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Dedication

For my younger self. Don’t be afraid. I promise

you: life will sprout from the ashes.
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Prologue

When Juana and I walked into our home together, our casa was too quiet.

The kitchen was empty. Two plates of cold food sat untouched and forgotten on the tabletop. Juana squeezed my hand. Off to the right, the curtain sectioning off Mamá and Papá’s bed was pulled back, but the bed was made, and no one was in it. Beside it, Papá’s boots, clothes, and bags were gone.

My heart clenched, and I gripped Juana’s hand tighter. Together, we turned to the fireplace.

Mamá sat there alone.

She knelt near the flames, her hands covering her face. She looked small there, in a way Mamá never had before. I realized after only a few moments that her shoulders were shaking, and the sound of sobs twisted up from her slumped form.

For the first time ever, my mamá was crying during the criatura months.

Tears filled my eyes immediately. Mamá was crying. She must have thought she’d lost both of her daughters forever. I stumbled forward.

“Mamá,” I called out.

She shifted around. Her eyelids were puffy and reddened, her wide face streaked with tears where I’d normally only seen nocheztli war paint. She glanced from me to Juana, back and forth. Her eyes widened. They grew so large, it seemed like they would engulf us both.

“Cece?” She hesitated and looked to Juana again. “J-Juana?”

Mamá had never said our names that way before. Like she wasn’t sure if we were real. And the way her gaze reached for us—like she thought we might fade away. Because it was loco, impossible, to think that we were here, wasn’t it? The daughter who’d been stolen by El Sombrerón. The daughter who’d left to become a bruja right after.

I smiled. Mamá covered her mouth in disbelief. “I brought Juana back, Mamá. Just like I said I would!” I wiggled my and Juana’s joined hands. A smile finally spread on Juana’s face.

“No puedo creerlo,” Mamá said to herself, shaking her head. I couldn’t blame her. It was hard to believe.

But Juana, as always, seemed to know exactly what to do. She let go of my hand, charged across the room, and launched herself into Mamá.

“I missed you!” she burst out, throwing her arms around Mamá’s frame. “¡Te quiero! ¡Te quiero, Mamá!”

She repeated so many I love yous that she could barely breathe. And Mamá pulled back to stare at her, to run her fingers through her hair, to say her name. My heart swelled big and wide. This was exactly what I’d hoped for. And when Mamá’s face collapsed into tears again, I knew she finally believed what she was seeing. She kissed every inch of Juana’s face she could reach. She squeezed her close. I held myself and watched, still smiling.

My familia was finally back together. Tears of joy filled my eyes.

After a moment, Mamá looked up at me as she clasped Juana to her chest. She reached a hand out. I held my breath.

“Cece.” Her voice shook. “You—you really brought your hermana back. H-how?” The edges of a smile hovered around her trembling mouth.

Her question gave me the courage I needed to approach her. “You’re not mad that I’m a bruja?” I whispered.

Mamá kept her hand extended. “Cece, I don’t understand it. But this—bringing familias together, saving hermanas—is not what brujas do. And you are mi hija. In a moment, I will listen to your whole story. Everything you’ve wanted to tell me. Right now, just let me hold you.”

My toes tingled with the same hope I saw swimming in her gaze. Mamá wanted to listen. I reached for her. She immediately pulled me close and wrapped her large, warm arms around me and Juana, her tears dotting my scalp.

“Oh, Mis hijas,” she wailed. She caressed my head as I pressed my face into her collarbone and cried in relief. Juana’s hand gripped the back of my shirt. Mamá rocked us in her hold. “mis hijas, you’re back. Everything can be okay now. Everything.”

For that long, beautiful moment, I forgot about Papá’s missing shoes and clothes. I pushed them to the back of my mind and let myself believe that everything was okay, that I’d put our whole family back together, the way I’d promised myself I would. Mamá’s and Juana’s hugs were so warm, and I wanted to bathe in that comfort for as long as possible.

