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Introduction
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I was born and raised in Texas, where the land doesn’t just hold history — it hides it. Both my mother’s and father’s families have graves scattered across the state and into northern Mexico. I’ve traced those names, walked those cemeteries, and followed trails that led to powerful discoveries — including records listing my relatives as Indigenous. When I hit genealogical roadblocks, what I couldn’t find in documents, I found in stories.

Growing up, I heard tales that weren’t meant to entertain — they were warnings. Mexican families, neighbors, and friends shared accounts of things seen in the dark, voices carried by the wind, and places you don’t go after sunset. These weren’t campfire stories. They were survival stories.

I’ve stood in those places — the brush country, the forgotten towns, the borderlands where the air feels heavier. I’ve felt the silence that creeps in when something isn’t right. That’s what inspired this book.

These horror and thriller stories are stitched together from myths, legends, and real experiences passed down by locals who know what it means to live with one eye on the horizon. I’ve written them the way only someone who’s lived here can — with dirt under my boots and those voices still echoing in my ears.

I’ve also been driven to write about the tribes my ancestors may have belonged to and the communities they might have walked among. Through records dating back centuries — some marriage entries from the 1700s — I’ve uncovered details about their lives: causes of death, ages at marriage, migrations marked by the birth of a child. Their occupations sparked questions about their goals, and their movements led me to towns that no longer exist and churches long abandoned. That’s why I’ve woven Indigenous tribes into these stories — because early Texas, especially in the 1800s and early 1900s, was a living mix of Mexican families, European settlers, and Indigenous peoples, all trying to survive, adapt, and endure.

In addition to stories rooted in Mexican and Indigenous traditions, I’ve also drawn inspiration from lesser-known communities living in Mexico. These voices add depth to the haunted landscapes and border towns in this collection, reminding us that fear, survival, and memory are shared across cultures.

These are the borderlands as I know them: haunted, sacred, and unforgettable.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

La Llorona
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Part 1

They say she cries by the river, but I remember when she laughed.

Her name was María Inés de la Cruz, and she lived two doors down from my family in the village of San Martín, just east of the Río Bravo. This was long before the war, before the land was split by borders and barbed wire. Back then, the river was our lifeline — and our curse.

María was beautiful in a way that made old women mutter prayers and young men lose sleep. Her skin was the color of mesquite bark, her eyes dark and sharp like obsidian. She was poor, like the rest of us, but proud. Her mother had died of fever when María was twelve, and her father — a muleteer — was crushed under his own cart near the salt flats. She raised her younger siblings alone, selling tamales and washing clothes for the friars.

I was seventeen when she caught the eye of Don Esteban de Herrera, a Spanish landowner whose boots never touched mud. He was older, married, and cruel in the quiet way rich men are. But he was enchanted by María. He gave her gifts, whispered promises, and soon she was seen riding in his carriage, her hair braided with ribbons.

The village turned on her. Women spat near her feet. Men cursed her name. But she didn’t flinch. She walked with her chin high, her eyes daring anyone to challenge her.

Then she disappeared.

For months, no one saw her. Rumors spread — that she’d been taken to the city, that she was pregnant, that Don Esteban had cast her aside. I didn’t believe any of it. I knew María. She was fire wrapped in silk.

When she returned, she was changed.

She wore black. Her hair was unbraided. And she carried two children — twin boys with pale skin and eyes like their father’s.

She never spoke of Don Esteban again.

Part 2

María Inés tried to live quietly after her return. She built a small hut near the river, away from the village, and raised her boys with fierce devotion. She no longer wore ribbons. Her laughter was gone. But she was still beautiful — and that made her dangerous.

The friars refused to baptize her children. They called them mestizos, born of sin and scandal. The women of the village crossed themselves when she passed. Some whispered that her boys were cursed, that they had the devil’s eyes. I didn’t believe it. But I saw how the air changed when she walked by — how dogs stopped barking and babies cried.

