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        With all the haunting beauty of a dusty desert road, Memories of Lucinda Eco sweeps the reader into a magic-infused Baja California filled with equal parts curses, friendship, brujos, and love. Perfect for young adults and adults who feel young, Barnes’ fiction is filled with with powerful lyricism, understated sophistication, and jarring discovery.

        Kevin J. Anderson, New York Times bestselling coauthor of Dune: House Atreides

      

      

      

      
        
        
        With thrilling world-building, bold writing, and a heroine to root for, Memories of Lucinda Eco has all the elements I'm looking for in a fantasy.

        Lauren Kate, New York Times bestselling author of the Fallen series

      

      

      

      
        
        
        From the first page, author Scott T. Barnes draws us into the tender, heartfelt relationship between Lucinda and Abuelita.  This exciting, suspenseful, and moving adventure follows Lucinda’s determined attempt to save Abuelita, to always do better, and to make her grandmother proud.  Filled with heart, Memories of Lucinda Eco shows us what love of family, friends, and community can achieve.  A beautiful book.

        Jeanne Cavelos, bestselling author of The Passing of the Techno-Mages

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The novel is a spellbinding blend of magic and mystery, alive with tension, laughs, and real emotional resonance.

        BookLife Review, editor’s pick

      

      

      

      
        
        
        A resonant and unsettling fantasy steeped in small-town Mexican culture.

        Kirkus Reviews

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Readers will quickly warm to Lucinda’s courage and kindness, leavened with a streak of teenage sass. Her bond with Eva, whose fashionista propensities complement Lucinda’s down-to-earth style, is heartwarmingly rendered.

        blueink review

      

      

      

      
        
        
        In Scott T. Barnes’s powerful fantasy novel Memories of Lucinda Eco, a teenager encounters dark magic and fights to protect her family and friends by realizing her bruja powers.

        Foreword Reviews

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Memories of Lucinda Eco is an exciting blend of mystery and the mystic, set in the deserts and villages of Baja California.  Scott T. Barnes is able to bring to life characters both young and old, good and evil.  It is well worth a read.

        Robert W. Enstrom, author of Encounter Program and Beta Colony

      

      

      

      
        
        
        A complex hands-across-time story of magical rescue, from grandmother to granddaughter and back again, set in the Baja California landscape of lizards and arroyos, manzanita and mezcal.

        Donna Glee Williams, author of The Night Field, Dreamers, and The Braided Path

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Scott T. Barnes weaves a multidimensional multilayered tapestry of contrasting realities and beliefs that envelopes a rainbow of characters (and the reader) as they navigate encounters with divergent  dogmas, perceptions and worldly circumstances. Memories opens our eyes to the magic of life, love and the conflicts that shape our realities (real and perceived), while explaining the unexplainable.

        Bob Sojka, author of “Between the Zeros and Ones” in the acclaimed 2022 anthology Neosapiens.

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Barnes's writing is lyrical and compelling in his exquisitely jarring world of fierce brujas and magical allies. The term “brutally beautiful” kept coming to me as I read.

        Jessica Guernsey, author of “The Gingerbread Contract” and other short stories

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Memories of Lucinda Eco had me from the opening scene. The magical realism of Mexico, so integrated into the daily lives of the characters, was fascinating, and I felt like I knew the characters intimately. A great read that kept me guessing until the end.

        R.A. Johnson, pan-genrist author

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Memories of Lucinda Eco takes us to the dusty town of Punta Colonet in Baja California. Fifteen-year-old Lucinda,  trying to unravel the witch’s curse that threatens her beloved grandmother’s mind and life, is sucked into the Beyond and a world of brujería so vividly rendered I almost feel I’m becoming a bruja myself…

        Candyce Byrne, editor Cosmic Muse; co-editor NewMyths magazine

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Memories of Lucinda Eco is delightful. Barnes deftly transports the reader through time, place, and other-worldly dimensions, all while weaving in elements of magic, danger, and teenage angst. Come for the promise of adventure; stay for the loving bond between our willful heroine and her audacious abuela.

        Angelica Duardo, singer, songwriter

      

      

      

      
        
        
        A magical journey of a young witch discovering her heritage and the path into the Beyond, a lost realm of beauty and wonder that once connected us all to the spirit world. Scott T. Barnes' imagery of the Beyond is unforgettable, and the concept that the lure to repossess its full knowledge and power can lead to overwhelming, corrupting greed is an intriguing warning for all young witches to learn.