We didn’t sleep that night. We were all absolute wrecks—Juana’s shoulder-length hair frizzed at the ends, Mamá had cried so hard that her face swelled up, and the black eye Papá had given me probably looked even worse than it felt. But there was too much to talk about. Too much to finally laugh about. We cuddled up together on a bed of pillows and blankets in front of the fireplace, holding each other, sharing with each other, in awe of each other. And as morning light filled our house, I finally realized Papá wasn’t coming home.
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    Feliz cumpleaños, Cece Rios
About two months later



My birthday was always during Semana de la Cosecha—the Week of the Reaping. And this year, I had to make sure it didn’t steal away my new criatura friends.

Dominga del Sol carefully teased out a few jade beads from her hair and let them drop like dew into my palms. We stood together in the laundry room of the Sun Sanctuary, with the low evening light trickling in through the one window. I kept glancing between the jade beads and the delicate book propped open on the counter on my right, Cantos de Curanderas II.

“Okay,” I said. “I think that’s enough. I only needed a few more to finish the jade ring around my house.” I pocketed the jade with a shaky smile. “Muchas gracias, Dominga del Sol.”

“I’m happy to help,” she said, and eased the book shut carefully, like it was made of glass.

I couldn’t blame her—as one of the last books remaining from the curanderas, it was so old some of its pages were crumbling into dust. Dominga del Sol had been nice enough to let me read it even though it was part of her secret collection.

“Is there anything else you need to finish this spell, mija?” She smiled up at me.

“I don’t think so.” I ran through the list in my head again. “Mamá came home early to help place the basil, moonstone, water jars, and fire opal inside the house. So I just need to finish the circle, and, hopefully, the hunting parties won’t even notice my house is there, let alone any of us inside it.” I swallowed and squeezed the jade beads tight in my pocket. “The only thing I need for the spell now is . . . a curandera to activate it.”

Dominga del Sol’s brows pulled together. “Is it getting worse?”

I shuffled my feet and tried not to meet her eyes. Dominga del Sol was the only person who knew that my powers had been slowly flickering away over the past couple of months. Neither of us knew why. It’s not like they’d disappeared exactly, but it was getting harder to use them every day. It was as if every time I tried to call out to the water, something shouted over me and drowned out my voice.

I sighed. That was the whole reason I was using this curandera spell. The book said items from nature, from the four gods, could bolster a curandera’s powers and allow them to accomplish more intricate magical effects. It didn’t explain why it worked like that, but I hoped the power-strengthening parts of the spell would make up for what I lacked.

“I see.” Dominga del Sol cocked her head so her long black-and-gray braids swished across her sunny robes. “There is much about your powers we still do not understand. You have no teacher, and what the curanderas left behind is—incomplete.” She patted the worn Cantos de Curanderas II. “But be patient, mija. You will grow with time. And the people you love will surely support you.”

The urge to cry rose in my chest. But I called up a smile to push it back. “Mamá and Juana are working so hard in the fields now that Papá is gone. They’ve sacrificed so much. I can’t let them down tonight.” I nodded harder, like that would help courage stick to my ribs.

Dominga del Sol’s brows pulled together. But she smiled after a moment and pushed my hair away from my forehead. It had grown back a few inches, so it curled around my ears now.

“It is good you want to help your familia,” she said. “But there are better ways to love someone, Cecelia, than to carry all their pain for them.” Her gaze dropped to my neck.

I tried to soak in her words, but they slipped off me like rain on tile. What did she mean? I felt the necklaces at my collarbone, hidden beneath my shirt. There were five—one for each of the five souls I bore. Coyote, whose soul was filled with worried gray and kind pink. Little Lion, with his stormy, hot feelings. Kit Fox, cool and sunshiny all at once. And Ocelot, with the steadiness of confident orange. And, of course, mine. Shaped like a tear and dangling on an old, crumbly leather strap, the bright turquoise reminded me I was supposed to be a better curandera than I was right now.

I looked over at Cantos de Curanderas II again. It sometimes referred to the extensive training curanderas were supposed to go through in the sanctuary belonging to their god. I wondered, for about the thousandth time, whether it would be worth trying to find the mysterious Ocean Sanctuary. Maybe it would help fix my powers. Then I could protect my familia better, and they wouldn’t have pain for anyone to carry.

Across the room, a knock sounded at the door.

“Oh,” Dominga del Sol said. “Cece, could you get that?” She turned back to her laundry.

“Sure,” I said and ran across the room to pull the door open.