She came to me once, asking for herbs. Her youngest had a fever. I gave her epazote and manzanilla, and she pressed a silver coin into my hand. Her fingers trembled. Her eyes were hollow.

“They dream of drowning,” she said. “Every night. They wake choking.”

I told her it was just the river — it played tricks on the mind. But I knew better. The river remembers.

That summer, the rains came early. The Río Bravo swelled, swallowing the banks and creeping toward the village. María’s hut was nearly submerged. She refused to leave. Said the river was the only thing that still listened to her.

Then the boys vanished.

Some said they wandered too close to the water. Others claimed they were taken — by spirits, by wolves, by something worse. María searched for days, her feet bleeding, her voice raw from screaming. She accused the friars, the villagers, even me.

“They were stolen,” she cried. “They were mine!”

We found their bodies downstream, tangled in reeds. Their mouths were open. Their eyes were wide.

María didn’t speak at the funeral. She stood in black, her face like stone. When the priest refused to bless the graves, she spat at his feet.

That night, she walked into the river.

Part 3

They say she walked into the river that night, but I saw her first.

I was gathering firewood near the edge of the village when I heard her voice — low, broken, like wind through reeds. She was kneeling in the water, her dress clinging to her like a second skin, her hair floating around her like black smoke.

“I gave them everything,” she whispered. “And the river took them.”

I stepped closer, but she didn’t turn. Her hands were submerged, fingers searching for something that wasn’t there.

“You mustn’t stay,” I said. “The river’s rising.”

She looked at me then — and I swear, her eyes were not her own. They were wide, glassy, filled with something ancient and bottomless.

“I am the river now,” she said.

Then she vanished.

The next morning, the villagers found her dress tangled in the reeds. No body. No footprints. Just silence. That silence didn’t last.

Children began waking in the night, claiming they heard crying outside their windows. Dogs refused to go near the river. One boy disappeared — his shoes found on the bank, his body never recovered.

The friars said it was punishment. The elders said it was madness. But I knew better.

She had become something else.

They called her La Llorona — The Weeping Woman. They said she wandered the riverbanks, searching for her children, luring others to join them. Her cry was a curse. Her touch, a death sentence.

I left San Martín soon after. But I never forgot her. Even now, when the wind shifts and the river runs high, I hear her voice. Not screaming. Not wailing.

Whispering.

She was not a monster. She was a mother. And we made her into a ghost.
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Night Runners
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The Road Into San Lúcido

The desert stretched endlessly in every direction, a vast ocean of ochre sand and sun-bleached stone. The bus that carried Evan and Marc rattled along a narrow highway that seemed too thin to survive the weight of time, let alone the weight of two Canadians who had no idea what they were getting themselves into. The driver hadn’t spoken in hours. He kept his eyes fixed on the road, jaw tight, as if the desert itself demanded his full attention. Every so often, he muttered something under his breath in Spanish—too soft to catch, too rhythmic to be casual.

Marc leaned toward Evan. “You think he’s praying?”

Evan shrugged. “I think he’s regretting letting us on.”

They both laughed, but the sound felt swallowed by the heat. The windows were open, but the air that rushed in was hot and dry, carrying the faint scent of creosote and dust. The sun was beginning its slow descent, turning the sky into a gradient of gold and bruised purple.

A sign appeared ahead, half-buried in sand:

SAN LÚCIDO — 3 KM 

The letters were faded, the wood cracked. Someone had painted Chinese characters beneath the Spanish name, but the desert wind had worn them down to ghostly strokes. Marc squinted. “Dude... Chinese? Out here?”

“Yeah,” Evan said. “That’s why we’re going. It’s supposed to be this weird fusion town. Chinese immigrants from like a hundred years ago. Super isolated. Hardly anyone knows about it.”

“And the treasure,” Marc added with a grin. Evan smirked. “And the treasure.”

The rumor had been irresistible: an abandoned Spanish mission village nearby, supposedly hiding silver bars buried before the revolution. Most people dismissed it as folklore, but the two Canadians had been backpacking through Mexico for months, and the idea of stumbling onto a forgotten fortune had been too tempting to ignore.

