not when
            it made her an outcast.
         

         
         Considered evil and wild, Chaos not only scared other brujxes—it was illegal. And so Esme’s power had to be kept hidden from
            the Witch Council. If they ever found out, Esme’s bruja memory would be drained. And without her memory, she would never have
            any hope of practicing or controlling magic. Only her family and her best friend, Tiago, knew her secret.
         

         
         “Secrets offer protection,” Siempre said, his eyes glazing over. Esme could see him falling into his dark place, and the very
            idea of it turned her stomach to acid.
         

         
         “It’s going to be cold tonight,” he uttered. “We have to close all the windows, all the doors.”

         
         “Dad?” Lenny said gently.

         
         “You’ll have to stay inside for a day or two,” he said, rubbing his chin. “Until the storm passes.”

         
         Esme knew the only storm coming was the one brewing inside her father. Her heart sank.

         
         “But the motorcycle races!” Lenny cried. “They’re tomorrow.”

         
         For a second she looked as though she might argue that her boyfriend, Efrain, was competing, but thankfully she stopped herself
            since their father knew nothing about the guy.
         

         
         Siempre’s eyebrows knitted together. “No races,” he said. “Too dangerous.”

         
         Esme stared at her father. He was wrong to lock the room. Wrong to peel himself away from her and her sister when they needed
            him most.
         

         
         “I saw something in there,” Esme said defiantly. “A spell with strange symbols.”

         
         Siempre’s blank expression didn’t reveal even a flicker of surprise. “There are many spells in this house,” he said. “Inside
            the walls and under the floorboards. Spells like to hide—they are very good at games.”
         

         
         He wasn’t making any sense. Esme knew she should walk away, but she couldn’t stop herself from arguing, “Except that it wasn’t
            there before.”
         

         
         The moment the words were out of her mouth, she cringed. Hopefully he didn’t register that she had been in that room more
            than once.
         

         
         There was a beat of agonizing silence until Lenny jumped in with, “She means that it was there one second and gone the next.”

         
         Siempre just shook his head. “Many things lost, here and gone.” He fluttered his fingers like a bird’s wings and slammed the
            door to Patina’s room shut.
         

         
         Lenny took Esme’s hand and squeezed it, telling her to let it go. But Esme didn’t want to let it go. She wanted to yell at
            the stranger before her, to order him to give her dad back.
         

         
         Siempre turned and made his way down the stairs, muttering something about securing all the doors.

         
         Lenny stared down the hall, scowling. Tears pooled in her eyes.

         
         “Len—”

         
         Lenny shook her head. “He really believes a storm is coming. He’s going to lock us in. I’m going to miss the races because
            of you!”
         

         
         Without another word, she turned and made her way into her bedroom, closing the door in Esme’s face.

         
         Esme crept into her own room, defeated.

         
         She collapsed onto the bed and stared up at the ceiling. How had everything gone so bad? If only she hadn’t gotten distracted.
            If only she had focused on the spell.
         

         
         She sent a quick text to Lenny. I’m sorry. I’ll fix it.

         
         But there was no answer. Only a lonely silence that filled up the house.

         
         Again.
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Chapter Three

         
         Sisters can hold grudges for forever and a day, but they can also forgive as quickly as a summer storm.

         
         Esme was hoping her escape plan would plant her in the storm category.

         
         But when she told Lenny her idea to sneak out of the house the next day, her rule-following sister balked. “Are you losing
            it?”
         

         
         “It’s brilliant and you know it.”

         
         “What if Dad finds out?” Lenny asked.

         
         “He won’t.”

         
         “How do you know?”

         
         “Because I believe in fate, and we’re meant to be at the races.”

         
         “Too risky. He spelled the doors—”

         
         “With weak magic. Besides, I found an open window.”

         
         Lenny blew out an exasperated breath. “Why does that not surprise me?”

         
         Seeing that her sister was unmoved, Esme went all in. “What if something happened to Efrain?”

         
         Lenny gasped. “Don’t say that!”

         
         “I mean, he could get hurt and . . . I really think you need to be there. Just in case.”

         
         That did the trick.