My older hermana, Juana, stood just outside.

Her hands sat on her hips, her hair waving around her face and framing her black almond-shaped eyes. She used to keep her hair longer, but it had been shoulder-length since our battle with El Sombrerón. She wore a long black-and-red dress today, her hem covered in dirt from working in the fields. And for the first time in weeks, she wasn’t scowling.

“Cece!” she said. “Why weren’t you at home, birthday girl?” Juana smiled, but the expression didn’t reach her eyes. “I got home, and Mamá said you’d run off here.” She reached out and squished my cheeks. “What? You that scared to be thirteen?”

I beamed between her warm hands. Juana had been in a bad mood basically since she’d come home. But she seemed extra nice today. Birthdays were the best.

“No!” I laughed. “I just had to grab more jade for”—I leaned in to her and dropped my voice—“the preparations for Semana de la Cosecha.”

Juana’s face tightened. “Eh. Right. Better get going, then.” She dropped her hands from my cheeks, grabbed my wrist, and tugged me out of the building. “Adiós, Dominga del Sol!” she called back as she pulled me down the stairs.

Dominga appeared in the doorway. “Adiós, chiquitas. Hurry home and be safe!” She gazed up at the burning sky. “Semana de la Cosecha will soon be upon us.”

Juana’s face tensed as she dragged me away. “And so will the hunting parties.”

The sun was lowering fast, so Juana walked faster. She scanned the adobe houses on either side of the road as we went, with every turn and every step. She did that a lot now. Like she expected something to leap out from the shadows of our neighbors’ roofs.

Semana de la Cosecha wasn’t usually dangerous for humans. Most people in Tierra del Sol even looked forward to it, since it meant El Cucuy’s hunting parties took every criatura they could find back home to Devil’s Alley. The secret entrance would seal shut after that for another nine months, and most of my people could finally relax. But most of them didn’t have four criatura friends stowed away in their house. And none of them had beaten El Cucuy’s Dark Saints to rescue their sister either.

Juana and I turned onto our street. There was a quiet hustle and bustle as a few of our neighbors were still out chatting about the end of the criatura months. But the moment we came into view, heads turned Juana’s way. And her scowl deepened as their whispers changed.

“That’s her, isn’t it? I haven’t seen her in a while.” I heard someone say to their friend as we passed.

The other one nodded. “Juana Rios, the Sun-Heart.”

“They say she burned her way out of Devil’s Alley, slaying every criatura and bruja in her way. The only Bride of El Sombrerón to ever return from his clutches.”

Juana gritted her teeth. People had been talking a lot about her since she’d come back—even more than they used to. Before she’d gotten stolen by El Sombrerón, they’d respected her, sure. But now, the townspeople treated my fiery hermana like a demigod. A miracle. But Juana didn’t smile and chat with them the way she used to. Now, as I looked up at her, her mouth was flat and hard, and small dots of sweat traced her jaw, like she was overheating from the inside.

I squeezed her hand. “Are you okay?” I whispered.

She gripped me tightly. “Let’s just hurry,” she mumbled, and dragged me to our front door.

Juana went inside immediately and called out to Mamá. But I stooped down by the side of our door and knelt to finish the jade ring I’d been making earlier. I’d run out with only about two feet to go. I let out a relieved sigh as I placed the jade beads like seeds into the thin trench Coyote and Little Lion had dug the night before. Once I finished, I hesitated and laid my hands over the last one. Maybe I should run a quick test and see if the stones would even respond to my weakened powers. Just in case. I closed my eyes. Please help me do this, I called out in my mind. My throat tightened as I tried to reach out to the stones. Por favor. I have to be able to do this for my familia and friends.

The jade stones didn’t react. My soul dimmed, and I pulled my hands to my chest, biting my lip.

“Psst. Cece.”

I lifted my head. Our front door was propped open, just an inch, and a pair of golden eyes and a curl of white hair peeked out at me. Coyote winked.

I stood up to block him from view of our neighbors. “What is it?”

“Come inside,” he said. “We got you a present.”

A present? I bit my lip again. We had been really tight on money since Papá left. Why had they gotten me something? He backed away from the door so I could slip inside. I shut the door behind me quickly so no one got a peek of my—uh—unique familia.