The bus crested a hill, and San Lúcido came into view. It didn’t look real. The town was small—maybe a dozen streets—but its rooftops curved like the temples Evan had seen in photos of southern China. Red lanterns hung from wooden beams. Adobe walls were painted with faded murals of dragons intertwined with desert plants. A single church tower rose above it all, its bell silent. The desert around it was empty, untouched, as if the town had been dropped there by mistake.

The bus slowed to a stop in the plaza. A few locals watched from doorways, their expressions unreadable. Some had the features of northern Mexico—dark hair, sun-worn skin. Others had the unmistakable ancestry of southern China. Many were a blend of both. But all of them shared the same stillness. As if they were listening to something the visitors couldn’t hear.

The driver finally spoke. “Aquí se quedan,” he said. This is where you get off. 

His voice was tight. “No hay otro autobús hasta el lunes.” No other bus until Monday. 

It was Friday.

Marc raised an eyebrow. “So we’re stuck here for the weekend?” The driver didn’t answer. He simply shut the door and drove away faster than he had arrived. The dust hadn’t even settled before a woman approached them. She was elderly, with silver hair pulled into a bun and a long dress embroidered with both Chinese and Rarámuri patterns—geometric shapes, spirals, and stylized animals.

“Bienvenidos,” she said softly. “Welcome to San Lúcido. I am Señora Liyun. You are staying at my hostel.”

Her voice was warm, but her eyes were sharp—too sharp, Evan thought, like she was studying them for something more than hospitality. She led them through the plaza. The lanterns above swayed gently, though there was no wind. The air felt heavy, as if the desert were holding its breath. Children played near the fountain, but they didn’t laugh. They moved quietly, watching the newcomers with wide, curious eyes.

“Your room is ready,” Señora Liyun said. “But first, there is something you must understand.” She stopped walking. The lanterns above them flickered. “No salgan después del atardecer,” she said. Do not go out after sunset. Marc and Evan exchanged a look.

“Why?” Evan asked. She hesitated. “The desert is not safe at night. Animals come close. And...” She glanced toward the distant hills. “There are old things in this land. Things that walk when the moon is high.”

Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Things that do not like to be seen.” A chill ran down Evan’s spine despite the heat. Marc forced a laugh. “We’ll be careful.”

Señora Liyun didn’t smile. “Careful is not enough.” She led them to the hostel—a small adobe building with red lanterns hanging from the eaves. Inside, the air was cool and smelled faintly of incense. Their room was simple but clean. Two beds. A wooden table. A window overlooking the desert.

As they unpacked, Marc nudged Evan. “Dude. This place is perfect.”

“For what?” Evan asked.

Marc grinned. “For treasure hunting.” Evan hesitated. The warning still echoed in his mind. But the thrill of adventure—and the promise of silver—was stronger.

“Tonight?” he asked.

Marc nodded. “Tonight.”

Outside, the sun dipped lower, casting long shadows across the town. The lanterns flickered to life, glowing softly in the gathering dusk. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked once, sharply. Then silence. A silence too complete to be natural. Evan looked out the window. The desert was waiting.

The Town That Shouldn’t Exist

San Lúcido looked even stranger in daylight than it had from the bus window. After dropping their backpacks in the room, Evan and Marc wandered through the plaza, trying to make sense of the place.

It was small — maybe two hundred residents at most — but every corner felt layered with history. Not the kind you read in textbooks, but the kind that clings to walls and whispers through alleys.

Red lanterns hung from wooden beams carved with dragons. Adobe houses were painted with faded murals of mountains, rivers, and animals that didn’t look quite like anything Evan recognized. Some resembled deer, others coyotes, but their proportions were wrong — too tall, too thin, too human.

Marc pointed at one. “What do you think that is?”

Evan shrugged. “Some kind of local art?”