         
         Lenny concocted a sleeping potion made of rosemary, honey, lavender, and sea salt. Esme’s job was to drop it into Siempre’s
            evening tea.
         

         
         She found him reading the paper in the library.

         
         Esme sat across from her dad in a wicker chair, clutching the tiny bag with the potion. “Read anything good?” she asked as
            cheerfully as possible.
         

         
         “News is rarely good,” he grumbled, keeping his face hidden.

         
         Esme’s eyes darted to her dad’s black mug. It was half-full. “So I was thinking,” she said, scooting her chair closer, her
            heart stomping anxiously. “How about we all go to the races together?”
         

         
         The whisper of a page turning. Esme swallowed. Do it now. While he’s distracted.

         
         She inched even closer and extended her hand, the potion hidden in her palm.

         
         Just as she was about to empty it into her dad’s brew, he said, “I saved an article for you.”

         
         Esme sprang back.

         
         “About butterflies.” He lowered the paper so that only his dark eyes peeked over the edge.

         
         Esme had always been fascinated by the winged creatures, especially the monarchs, which migrated thousands of miles to warmer
            climates.
         

         
         “Their internal compass never misguides them on their long journey,” her mom used to tell her.

         
         “I’m going to be a butterfly when I grow up,” five-year-old Esme had announced.

         
         Her mom had laughed, pulling her into a hug. “Then you’ll never get lost.”

         
         Except that Esme did feel lost, and she felt alone. She knew that her mom was never coming back, but her dad could. A thick
            ball of guilt expanded in her stomach. She didn’t know it was possible to miss someone who was sitting right in front of her.
            “Can we go to La Fortuna del Diablo?” she asked again. “Together? The three of us?”
         

         
         “The races?” Siempre stared at his daughter, and for just a moment, she saw a glimpse of her old dad. His soft, welcoming
            eyes on the verge of a smile. Then he blinked, and the spell was broken. He raised the paper over his face once more and cleared
            his throat. “A storm is coming. But the weather section doesn’t mention it. How can they not see it coming? How can no one
            see the truth?”
         

         
         Esme sank into herself. She felt like a deflating balloon floating aimlessly across the sky. Then, remembering her mission, she leaned across the table, poured some tea into her dad’s mug, and emptied the potion inside. 

         
         “More tea?” she said, extending the mug.

         
         Without looking, he took it, sipped, then sipped some more. Minutes later he slumped in his chair, and all Esme could think
            was I’m a bad daughter.

         
         An hour later, she and Lenny crept out of the unspelled window.

         
         “How long will he be asleep?” Esme asked guiltily as they shimmied down the vine-choked trellis.

         
         “Oh, for hours,” Lenny said. “But I still think this is a bad idea. What if someone sees us and tells him later?”

         
         “We could do a conceal spell, so no one recognizes us.”

         
         “Too risky. Don’t you remember what happened to Taylor?”

         
         “You mean the horse ears and whiskers?”

         
         “And the tail, Esme. The tail!”

         
         The sisters made their way down the cobblestone road, past sand-colored walls and brightly painted doors with brass knockers
            shaped like hands and eyeless faces.
         

         
         Esme understood why tourists liked the place so much.

         
         The high desert town of San Bosco sat on the bank of Río Místico. The river’s sparkling purple and green stones were so bright
            beneath the water they looked as though they’d been dipped in melted crayons. On the other side of town was a thick forest
            and an arroyo whittled away by rain, wind, and time—so wide it looked as if the earth was yawning.
         

         
         In the town center, narrow, crooked alleys often led to dark places and dead ends. There was also a certain crackling in the air, an electrical current that buzzed beneath the uneven roads, tickling the bottoms of your feet if you paid attention. A feeling that was both unnameable and totally unexplainable. Artists and poets had tried to capture its essence, but it would always be just out of reach for the non-magical. 

         
         As they turned the corner toward the center of town, Esme spied her best friend, Tiago, through the mob up ahead. She’d know
            his long, lanky form anywhere. They’d been inseparable since birth, and their moms had been best friends for forever.
         

         
         Well, until forever ran out.

         
         He was leaning against the wall of an antiques store, staring down at his phone. He let out an enormous sneeze, blowing his
            reddish-brown hair across his face before it settled back near his shoulders.
         