Inside, colorful red ropes tied with knots of basil hung over every window and door. Mamá must have lit a dozen candles all around the room, and colorful jars of water sat beside the front door. It looked like everything was ready for the spell. But more important, Coyote, Ocelot, Little Lion, Mamá, and Juana stood together in front of me, smiling.

“Feliz cumpleaños, Cece!” they said in unison.

A rush of feeling nearly turned to tears in my eyes. Everything had felt harder since I’d returned home with Juana. But seeing Mamá smiling, even when she was clearly tired, and my friends standing with her, and even Juana trying not to be mad—it warmed me from my toes to my head.

Coyote stretched out his arms, holding a small package. “It’s from all of us.”

I glanced down at the package, which was wrapped in a piece of white paper that had clearly been ripped out from one of my schoolbooks. I’d worry about that later. I peeled the paper back, and bright colors came into view.

I gasped and pulled the dainty present free of the confines. It was a necklace. It had a strong thick leather strand as a base, with bright blue and green threads wrapped around it to strengthen it. The pattern of colors mimicked my turquoise soul stone perfectly.

“For your soul,” Coyote said. His smile wavered, and a snake of gray feelings moved in his soul. “I may not be able to put your soul stone back inside your chest yet, but this should make things more comfortable in the meantime.” He cleared his throat. His soul pulsed with a brief, bleak gray.

Oh. I clasped the gift to my chest. Ever since Rodrigo, the Soul Stealer, had taken my soul out of my body, Coyote had watched me more carefully, like he was afraid someone would try to steal it, the way brujas did with criaturas.

“Muchas gracias. It’s beautiful!” I slipped my soul stone necklace off my neck and switched the old strap out for the new one. Coyote grinned. When I put on the new one, I caught Juana watching my teardrop of turquoise. Her face was blank, completely unreadable. But there was a heaviness in the air around her.

Sometimes, I wished I could touch Juana’s soul stone. Maybe then I’d understand what she was feeling.

“Later, we’ll celebrate your birthday properly!” Mamá came over and kissed the top of my head, so I giggled. Then she straightened up, eyeing the door as a familiar, gut-flipping sound rumbled outside. “But it’s time, Cece.”

My insides went cold. The hunting parties. They were already on their way.

Mamá squeezed my shoulders. “You can do this, mija.”

I’d longed for Mamá to believe in me like this for years. And I wasn’t going to let her down now. With a shaky breath, I knelt by the door and took my soul out of my shirt. Coyote picked up a jar of water. We’d rehearsed this at least five times already. But now that the moment was here, my hands were shaking. Come on, me. We’d done everything right. This would work. The distant sound of feet pounding against the desert dirt shook the ground. Shrieks and moans built from far down the street. I closed my eyes and prayed one last time.

“You got this, Cece.” Coyote knelt beside me. “Don’t be scared. After this, we can finally relax.” He smiled. “¿Sí?”

Relax. Yeah. Coyote held the jar aloft, ready to pour, and I held my soul just a couple of inches above the door’s threshold. The noise outside grew closer, so I could make out the beat of marching feet. Mamá and Juana stood nearby. Ocelot, Little Lion, and Kit Fox crouched behind me, listening, waiting—ready to defend. I nodded to Coyote just as the sound of feet, growls, and prowls avalanched toward our home.

Coyote poured the water over my hands. It trickled down my soul, through my fingers, and ran out the space beneath the door to fill the small jade-dotted trench outside, just like the Cantos de Curanderas II said it should. I grabbed hold of the warmth I’d felt earlier, seeing my familia, and imagined my love wrapping around us like a shield. The water began to glow. My heart leaped. The air hummed, and my senses stretched wide.

Through the crack between the door and the wall, I saw the mob of criaturas and brujas fly past. I held my breath and waited. None of them noticed my house. The water continued to glow. ¡Qué bueno! I just had to hold this until they left—

Suddenly, a criatura stopped right in front of the house.