A man sweeping the street nearby paused. His eyes flicked toward the mural, then back to them.

“Son los corredores de la noche,” he said softly. They are the night runners. Before either of them could ask, he returned to sweeping, his movements slow and deliberate, as if he were listening to something beneath the sound of the broom.

They continued walking.

The town was a blend of cultures that shouldn’t have worked but somehow did. A small Chinese temple stood beside a Catholic church. A noodle shop shared a wall with a tortillería. Elderly women with braided hair and embroidered dresses sold steamed buns next to baskets of chiltepin peppers. But the strangest thing wasn’t the architecture or the food.

It was the silence.

Even with people around, the town felt muted. Conversations were hushed. Footsteps were soft. Children played without shouting. Dogs moved without barking. It was as if the entire town had agreed to keep its voice low. As if something was listening.

***
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Near the edge of the plaza stood a small building with a sign in both Spanish and Chinese:

MUSEO DE DOS HISTORIAS 
Museum of Two Histories
Inside, the air was cool and smelled faintly of incense and old paper. A woman in her thirties greeted them with a polite nod. Her features were a blend of Chinese and Rarámuri ancestry — high cheekbones, almond-shaped eyes, and long dark hair tied with a woven band.

“Bienvenidos,” she said. “You may look around.”

The museum was small but dense with artifacts. Old photographs showed Chinese immigrants arriving in northern Mexico in the early 1900s, fleeing violence and discrimination. Another wall displayed Rarámuri crafts — woven belts, wooden carvings, ceremonial masks.

But one display caught Evan’s eye.

A map of the region, hand-drawn, showing the desert, the mountains, and a cluster of symbols around San Lúcido.

“What are those?” he asked.

The woman stepped beside him. “Stories,” she said. “From the Rarámuri. They speak of beings who walk the desert at night. Protectors. Watchers. Some call them chabochis, but that word has many meanings.”

Marc frowned. “Like spirits?”

She tilted her head. “Spirits... or something older. They are said to move faster than the wind. To see in the dark. To guard the land from those who would harm it.”

Evan felt a chill. “Do people still believe in them?”

She looked at him for a long moment. “Belief is not required for something to be real.”

Before he could respond, she gestured toward another display — a photograph of the abandoned mission village.

“This place,” she said, “is not safe. The missionaries built it on land they did not understand. They tried to change things that should not be changed.”

Marc nudged Evan. “Treasure,” he whispered.

The woman’s eyes sharpened. “There is no treasure worth disturbing what sleeps there.”

Her tone was final.

But Marc was already imagining silver bars buried beneath the sand.

***
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By late afternoon, the heat softened and a faint breeze swept through the town. Evan and Marc bought cold drinks from a vendor and sat on a low wall overlooking the desert. The horizon shimmered. The sand seemed to ripple like water.

“Dude,” Marc said, “this place is unreal.” 

Evan nodded. “It feels... old.”

“Everything in Mexico is old.”

“No,” Evan said. “Not like this.”

He couldn’t explain it. The desert felt alive. Not in a poetic way — in a literal way. As if something beneath the sand was breathing slowly, deeply. A group of children ran past them, but instead of laughing, they moved silently, glancing toward the desert as if checking whether it was watching. A dog trotted by, ears pinned back, tail low. It refused to step beyond the last house. Marc leaned back. “So, tonight?”

Evan hesitated. “I don’t know, man. That lady at the museum seemed serious.”

“Come on. It’s just folklore. Every place has ghost stories.”

“Yeah, but this place feels... different.”

Marc grinned. “That’s what makes it fun.”

Evan sighed. He knew Marc wouldn’t let it go. And truthfully, part of him was curious too. The abandoned mission village was only a mile away. They could be in and out before midnight. “What’s the worst that could happen?” Marc said. Evan didn’t answer. Because the desert wind had just shifted, carrying with it a faint sound — a whisper, too soft to understand, too rhythmic to be the breeze. It sounded almost like footsteps. But there was no one out there.