        Susan Shell Winston, editor NewMyths magazine, author of Singer of Norgondy
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            One

          

          Present Day, Punta Colonet, Baja California North

        

      

    

    
      The parade route led from the Chaparral Hills into the brick-and-adobe town of Punta Colonet, past the municipal building, and into the dusty baseball field. Tractors, pickup trucks, decorated flatbeds, and horse-riding vaqueros passed by, kicking up fine particles of dust. None of the streets here were paved, except the toll road. The crowd had grown and grown, and so had Lucinda’s anticipation.

      Lucinda and her grandmother stood in the portico of the municipal building. The eves kept off the worst of the sun, and the cement walkway elevated them enough to see reasonably well. The high school soccer team was just passing, their star players holding onto the roll bar of a Toyota pickup and whooping. As if their one-and-seven record was something to whoop about.

      Lucinda reached down and entwined her fingers with her grandmother’s. She could feel the soft, wrinkled skin of grandmother’s fingertips, the calluses on her palm, and the old woman’s hidden strength. At fifteen years old, Lucinda had never been allowed to stay at the parade until the end. Until they burned the witch in effigy.

      Anticipation made her palms slick … not to mention her armpits.

      She tried to ignore those.

      The hum of twin propeller motors came to them at the exact moment the sun ducked beneath the ridgeline. Orange and red streaks bled across the western sky, and the mood along the parade route shifted. Lucinda felt the change as a tingle in the nape of her neck.

      The last of the young children were whisked away home. Teenagers reluctantly looked at their watches, stood on tiptoe to try to catch a glimpse of the gigantic, papier-mâché witch, and departed more slowly.

      The town made ready to honor its martyr.

      Dark-clad people began to emerge from the alleys, from the empty field by the tire store. They climbed iron bars over windows and perched on rooftops like twilight crows. They thronged the street. Porch lights clicked on overhead. By the time the propeller plane rolled into view — driving, not flying — the shift was complete.

      Painted on the side of the airplane was Flying Samaritans, which everyone knew by sight if not by pronunciation, for the Flying Samaritans ran a free medical clinic here in Punta Colonet. This was the last float that children were allowed to see. White Christmas lights decorated the fuselage. Lucinda thought the twinkling lights looked like slag from the foundry she’d visited once in Monterey.

      Abuelita’s firm hand squeeze told Lucinda that yes, they really were going to stay together until the end, until the little Baja California community re-enacted the witch’s execution.

      Lucinda had only just celebrated her quiñceanera two months ago. Most of her friends didn’t get to stay late until they turned eighteen, but Abuelita had insisted Lucinda was ready at fifteen. And not much could stand in Abuelita’s way once she made up her mind. Not even Mamá.

      Lucinda swallowed her burbling claustrophobia with a gulp of Strawberry Fanta. “Come on, Abuelita, all I can see are hair and armpits. And hairy armpits. I want to see Eva’s costume.”

      “We’ll see Eva at the bonfire,” Grandmother Herminia replied with a game smile, “which will be much easier to get to from back here. We’ll be ahead of the crowd.”

      Nevertheless, she allowed Lucinda to drag her forward between rough, campesino cotton, slick silk, and the ruffled shoulders of traditional dresses — the women typically perfumed by half an aerosol of floral hair spray. The crowd seemed to part before them and Lucinda blessed their good fortune, and then began to wonder why this was so easy, and about the time she started to get nervous they stumbled into an opening. A circle of men drinking. There was a large blue ice chest, empty Corona bottles littering the ground, and the thick smell of Marlboro cigarettes.

      And El Jaguar, the local gang boss, lounged in their center. He was eerily thin, his wrists hardly larger than garden hoses, decked out in a tan leather vest, collared shirt, and bolo tie. El Jaguar sat with one leg over the arm of a folding chair — the only chair Lucinda had seen along the route — and no one stood between him and the road. No one dared.

      A fierce-looking Rottweiler panted beneath the chair.

      El Jaguar’s head swiveled and locked on them. The shadow from his oft-broken nose slid across his face like a knife. It felt as if they had just stepped into a fight circle.

      Lucinda immediately thought “The Witch!” For El Jaguar styled himself as El Brujo, and the havoc he left in his wake gave credence to the claim.

      He inclined a bottle of Corona toward them. “Herminia García, and her granddaughter, how pleasant. Watch with us.”

      In the distance, a mariachi band began a dirge. The trumpet shuddered on the high notes as if unaccustomed to playing such sadness.

      “The torch bearers are coming, and our family is waiting for us,” Abuelita lied, smoothly. “We must cross the street while no one is coming.”