         
         Esme ran over, nearly sliding into him before socking him in the arm. “Hey! I thought you were too sick to come to the races.”

         
         He pushed off the wall. “According to my mom,” he groaned. “But I feel fine. Never better.” He sniffled, then coughed.

         
         Lenny scrunched up her nose in disgust. “Keep your germs to yourself.”

         
         He let out an even bigger sneeze.

         
         “You did that on purpose!” Lenny growled.

         
         “Absolutely did not,” he said with a smirk.

         
         Esme bit back the laugh bubbling up her throat. He had so done that on purpose.
         

         
         “I’ll meet you on the rooftop,” Lenny said impatiently. “I don’t want to get stuck with a bad view.”

         
         After Lenny drifted into the crowd, Esme turned to Tiago. “So how’d you get out of the house?”

         
         “I made a deal with my mom.”

         
         “Oh yeah?”

         
         “What a joke, right?” he said. “We’re on winter break for a whole month, and this dumb cold attacks me.”

         
         “A real monster,” Esme teased.

         
         “I’m serious, Es.”

         
         At the same moment, Tiago’s mom, Clara, came out of the shop carrying two big paper sacks. She was a petite, pale woman with
            thin wrists and wire-rimmed glasses that were always slipping down her nose.
         

         
         Esme adored her. Not only because Clara had been so close to her own mom, but because she was a memory keeper of sorts, always
            unfolding new stories about Patina that Esme had never heard.
         

         
         “Well, hello, Esme!” Clara said with a wide grin.

         
         Esme gave her a quick hug as Tiago took the bags from his mom. “What’s in here?” he said. “An elephant skull?”

         
         Clara laughed lightly. “Just a few odds and ends.”

         
         “Can we go now?” Tiago said. “The races are gonna start soon.”

         
         “Fine, fine,” she huffed.

         
         “You guys want to hang with us?” Esme asked.

         
         “We don’t want to spread Tiago’s cold,” Clara said. “So we’re going to watch from a distance.”

         
         Tiago sniffled, then sneezed again, this time miserably. “I won’t breathe on anyone.”

         
         “I bet he’s not even contagious,” Esme argued.

         
         Clara shook her head at Tiago. “A deal is a deal, and we agreed that you could watch the races—”

         
         “From the nosebleeds,” he said, rolling his eyes.

         
         Esme knew there would be no changing Clara’s mind. She was just like Patina in that way—steadfast and bullheaded. Esme gave
            Tiago a sympathetic pat on the shoulder, and then she coasted into the crowd.
         

         
         A minute later, she stood at the edge of the hotel roof, waiting for the cheering to begin.

         
         Soon engines would roar and winds would shift. The black sky and blacker forest would lean close to see who would win the
            race.
         

         
         The annual event brought the entire town of San Bosco together, all in the hopes that a lucky (risky) racer would catch the
            attention of one of the four original witches. For it was said that danger and courage, when mixed just right, could attract
            one of the long-dead sisters. A feat that would reward someone with a single wish.
         

         
         But in Esme’s twelve years she had never known a soul who had seen or communicated with one of the original witches. Sure,
            there were rumors of whispering winds and murmuring dreams, but it had been over one hundred years since the brujas had vanished . . .
            and yet the what if of it all hovered over San Bosco like a thick fog.
         

         
         Of course, most of the town’s residents believed the sisters were the stuff of legends, but the brujxes knew the truth.

         
         Witchcraft and magic were as real as the frost moon slung low in the sky.

         
         The town’s flat rooftops were overflowing with onlookers, fans, gamblers, all angling for the best views of the winding narrow
            roads several stories below. Esme spied a few kids from school, too. They were laughing, horsing around, and taking pictures.
            Esme didn’t socialize with them, mostly because they didn’t like her or Tiago—or any witch, for that matter. Not because witches
            weren’t cool, but because there was a natural wave of unseen energy that repelled non-witches so that they stayed with their
            kind. Thankfully, this wave evaporated once a witch reached adulthood, but for now it only reminded Esme that young brujxes
            weren’t trusted to keep magical secrets.
         