***
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As the sun dipped toward the horizon, Señora Liyun found them in the plaza.

“It is almost dusk,” she said. “You should return to the hostel.” Marc smiled politely. “We will. Just enjoying the view.” Her eyes narrowed. “Do not mistake my kindness for ignorance.”

Evan stiffened. “What do you mean?”

“You are planning to go to the mission tonight.”

Marc opened his mouth, but she raised a hand. “Listen to me. The desert is not empty. The land remembers everything. And there are things that walk when the moon rises. Things that do not forgive trespass.”

Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Do not go.”

Marc forced a laugh. “We’ll be fine.”

Señora Liyun looked at him with an expression that was not anger, but sorrow. “Some places,” she said, “are not meant for outsiders.” She turned and walked away, her steps silent on the stone. The lanterns flickered to life above them. The shadows lengthened. And the desert exhaled.

Nightfall and the Forbidden Path

By the time the sun touched the horizon, San Lúcido had already begun to fold inward. Doors shut. Lanterns glowed. Conversations faded. The town seemed to retreat into itself, as if bracing for something inevitable. Evan and Marc watched from their hostel window as the last sliver of sunlight slipped behind the distant hills.

“Okay,” Marc whispered, tightening the straps on his backpack. “Showtime.”

Evan hesitated. Señora Liyun’s warning echoed in his mind — There are old things in this land... things that walk when the moon is high. But Marc was already halfway to the door.

“Come on,” he said. “We’ll be in and out. One mile. Easy.”

Evan grabbed his flashlight and followed. The moment they stepped outside, the air changed. The warmth of the day vanished, replaced by a cold that felt too sudden, too deep. The lanterns lining the street flickered as if disturbed by an unseen breeze. The town was silent — not quiet, but silent, as though every living thing was holding its breath. Even the dogs were gone.

Marc nudged Evan. “Dude... look.” At the far end of the street, a group of locals stood in a cluster. They weren’t talking. They weren’t moving. They were simply watching the two Canadians walk away. Their faces were unreadable in the lantern light.

Evan swallowed. “They really don’t want us going out there.”

Marc shrugged. “They’ll get over it.” But Evan wasn’t so sure.

As they left the last house behind, the desert opened before them — a vast, pale expanse under a rising moon. The sand glowed faintly, as if lit from within. The air was unnaturally still. No wind. No insects. No sound. It felt like stepping into a painting. Or a trap.

The trail was faint but visible — a narrow line of packed earth winding through low shrubs and scattered rocks. The moon cast long shadows that stretched across the ground like dark fingers. Marc walked ahead, humming under his breath. Evan kept glancing behind them. “Stop doing that,” Marc said.

“Doing what?”

“Looking back. You’re freaking yourself out.”

Evan didn’t answer. Because he wasn’t sure, he was freaking himself out. Something felt wrong. The desert felt... aware. After ten minutes, they reached a small wooden sign half-buried in sand:

MISIÓN DE SAN ESTEBAN — 1 KM 

Below it, someone had carved a symbol — a spiral with three lines branching from it. Evan pointed. “That symbol... I saw it in the museum.”

“Yeah,” Marc said. “On the map.”

“It marked the places where the night runners were seen.”

Marc rolled his eyes. “Folklore, dude. Stories to scare kids.” But Evan wasn’t convinced. The spiral seemed to pulse in the moonlight. As they walked, the silence deepened. It wasn’t just the absence of sound — it was the presence of something else. Something that filled the space where sound should be. Evan stopped. “Do you hear that?”

Marc turned. “Hear what?”

“Exactly.”

The silence was so complete it felt physical, pressing against their ears. Then, faintly, a sound drifted across the desert. A soft, rhythmic whisper. Like footsteps. But not behind them. All around them. Evan’s flashlight flickered. “Marc...”

Marc lifted his own light, sweeping it across the sand. Nothing. Just empty desert. But the whispering continued — soft, steady, circling. Marc forced a laugh. “Probably just the wind.”