He was clearly a dark criatura—one of the destructive spirits that Coyote had made to take vengeance on Naked Man for its brujas. He was nearly seven feet tall, with a skeletal build, his ribs protruding, his arms so long and bony that his hands scraped the ground. I froze and gripped my soul tight. The water’s light flickered for just a second. The dark criatura turned his head in our direction. I forced my fear back and waited, holding my breath. He—couldn’t see us, right? For a moment, there was nothing but distant rumbling and suffocating silence. Then, a bruja stepped into view, and I realized he’d been looking at her all along.

“You will have to take care of Tierra del Sol from here,” the dark criatura said. I could hear him, somehow, like my senses had stretched outside with the water. “El Cucuy wants me to retrieve Cecelia Rios before the door to Devil’s Alley closes.”

Coyote, Kit, Lion, and Ocelot stiffened. A roar of feelings—my own and my friends’—crowded the stone in my hand and echoed in my chest. El Cucuy was after me? The water’s light flickered again, and I struggled to hang on to the warm feelings that kept it flowing.

The bruja sighed. “You know how hard that’ll be without El Sombrerón? Ay, this is so unfair. Unloading all the work on me. Shouldn’t the third Dark Saint help at least?”

“She has her own orders to attend to,” the dark criatura’s voice was electric, deep, scratchy. “As do I. Now, stop complaining”—he raised his needly fingers toward her, and she flinched—“or do you want me to show you the power of the new form El Cucuy has given me?”

The bruja lifted her chin but took a subtle step back. “Never mind, El Silbón,” she spat. “I get it.”

A gasp stuck in my throat. I scanned the dark criatura’s spidery height, his long, clawed hands, and the white holes for eyes that occasionally disappeared under the brim of his hat. That was El Silbón? What exactly had El Cucuy done to him? He didn’t look anything like the squat announcer who’d run the Bruja Fights. Except for—I spotted the bag he still had slung over his shoulder—the bones he carried. I gulped.

“Go on, then. I’ll handle the reaping. You hunt the curandera.” Beyond the door, the bruja waved El Silbón away. “We’ll meet back up at sunrise.”

The bruja strode out of view and called for her criatura. There was a rush of feet, and a roar shuddered through the air and settled on my skin in prickles. El Silbón watched her for a moment—then, in a movement like the slash of a knife, he sprinted forward and disappeared from sight.

My body tingled with sharp, confused feelings. I waited a whole minute before breathing again. Another five minutes until the rumbling of the hunting party vanished from earshot completely. Ten minutes until Coyote stopped pouring the water, and I slowly rose from the ground. My mind whirled with El Silbón’s new, frightening form and far more frightening words. El Cucuy was after me. I checked Mamá’s and Juana’s expressions—they didn’t seem to have heard. But one glance at Coyote’s hard face, and I knew he had.

What was I going to do? I struggled to keep the fear from sinking its hard teeth into my friends’ souls. If El Cucuy was after me, and my power was barely even working—my chest squeezed—would I be able to protect my familia? Why did he want me in the first place?

That was a dumb question, I guess. I’d defeated El Sombrerón and Rodrigo, his second and third Dark Saints. He probably wanted revenge. I tucked my soul into my shirt as questions and panic stung my skin. How long could I stay ahead of El Silbón if he was hunting me? What—what if he caught me? Would he really drag me all the way to Devil’s Alley?

I tried not to let the fear crush my or my friends’ souls. But Devil’s Alley was a place so terrible that my powerful friends shuddered at its very name. What would a place like that do to me? Especially now that my curandera power—the only thing that made me strong—was barely working?

“This is stupid!” Juana threw down the basil she’d been holding and crushed it into the floor with her heel. “We’re risking our lives so Cece can keep her little criatura friends around,” she yelled, and, distancing herself across the room, glared at Coyote, Kit, Lion, and Ocelot.

I stumbled around to look at her. For a second, heat flushed up my chest and rattled with panic. But I shook my head. Juana’s eyes were on fire. Right now, she needed me. I’d worry about the rest later.

“Juana,” I approached her softly. “Please don’t say that.”

“Why not?” she barked.

I jumped.

Her eyes glowed with the burning orange of the fireplace, and her hands knotted into fists. “They should go back to Devil’s Alley where they belong!”

The words shook the room. Mamá’s face tightened. Coyote glared but didn’t speak. Ocelot held still and calm, as always. Kit Fox edged toward me, the way he usually did when he was nervous around Juana.