      “Surely, you can spare a moment,” El Jaguar said. “You will not find a better spot to view the parade anywhere.”

      Then a strange thing happened. The colorful, perfumed throng seemed to get pulled away, as sets get drawn behind the leg drapes of a theater by hidden means. Lucinda and El Jaguar were alone on the empty parade route, she straightening up from her stumble, he bouncing one foot casually against the side of the folding chair. Lucinda didn’t quite believe what she was seeing. She wondered if she had in fact tripped and hit her head on the ground and this was all a hallucination….

      El Jaguar’s swinging foot slowly came to rest, and he grinned with half of his mouth. “My angel, how you have grown.”

      Why would she hallucinate about El Jaguar? Why not Jin from BTS?

      No, something was wrong here; something worse than a bump on the head. She didn’t like the way the hoodlum leered at her, at her chest in particular. She’d worn a floppy blue tee-shirt deliberately as she wasn’t entirely comfortable with her curves. Lucinda had been a late bloomer — and often wished she hadn’t bloomed at all! A loose T-shirt and jeans, who would remark her?

      Who but, of course, the local gang boss.

      “Do you like our private hideaway?” he asked.

      “Where are we?” Lucinda nervously inquired, her mouth getting dry. Oh, this was bad. This was really, really bad.

      “I could show you such things, my angel. Such things as you have never seen.”

      A sense of dread descended over Lucinda’s head, her shoulders, her back. She didn’t know whether to run, scream, or kick the man and hope his aluminum chair collapsed into a heap.

      But run where? They seemed to be all alone⁠—

      A tug on Lucinda’s hand returned the mob, the smells, the noise. It was the tug of Abuelita’s hand on Lucinda’s own that brought them back, as if they had simply popped out of the theater’s wings. El Jaguar’s thugs chuckled at something, an inside joke or, more likely, the stupid look Lucinda must have been wearing.

      How could she have slipped into such a rotten hallucination?

      Her cheeks warmed as if twin rays of sunlight beamed down on them. Embarrassment mingled with trepidation. Doubt mixed with certainty. Something had happened, something not entirely normal.

      She wondered if El Jaguar — the Witch! — had used some power. Hypnosis, or a darker magic. El Jaguar bragged about his magic, and the priest was afraid of him. He forced the locals to pay protection money or he’d put a curse on them. Most often his thugs would simply beat them up. But there were unexplainable illnesses, people dropping dead on the street, and worse. Mothers threatened disobedient children with El Jaguar’s curse.

      El Jaguar leaned over and poked a finger in Abuelita’s side. The old woman scowled.

      “You’ve been widowed five years and you still don’t find me attractive, grandmother? I must be truly ugly.”

      “Not ugly, just unpleasant,” Abuelita replied. “And drunk.”

      The man pulled from his bottle of Corona. The henchmen were smoking, but Lucinda no longer smelled tobacco. Instead, there was the overwhelming cinnamon of churros.

      “Surely you’ll let me get to know your granddaughter better,” he said, an ugly, frightening mirror to what the hallucination had uttered. “She has come of age — you’re letting her stay at the Parade of Heroes after dark. That means she’s ready to discover all kinds of things.”

      Lucinda’s heart couldn’t have beaten faster if she had sprinted three hundred yards.

      “Con permiso,” Abuelita insisted. “Our family is waiting.”

      As they started to move El Jaguar grabbed Lucinda’s arm. His brown, bloodshot eyes were as hard as scratched glass. “A family? What do I care about your family? I had to build a family from nothing. From the dust of nothing.”

      It wasn’t right for him to grab her arm like that. His hand, it was like…

      …like a vulture’s claw. She shouldn’t let him touch her.

      That churro cinnamon, so thick in the air, spicing this world with the next. She could almost feel the world tremble. She didn’t want to go back to that scary place where the two of them were alone. She wouldn’t let that happen. She wouldn’t!

      The beer in El Jaguar’s lap.

      She couldn’t look at El Jaguar without feeling that this world was about to disappear ... but she could look at that beer. That disgusting, bitter, bubbly yuck. Her dad had once caught her sipping on his beer a few years back and he’d forced her to drink the whole thing so that she’d never be tempted again. She hated it. Disgusting! Just remembering that — and the headache the next day — made her temples throb and her tongue dry out. She focused her attention on that feeling. The struggle and outrage, the touch of El Jaguar’s fingers and thumb around her triceps, the sweaty stickiness of his skin against hers — it all had to come out. Lucinda’s muscles began to tremble, and amazingly the beer seemed to respond. Foam rushed out. The bubbles increased in size and intensity.