“There is no wind.”

Marc didn’t respond. Because he knew Evan was right.

The abandoned mission appeared suddenly, rising from the desert like a skeleton. Crumbling stone walls. A collapsed roof. A bell tower leaning at an impossible angle. The moonlight made the ruins glow pale blue.

Marc grinned. “We made it.” Evan didn’t move. “This place feels wrong.”

“Of course it feels wrong. It’s abandoned.”

“No,” Evan said. “It feels... angry.”

Marc rolled his eyes and stepped forward. “Come on. Let’s check inside.” Evan followed reluctantly. The chapel was dark, the air thick with dust. Their flashlights illuminated carvings on the walls — crosses, saints, and symbols that didn’t belong in any church. Spirals. Lines. Figures with elongated limbs. The same symbols from the museum. Marc whistled. “Creepy.”

Evan ran his fingers over one carving — a tall, thin figure with long legs and hollow eyes. “What is this?” he whispered. Marc shrugged. “Some kind of demon?” Evan shook his head. “No. Something older.” He remembered the museum guide’s words: Protectors. Watchers. They guard the land. Marc knelt near the altar, brushing away sand. “Help me look for anything buried.”

Evan hesitated. “Marc... maybe we shouldn’t—” A sound cut him off. A soft, deliberate footstep. Inside the chapel. Marc froze. “Did you hear that?” Evan nodded slowly. Another step. Then another. Not rushed. Not hesitant. Measured. As if whoever — or whatever — was approaching had all the time in the world. Marc raised his flashlight. “Who’s there?” he called. The beam of light shook in his hand. No answer. But the footsteps continued. Slow. Steady. Closer.

Evan grabbed Marc’s arm. “We need to go.” Marc didn’t argue. They backed toward the entrance. The footsteps stopped. The silence returned. And then — from outside — came a sound that made Evan’s blood run cold. A low, soft whistle. Not human. Not animal. Something in between. Something calling. Something answering.

Marc whispered, “What the hell was that?” Evan didn’t know. But he knew one thing: They were not alone.
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The whistle echoed through the ruins—low, wavering, and impossibly distant, even though it felt like it came from just outside the chapel walls. Evan and Marc froze, flashlights trembling in their hands. Marc whispered, “That wasn’t human.” Evan didn’t answer. He couldn’t. His throat felt tight, as if the desert air had thickened around him.

The whistle came again. This time, it was answered. A second whistle, softer, higher, drifting across the sand like a reply. Marc grabbed Evan’s arm. “We’re leaving. Now.” They backed out of the chapel, stepping into the open courtyard of the mission. The moon hung low and swollen, casting long shadows across the broken stones. The desert stretched out in every direction—empty, silent, waiting.

But the silence wasn’t empty anymore. It was full. Full of movement they couldn’t see. Full of breath they couldn’t hear. Full of eyes they couldn’t find. Evan swept his flashlight across the ruins. Nothing. Then he swept it again. Still nothing. But the feeling of being watched grew heavier, like a hand pressing against the back of his neck.

Marc whispered, “We need to get back to town.”

Evan nodded. “Stick together.”

They turned toward the trail. And stopped. Because someone was standing on it. A tall figure, motionless, silhouetted against the moonlight. Too tall. Its limbs too long. Its posture too still. Marc raised his flashlight. The beam flickered. The figure didn’t move. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t blink. It simply stood there, as if carved from the desert itself.

Evan’s voice cracked. “Hello?”

The figure tilted its head—slowly, unnaturally—as if trying to understand the sound.

Marc stepped back. “Nope. Nope. We’re going around.”

They moved sideways, skirting the edge of the ruins. The figure didn’t follow. It simply watched, head tilted, body still. But as they walked, Evan noticed something horrifying. The figure’s shadow didn’t match its body. It stretched across the sand in the wrong direction—bending, twisting, reaching toward them like a living thing.

Evan grabbed Marc’s sleeve. “Don’t look at it. Just move.”