But it was Lion who decided to speak. “I would think you, of all humans, would know why no one should be in Devil’s Alley against their will.” His gaze matched hers, burning for burning.

A pulse moved through the room. Like a skipped heartbeat, or a sharp intake of breath. Juana never talked about Devil’s Alley. I gripped my shirt and peeked at her.

“Juana . . . ?” I started.

She screamed and lunged at Lion. I yelped. But Lion didn’t retreat, even as she grabbed the front of his shirt and shook him.

“How would you know what it was like?” she roared. Lion was strong enough that she didn’t actually move him much, and he held his ground with a terrible calm. “You think you have any idea how trapped and broken I— No! You have no idea what I went through!”

Coyote and Mamá dove for them. I joined them late, reaching for Juana’s mud-splattered dress as her nails left red half-moons on Lion’s bare arms.

“You think I don’t know?” he hollered back, just as loud. Coyote tried to drag him away, but Lion resisted. “You think I don’t know exactly what it’s like to be you?” Moisture caught in his crimson eyes.

“Juana, stop!” I grabbed the edge of her skirt.

Coyote yanked on Lion again. “She’s hurting you! Step back!”

Mamá looped her arms around Juana’s waist from behind and pulled her back. “¡Mija! Shh! We don’t know how far away the hunting party is.”

But Juana still kicked and slashed her nails at him like they were claws. Lion finally caught her wrist to stop an oncoming blow, and a flash of surprise stirred his soul at my throat. His hand tightened on Juana’s wrist.

Mamá got a better hold on her and dragged her back. Lion finally released her, but his stare remained glued to the wrist he’d held. Juana swung her fists, even as Mamá dragged her into the kitchen.

“Are you okay?” I turned to Lion. Juana’s nails had left red lines on his shoulders.

He fixed his stare on her. “Cece, something’s wrong with Juana.”

My stomach wrapped around itself. Across the room, Juana’s fight dissolved into panting. Her thick black hair hung over her face, so I could see only one raging eye glaring out from the wild waves.

Mamá rocked Juana side to side. “Shh, shh, shh,” Mamá said. Slowly, she stroked Juana’s hair. “It’s okay.” Mamá embraced her. “No more fighting. You’re safe, mija.”

Juana’s eyes closed. Her chin dimpled and started shaking. The room bloated with the silence of my sister trying not to cry.

I squeezed my hands together. Lion was right. Something was wrong. “I know,” I whispered to him. “I just—don’t know how to fix it for her.”

And I was afraid it was my fault.

“No, Cece.” The scratches on Lion’s face had faded to pale brown lines already, but they still must’ve hurt. “I mean really wrong.” I went to ask more, but he took a few steps forward, eyeing Mamá. “Señora Rios, check Juana’s heartbeat.”

Mamá’s brows tugged together. I straightened. What kind of request was that?

Still looking bewildered, Mamá slowly lowered her ear to Juana’s chest. Juana tried to pull away, glaring at Lion the whole time, but Mamá’s grip would not be resisted.

After a few moments, Mamá released Juana and gasped.

“Juana,” she said, her voice aghast. “You have no heartbeat!”





[image: image]

    2

    The Heart of Juana Rios

    
I sat in my bed, my favorite blanket pulled tight around me. Mamá had made it for me for my tenth birthday, stitched together with brilliant reds and oranges, yellows and sharp pinks. My favorite colors—colors that burned bright as the sun.

Mamá and Cece sat on Cece’s bed across from mine, ogling me. I sighed out my nose and glared at my bare feet. The mud between my toes was uncomfortable, but nowhere as bad as Mamá’s and Cece’s gawking.

“Can you stop looking at me like I’m going to fall apart?” I snapped.

Heat burned inside my chest. When I’d first come home a little over two months ago, it had been only a light throb of heat, just on occasion. But it had grown hotter, more painful, as each week went by. Like a sunburn from hours in the desert. Except this sunburn was on the inside, and as it had gotten stronger, my heartbeat had gotten weaker.

Until, a week ago, it disappeared completely.

“How is it possible?” Mamá asked quietly.