         
         Esme lifted her binoculars, scoping out the treacherous course the racers would take, looping through the town’s streets three
            times, crisscrossing the steep dirt roads into the woodlands and back again.
         

         
         The bets had been placed, and now, as the aroma of freshly brewed hot cocoa and melted marshmallows wafted through the December
            air, the crowds waited, each gambler hoping their driver would cross the finish line first.
         

         
         “Can you see him?” Lenny asked.

         
         “Who?”

         
         “Efrain!”

         
         “Oh, right. Not yet.” Esme lowered her binoculars. “Why are you so freaked out anyhow?”

         
         “It’s his first race, and even you said he could get hurt. What if . . .”

         
         “Uh, he’s a brujo, Lenny. He can cast a spell to make his bones harder in case he falls.”

         
         Lowering her voice, Lenny said, “First, that’s not a thing. And second, he can’t use magic in the race. That wouldn’t be fair.”

         
         “If it keeps his skull in one piece, who cares about fair?”

         
         Lenny twisted her emerald ring nervously. A gift from their mother, it gave the wearer the power of telepathic dreaming. Lenny
            never took it off.
         

         
         Esme glanced over her shoulder at a couple of tourists, easily identified by their puffer coats, craned necks, and oversized
            cameras. They always visited this time of year, intrigued by the notion of magic and wanting the proof. “And why are you whispering?”
         

         
         “You know we aren’t supposed to talk about magic”—Lenny scowled—“not in front of non-brujxes.” Which was about 99 percent
            of the town’s population of five thousand. That left roughly fifty practicing witches in San Bosco, all descendants of the
            original witches.
         

         
         Over the years, most had left, gone to live in other places around the world, even though their power was weakened the farther they got from the place where magic itself had been born, the place that actually fed their powers. Esme wasn’t sure why they would want to leave their magic behind. Didn’t they like being witches? She’d once asked Lenny, who’d said, “Some people just want things other than magia.” 

         
         It seemed odd to Esme, who had only ever wanted to have magic that didn’t need to be a secret, the kind she could control.
            “Like what?” she’d asked.
         

         
         “Like to live in a big city or to live by the sea or . . .” Her voice had trailed off, but Esme was already filling in the
            blanks. Or to just be normal.

         
         “I’m so glad Efrain’s of Air.” Lenny dropped her voice to a whisper now. “If he gets thrown off his bike, he can float to
            the ground.” And not a single non-witch would be able to see it, because their eyes weren’t made for that sort of thing.
         

         
         Sometimes Esme wished she had inherited Efrain’s brand of magic. She liked the idea of secrets and storms, of being as light
            as dust with the ability to be invisible like Tiago, who was also of Air. Well, Tiago was still working on the whole invisibility
            thing.
         

         
         Truthfully, Esme loved something about every element. Fire witches could control heat and flames, even conjure fire if they
            were really good. Earth witches could speak to animals and trees and flowers. They could also make things grow more beautiful
            than even nature intended. And Water witches had the ability to heal and to command water with a single thought, the way Lenny
            had last night.
         

         
         Through the binoculars, Esme peered across the shimmering rooftops. Her gaze landed about four buildings over, on the only vacant rooftop in town: Chaco’s place. Chaco was the keeper of San Bosco’s magic, sort of. On his roof were what might look to the average person like solar panels, but they actually measured any and all magic in San Bosco and made sure it stayed within acceptable limits. The system had been put into place forever ago, when too much magic was being used all at once and supposedly created havoc—like monsters and a terrible darkness that started to grow and even breathe. Some said it was all that unruly magic that created Oblivion itself. So now it was Chaco’s job to compile nightly reports on the town’s magic levels for the council. 

         
         Just then old hag Malu, head of the council, emerged from the circular staircase that led to the roof, breathless, wiping
            her sweaty forehead with the back of her hand.
         

         
         “Buenas noches, Santos girls,” she said, weaving through some tourists, who looked annoyed by her intrusion. “Do you have
            a horse in the race?” She wore a tent dress painted with palm trees, and she was the only one in the vicinity not wearing
            a coat—typical for a Fire witch, whose blood ran hot.
         

         
         “Horse?” Esme said, confused.