They hurried along the outer wall of the mission, keeping their eyes forward. The desert around them felt alive, humming with a low vibration that made Evan’s teeth ache. Then, from behind them, came the sound of footsteps. Soft. Fast. Too fast. Marc spun around, flashlight shaking. Nothing. But the footsteps continued—circling them, weaving between the ruins, moving with impossible speed.

Evan whispered, “Marc... they’re not footsteps.”

Marc swallowed. “What do you mean?”

“They’re running.”

The footsteps grew louder, closer, then vanished again—as if the runners were darting in and out of existence. Marc’s voice trembled. “Night runners.”

Evan nodded slowly. “The museum... the carvings... the stories...”

The beings weren’t spirits. They weren’t ghosts. They were something older. Something that belonged to the land. Something that didn’t want them here. They reached the far side of the mission, where the ruins gave way to open desert. The trail back to San Lúcido was visible in the moonlight—a thin line of pale sand leading toward the distant lantern glow.

Marc exhaled shakily. “We can make it.” Evan wasn’t so sure. Because standing halfway down the trail was another figure. Shorter. Broader. Human-shaped. Evan squinted. “Is that...?”

The man stepped forward into the moonlight. It was the museum guide. Her face was calm, but her eyes were filled with something Evan couldn’t read—sorrow, maybe. Or resignation.

“You should not be here,” she said softly. Marc stepped forward. “What are those things?” She didn’t look at him. She looked at the desert.

“They are the ones who were here before us. Before the Chinese. Before the Spaniards. Before the missionaries. Before the Rarámuri themselves.” Evan’s voice shook. “What are they? She hesitated. Then she whispered, “Guardians.” Marc frowned. “Guardians of what?”

“The land,” she said. “The desert. The silence. The balance.”

Evan swallowed. “Why are they after us?”

She turned to him, her expression heavy.

“Because you crossed into a place that is not yours. A place that was never meant to be touched again.”

Marc shook his head. “We didn’t do anything!”

“You entered the mission,” she said. “You walked where the missionaries tried to build over sacred ground. Where they tried to bury what they did not understand.”

Evan felt the weight of her words settle into his bones. “The town,” he whispered. “San Lúcido. How does it survive out here? Why is it untouched by everything happening in Mexico?”

She looked at him with a sadness that felt ancient. “Because we honor the pact.”

Marc stepped back. “What pact?”

“The one that keeps us safe,” she said. “The one that keeps the night runners from crossing into our streets. The one that keeps the desert from swallowing us.”

Evan’s stomach twisted. “What does the pact require?” She didn’t answer. She didn’t have to. Because behind her, the tall figure from the ruins stepped onto the trail. And this time, it moved. Slowly. Gracefully. Like a shadow learning to walk. Marc whispered, “We’re dead.” The museum guide shook her head. “No,” she said softly. “Not dead.” 

Her eyes glistened in the moonlight. “Claimed.”

The Last Night in San Lúcido

The museum guide stood between Evan, Marc, and the trail back to San Lúcido. Behind her, the tall figure—the night runner—stepped closer, its movements fluid and silent, like a shadow learning to mimic a human shape. Marc’s voice cracked. “What do you mean, claimed?” The guide didn’t answer immediately. She looked at the night runner with a mixture of fear and reverence, as if addressing an elder spirit rather than a threat.

“The pact keeps San Lúcido safe,” she said softly. “The desert leaves us untouched. The violence of the world passes us by. The cartels avoid us. The storms split around us. The land protects us.” Evan swallowed hard. “In exchange for what?” The guide’s eyes glistened. “Respect. Silence. Boundaries.” Marc shook his head. “We didn’t break anything!” “You crossed into the mission,” she said. “Onto ground that was forbidden long before the Chinese arrived. Long before the Rarámuri walked these hills. The missionaries built over sacred land. They tried to bury what they feared.” She looked at the ruins behind them. “The night runners remember.”