I threw my hands out. “I don’t know, okay?” This was why I hadn’t told them. I knew it would freak them out. Cece already watched me like she thought I’d crumble any second. And Mamá examined me whenever I got even a little mad, like she was searching for something toxic growing inside me. But I didn’t know why this was happening either. I’d just hoped it would go away if I ignored it long enough.

I scraped the mud off my feet. “All I know is I’m fine. Kind of. I’m not dead. I’m just . . .”

“Without a heartbeat,” Mamá said, and her voice was hard. Clearly, she thought it wasn’t fine.

I already knew that. But I didn’t know what else to say because it was just how my life was now. It had been since I’d come home. Since Cece had had to rescue me.

I’d been avoiding looking at Cece since her pet Little Lion blurted out my secret, but I finally turned and faced my little sister.

Cece’s eyes had always been dark and shiny, like two river stones. But her new, short haircut made them rounder and gentler than ever. And it made the slight sheen of tears on the edge of her thick lashes more obvious, too. I averted my gaze again. Lately, she always seemed on the verge of crying.

“It must have to do with El Sombrerón and Devil’s Alley,” Mamá said. The sunburn heat inside me kicked up a notch just at the mention. “What could it be? A curse? I have never heard of a curse that steals a heartbeat and leaves a life behind.” She lifted her head. “Is there anything else, Juana? Other symptoms?”

There was so much more. I couldn’t sleep anymore, for one. And my hair hadn’t grown a single centimeter since I had come back—like it was frozen at the length El Sombrerón had cut it, when I was stuck inside his prison, cornered in the castle of the terrible El Cucuy.

The sunburn grew hotter inside me, and I shuddered. Flashes of El Sombrerón’s hands, his sharp claws, and his towering glare, scraped my insides.

“Isn’t a missing heartbeat enough?” I forced out. I knew I should tell them more. But—the words always seemed to bury themselves inside me before I got the chance.

“I have an idea,” Cece said.

Mamá and I both turned to her. Cece was staring out the window with her shiny eyes, like she could see something we couldn’t. Her small hands gripped the front of her shirt. The movement pulled the fabric away from her neck, so I could see the necklaces lining her throat. Five souls. Four criaturas souls, and her own, outside of her chest.

I nearly shivered. Seeing her soul stones always gave me the creeps. I didn’t know how she could stand it. No one should get to carry someone else’s soul like that. It was wrong.

I knew from experience.

“Mamá.” Cece shifted toward her. “I know you’ve never liked curandera stuff, but . . . Dominga del Sol let me study some of their books she found.” Cece sounded worried, but Mamá’s hard expression melted. She hadn’t seemed to mind criatura or curandera stuff lately. I gripped my knees. Mamá had softened so much since we’d both come home. Sometimes, that scared me more than anything. “Some of them mention the Ocean Sanctuary. If I went there, I might be able to fix my—I mean, find answers about your heart, Juana. Maybe I can even discover a way to heal it for you.”

My skin crawled at Cece’s sincerity, like my body didn’t know how to handle gentle feelings anymore. She wanted to help me so much.

How did I tell her that I wasn’t sure I could be helped?

“You know where the Ocean Sanctuary is, Cece?” Mamá asked.

Cece hesitated. “Um, not exactly . . .” She bit her bottom lip. That wasn’t a good sign. “But I know from Dominga del Sol’s books that it’s supposed to be on the east coast of Antiguo Amanecer, around Costa de los Sueños, apparently.” Mamá’s brows drew in concern. Cece’s voice withered a little: “It may be a stretch, but I think it could help us fix Juana.”

Fix Juana. The words creaked against my ribs, heavy enough to break. I ran a hand back through my too-short hair and tried not to breathe fire. Since I’d gotten back, Cece was always trying to do this—protect me from everything, do everything for me. Moon above, I was the older sister. I squeezed my hands into fists. My nails dug into my palms.

“It’s dangerous to travel so far, Cece,” Mamá said. “Semana de la Cosecha just began.”

“I know,” Cece said, “But—we don’t know how long Juana can live without a heartbeat.”

Mamá and Cece both turned to me again. My insides burned.

“I’m fine,” I insisted. “It’s been a week already. It can’t get much worse than this.”

At that, Mamá and Cece looked even more nervous.