         
         “Figure of speech,” the woman said haughtily as her beady eyes drilled into Esme. “And your father? Where is he?”

         
         Conked out, Esme thought guiltily.
         

         
         “At home,” she said.

         
         “Is he unwell?” Malu asked, eyebrows raised as if she was waiting for some delicious gossip.

         
         “He’s fine,” Esme threw in. “Just, you know . . . has a cold.” She hated making excuses for her dad. He should be here, cheering and celebrating with everyone else. 

         
         “Yes, there’s one going around. Maybe I should pay him a visit.”

         
         “Or maybe not.” Esme clamped her mouth shut. Had she really just said that out loud? One annoying—and terribly inconvenient—side
            effect of being a Chaos witch was saying things she wasn’t supposed to, when she wasn’t supposed to. Almost as if the words
            were bulldozing a path out of her mouth.
         

         
         Lenny chuckled nervously. “We wouldn’t want you to get sick.”

         
         Esme pressed her traitorous lips together, hoping Malu would think she’d just been rude or impetuous—or both. She peered through
            her binoculars again, anything to avoid Malu’s judgy gaze. She was sure the woman could see the Chaos magic bubbling right
            beneath Esme’s skin.
         

         
         At times like these, Esme was grateful for her mother’s protection spell, which hid the Chaos inside her. But in placing the
            spell on her daughter, Patina had also reduced any hope that Esme would ever be a full witch in command of one dominant element—and
            that meant she would only ever be able to do small, insignificant spells. She’d always just be a “beginner” with a deep secret.
         

         
         The only silver lining was that witches didn’t come into any kind of real magic or power until they turned thirteen, so she still had six months before anyone noticed her lack of a dominant element. All the brujx kids at school talked about it nonstop, excited to begin their lessons. Maybe that was why Esme had always kept a distance from other witch kids. They’d eventually catch on to the fact that she was defective, and she couldn’t bear to see the pity in their faces when they found out. Which made her even more grateful for Tiago. 

         
         She scanned the forested horizon, hope-hope-hoping that Malu wouldn’t actually come by the house and find Siempre knocked
            out by a sleep spell. Or in one of his half-dazed states. Or worse, what if Malu told him she had seen Esme and Lenny at the
            race?
         

         
         Esme was sick of keeping so many secrets. Sometimes she felt like they were choking her.

         
         “How was school this semester?” Malu asked.

         
         “Great!” Lenny chimed.

         
         Esme shrugged. She wasn’t a big fan of sitting in a classroom with fluorescent lights while some cranky teacher barked information
            that she had no interest in memorizing. She’d rather be hiking or climbing trees or butterfly hunting.
         

         
         With a snort, Malu said, “Well, you won’t be able to attend the Summer Academy for Witches unless your grades are good.”

         
         “It won’t matter,” Esme blurted, then cringed. Sometimes she could feel the slipperiness of each letter, each word, that she had no control over. No other magic caused this kind of side effect, which was just another reminder that her Chaos was unnatural, unnecessary, and wholly undesirable. 

         
         Thankfully, Malu was too busy blabbing to notice.

         
         “You should follow your sister’s example, Esmerelda. Lenny’s been such a star at the academy. Her Water prowess is truly impressive.”

         
         Esme’s blood was simmering, ready to boil. Lenny must have sensed her anger, because she leaped in with, “Esme is going to
            be awesome!”
         

         
         Lie.

         
         “And she’s showing real promise in Earth magic.”

         
         Bold lie.
         

         
         A flash of green caught Esme’s attention, and she swung the binoculars back over to Chaco’s roof. Directly above the panels,
            there was a strange glow. It sort of looked like a ten-foot rope floating in the sky.
         

         
         “Are you listening?” Malu’s voice jerked Esme back to the conversation, and she lowered the binoculars. “Yes, um . . . be
            like Lenny and like school.”
         

         
         “I didn’t say you had to like it,” Malu barked. “I said to get good grades.”

         
         Esme nodded, but she had no intention of following Malu’s orders. She just wanted the woman to leave so she could show Lenny
            what was going on at Chaco’s.
         

         
         Malu’s eyes glittered with annoyance. “Tell your father I expect to see him at the next council meeting.” And then she slipped
            into the crowd.
         