Evan felt the desert shift—not physically, but in presence. As if the sand itself leaned closer. Marc stepped back. “We’ll leave. We’ll go back to town. We won’t tell anyone. Just let us go.” The guide’s expression softened with genuine sorrow. “It isn’t about secrets,” she said. “It’s about balance.” The night runner took another step. Its limbs were impossibly long, its shadow bending in ways that defied the moonlight. Its face was indistinct, as if carved from darkness.

Evan whispered, “What are they?” The guide answered without looking away from the being. “They are the ones who run the desert at night. The watchers. The guardians. The ones who keep the land whole. They are older than stories. Older than language. They do not harm without cause.” Marc’s voice trembled. “And we’re the cause?” “You stepped into a place that was never meant for you,” she said. “A place where the missionaries tried to change the land. A place where the pact was born.” Evan felt his heartbeat in his throat. “What happens now?” The guide closed her eyes. “The desert takes back what it is owed.”

The night runner moved. Not fast at first—just a slow, deliberate step. But the air around it shifted, vibrating with a low hum that made Evan’s bones ache. 

Marc grabbed Evan’s arm. “Run.” They bolted into the desert, flashlights bouncing wildly. The sand shifted beneath their feet, soft and treacherous. The moon cast long shadows that twisted and stretched as they ran.

Behind them, the footsteps began. Not human footsteps. Not animal footsteps. Something in between. Soft. Rapid. Effortless. Evan didn’t dare look back. Marc gasped, “We’re almost to the trail!” But the desert didn’t feel like the same desert they had crossed earlier. The shrubs seemed farther apart. The ground sloped in ways it hadn’t before. The horizon shifted, as if the land itself was rearranging to confuse them.

Evan stumbled. Marc pulled him up. “Come on!” The footsteps grew louder—then vanished—then reappeared on their left, then their right, then behind them again. The night runners weren’t chasing them. They were herding them. Guiding them. Toward something. Evan’s flashlight flickered. The beam caught movement—a tall figure darting between rocks, impossibly fast, its limbs bending like liquid shadow. Marc screamed. “They’re everywhere!” Evan grabbed his arm. “Don’t stop!” But the desert was no longer a path. It was a maze. A living maze. And the night runners were closing in.

They stumbled into a clearing—a wide circle of stones half-buried in the sand. The moonlight illuminated carvings on each stone: spirals, lines, figures with elongated limbs. The same symbols from the mission. The same symbols from the museum. Marc gasped. “What is this?” Evan knew. “A boundary.” The air inside the circle felt different—heavier, charged, ancient. The night runners stopped at the edge, their shadows stretching toward the stones but not crossing.

Marc whispered, “Why aren’t they coming in?” Evan didn’t know. But the museum guide stepped into the clearing behind them, her expression solemn. “This is where the missionaries tried to build their chapel,” she said. “Before the night runners stopped them. Before the pact was made.” Marc shook his head. “Why bring us here?” “I didn’t,” she said. “They did.” Evan felt the truth settle like sand in his lungs. The night runners weren’t killing them. They were returning them. To the place where the pact began.

The guide stepped closer, her voice soft. “The desert does not forget. The land does not forgive trespass. But it does not take without purpose.” Marc backed away. “We didn’t do anything!” “You disturbed what was meant to remain untouched,” she said. “You walked into a place where the missionaries tried to bury the old ways. The night runners protect this land. They protect us. And they protect themselves.” Evan whispered, “What happens to us?” The guide looked at him with a sadness that felt ancient. “You become part of the land.”

The night runners stepped forward. Not into the circle—but around it. Forming a ring. Their shadows stretched across the sand, merging, twisting, weaving together like strands of darkness. The air vibrated with a low hum that grew louder, deeper, resonating through the stones. 

Marc grabbed Evan’s hand. “Evan... I’m scared.” Evan squeezed back. “Me too.” The guide stepped back, bowing her head. “The desert keeps its balance,” she whispered. “And
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