“Okay.” Mamá patted Cece’s shoulder. “Let’s talk it over with your friends. Maybe we can find a way to make it work.”

They both stood up and made for the loft hatch. I gaped after them. “Are you serious?”

“Rest up, Juana,” Mamá insisted as Cece pulled up the hatch. “Don’t worry—we’ll make a plan.”

“Mamá,” I said, with all the venom boiling up inside. “You can’t really be considering this. Cece will get hurt. And doesn’t she want to protect her precious criaturas?”

Cece’s chin dimpled. Mamá sent me a look—hard and tender and loving all at once. It nearly turned my stomach. That happened a lot lately. The love I wanted to receive the most—it was like I’d become allergic to it.

“Go on downstairs, Cece,” Mamá said, and ushered her down the ladder. “Un momento. I want to speak to your sister.”

Cece’s face crumpled with worry—did she even have another expression lately?—before disappearing obediently down the ladder. Mamá shut the hatch and turned to face me. I frowned up at her, crossing my legs on the bed.

“I’m not pathetic, you know.” I set my jaw and picked at a thread in my blanket. “I work nine hours a day, just like you, to help support us now that Papá’s gone.” I gestured hard down at the floorboards. “You’re really considering sending tiny Cece and her criaturas off to go unbury secrets that might help me?” I scoffed. “I thought you hated all that stuff! You always said—”

“I know what I said. And I was wrong.” Mamá’s voice came down like a mountain. I stiffened as her stare hardened, and she sat down at the end of Cece’s small bed. “Criaturas brought you home, Juana. And they did so because tu hermana saw them for what they are—people, creations—when the rest of us had grown blind in our fear disguised as fire.” She laid a hand on my knee. “Yes, they can be frightening. But if nothing else, I have learned from your father that human beings have the same potential for cruelty and kindness as criaturas.” She reached up and cupped my cheek. “You must decide now which you will choose to nurture.”

For a moment, the burning inside me quieted. On the first morning after we’d come home, Mamá had told us what had happened with Papá. After he’d hit Cece (the thought still burned through me like lightning), she had given him an ultimatum. Either he stayed at the oil refinery’s shared accommodations until he got his life back on track, until he stopped drinking, until he made things up to us, until he proved he could be trusted again—or he had to leave our home permanently.

Papá had chosen the last option.

Mamá had answered as many of our questions about it as she could that day. But after that, she hadn’t spoken of him. We hadn’t really either. We’d just reweaved our lives into a shape that fit around the hole he’d left behind.

Mamá’s face softened at my silence. She ran her hand over my cheek. “You are so much like me, Juana,” Mamá said. “Fiery and strong, you have always fought to survive. You have burned deep and burned hard and burned long. I am not surprised you are hurt and angry after being stolen. None of us can know what it was like.” She tucked my shoulder-length hair behind my ear. I remembered when it used to be so long that she’d get her fingers tangled in it. “But after all this time, I can tell you—to be fiery is not always to burn, and not only to survive. It is also to comfort. It is also to thrive.”

“I’m tired, Mamá.” I pulled away, turned my back, and lay down. “I’m going to sleep.”

It was true that I was tired. But I wasn’t going to sleep. Mamá waited for a long, hurt minute before going downstairs. I listened to her and the others discuss Cece’s mission through the floorboards and set my jaw.

Cece shouldn’t be going off on any more quests to save me. I wanted to save myself. I tightened my fists as the thought filled the place my heartbeat used to be. My familia might have forgotten, but I was powerful. I was the one who’d performed the Amenazante dance. I was the one who’d defended Cece from bullies growing up. I was the bright and burning Juana Rios. It was about time I reminded everyone, including myself, exactly what I was capable of.

The plans hardened in my mind. I gripped my sheets in my hands. Sí. Tomorrow, I would leave. Tomorrow, I would take my life back.

And I dared anyone to stop me.

I didn’t say goodbye to Cece the next morning, when she left with her criatura friends before the sun rose. I pretended to be asleep when she whispered, “I love you, Juana” before she went. The words left a wedge where my heart used to beat.

Mamá and I ate breakfast together in the hour that followed. I barely listened as she told me how brave Cece had been when she left early that morning, how she had a plan to avoid the hunting parties. After a while of me not
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