         
         Esme quickly turned back to the glowing rope. It stretched upward from Chaco’s roof, illuminating the dark sky. “What the . . .”

         
         Lenny snatched the binoculars away. “The race is starting.”

         
         “Look! Chaco’s roof! There’s a green, glowy thing. . . .”

         
         “I don’t see anything!”

         
         “How can you not?” Esme reached for the binoculars, but Lenny jerked them up and away. They flew from her hands and smashed
            onto the cobblestones below.
         

         
         Lenny gasped. “I’m sorry! I’ll buy you new ones.”

         
         “I don’t want new ones!” Esme shouted. She needed those binoculars now.
         

         
         “Oh, quit acting like a toddler.”

         
         “You’re the one who dropped them!” 
         

         
         A quick glance over to Chaco’s confirmed this fact. She could still see the glowing rope, but the details were sketchy. If
            she could just get closer—
         

         
         A starter gunshot rang out.

         
         The roar of engines cut across the night. Cheers rose, growing steadily louder.

         
         That was when Esme noticed Lenny’s fingers vibrating with barely perceptible magic. “Lenny, don’t,” she warned.

         
         Rubbing her jaw, she glanced over at Chaco’s again. The strange light pulsed against the inky sky. If she got a running start,
            she could hop a few roofs and get close enough to check things out.
         

         
         “It’s just a tiny spell of protection,” Lenny said. “No one will know.” Water witches were always looking to heal and protect. “And besides, I’m not breaking the rules.” 

         
         No, just my binoculars, Esme thought grouchily.
         

         
         The motorcycles flew closer, rounding the bend like a fleet of demons. Esme and Lenny peered over the rooftop’s edge. In the
            lead were Efrain on his electric-blue bike, and some girl on a tricked-out black motorcycle with oversized wheels and a neon-pink
            light-up windscreen.
         

         
         Music blared. The crowd’s jubilation swelled.

         
         Esme inched back, away from her sister, who was too captivated by the race to notice her leaving. She slipped through the
            crowd, making her way to the northwest corner of the roof. Then, with a running start, she leaped the five feet across the
            gulf to the next building. She sprinted to the next edge, repeating the leaps until she was only a single rooftop away from
            Chaco’s. Squatting low, she peered over the half wall.
         

         
         Chaco was tugging at his hair, inspecting one of the panels.

         
         The glowing rope was suspended right above him, but he didn’t seem to notice.

         
         Esme blinked. She raised her gaze.

         
         That was when she saw that it wasn’t a rope at all. It looked jagged, like a shard of glass.

         
         And it was splitting open the sky.
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Chapter Four

         
         Darkness floated from the open seam like bits of ash.

         
         Esme leaned closer, watching as the black flecks rose higher and higher.

         
         In the distance, engines zoomed. Tires squealed.

         
         Mesmerized, Esme floated her hand in front of her, reaching for the inky trail, which seemed to be made of a magic she had
            never felt before. Her jaw didn’t tighten or tingle. No, this was more like an uninvited chill, gathering and spreading down
            her body.
         

         
         She needed to get closer. But that meant making an impossible leap since Chaco’s roof was a good ten feet from here. 

         
         Abruptly, the crowd’s cheers faded to silence. Everything went terrifyingly still. . . .

         
         And then the crack in the world closed and the darkness floated up and over the trees, vanishing into the forest.

         
         Esme stood, dumbfounded. Where had the darkness gone? The night air felt suddenly dangerous.

         
         I have to tell Lenny! She ran back to her sister, every footfall echoing in the silence. Just as she returned to Lenny’s side, Efrain came back
            around the loop.
         

         
         When she saw him, Lenny let out a small cry of relief that Esme felt deep down. Efrain had fallen into third place, and at
            the last moment another bike zipped past and crossed the finish line ahead of him.
         

         
         The crowd exploded in celebration.

         
         “I’m sorry he lost,” Esme said, “but we need to talk. You won’t believe—”

         
         “Sorry?” Lenny smiled. “He’s alive!” She picked up Esme and

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            	a sinner’s tooth

            	the claw of a crow

            	a single strand of hair from a dead thief
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