      “Well, then,” she said, pouring all her derision into that beer, “that’s your problem.”

      Lucinda held out her Fanta bottle and struck the top of the Corona. The foam became an outrageous spray, blasting El Jaguar in the face, the hair, the chest. He yelped, nearly toppled over in his chair. The gross smell of hops covered the cinnamon.

      Lucinda jerked her arm free.

      “Little Chicken, now,” Abuelita said, using Lucinda’s pet name.

      They hurried across the road just in front of the mariachis. Lucinda half-expected El Jaguar to follow, but he was too busy wiping beer off his face and out of his hair. The Rottweiler lapped at the growing puddle.

      Grandmother Herminia pulled up directly opposite the gangsters, straightened her shoulders, and smoothed her dress with dignity.

      “Why don’t they put him in prison?” Lucinda said, proud that her voice didn’t tremble. On her own she would have kept going, but she wanted to be brave for Abuelita.

      “El Jaguar is a feature of Punta Colonet,” Abuelita said, “like the mole under your eye. Now that you are of age you will simply have to get used to him.”

      “I don’t want to get used to him.” She didn’t particularly like to be reminded about her mole, either. “I hope he drinks himself to an early grave. Like — tomorrow!”

      The mariachis passed, their wide-brimmed, black hats blocking El Jaguar from sight. The torch bearers followed. Six cones of flickering fire. One of them would be Lucinda’s bestie Eva, behind one of the porcelain death masks, but Lucinda couldn’t concentrate enough to figure out which one. Too many uncertainties swirled around in her brain.

      “Abuelita, does El Jaguar control minds? For a second I felt as if he had taken me to another place. It was like we were all alone on the parade route, just me and El Jaguar.” Lucinda couldn’t tell what grandmother Herminia was thinking; Abuelita’s wrinkled and usually expressive face remained carefully neutral. “He claims he has all kinds of powers. He claims he is a witch, or warlock. I’m surprised to see him here, at the burning.”

      “Did he say anything to you?”

      Abuelita didn’t even question this “other place,” which was more than a little disconcerting. “I, um, I don’t remember exactly. He didn’t make any sense.” In truth, Lucinda did not want to think about it. She knew all too well what he wanted — even if she hadn’t understood the words.

      Abuelita crinkled her eyes. “El Jaguar has a twisted spirit. He comes to the parade to show he is not afraid to see the people burn the make-believe witch.” She worried the inside of her lip with her teeth, seeking the right words. “If El Jaguar could control minds, you wouldn’t know it. He could make you bark like a seal, or stand on your head, rub your belly, and say the alphabet backwards. A twisted spirit, that is more insidious. Let him know you are not afraid, but do not confront him. He is as unstable as he is dangerous. As much child as man. It is a great sadness. You know, he was orphaned twice over.”

      “That doesn’t excuse him being a bully,” Lucinda said.

      “No, that doesn’t excuse.”

      Lucinda wondered how you could possibly be orphaned twice over — did his foster parents die also? More likely they dropped him off by the road and kept driving until the gas ran out.

      She didn’t get a chance to ask for clarification. In the west, where the sun had so recently fallen, the witch bobbed as if floating on top of the crowd. It was a giant, papier-mâché head, fully ten feet tall, with bright red lips and horns poking through black, paper hair.

      “Little Chicken, did you smell the cinnamon around El Jaguar?” Abuelita asked.

      “You mean the churros?”

      “Yes, the churros around El Jaguar.”

      “And?” Lucinda prodded. “Does this have something to do with the way the beer foamed?”

      “Later, after the parade.”

      Does this have something to do with why we came here? Lucinda wanted to ask. There seemed a great deal left unsaid. Why had Abuelita pressed her mom on this point? But she knew enough not to ask. The old woman spoke in her own time or not at all.

      Full dark, the martyr walked before the witch, a girl hiding her face behind the white mask. She was a real girl, petite like Lucinda, not a papier-mâché puppet. A pigtailed, twelve-year-old wearing a school uniform in an older style, longer skirts and knee-high socks. The witch’s last victim.

      Outrage at the young woman’s murder caused the town to rise up against the witch. This, the girl-martyr, was Punta Colonet’s greatest hero.

      With solemn steps, the schoolgirl passed, followed by the witch. Lucinda could see now that it wasn’t just a floating head. It had a body of sorts, bedsheet sized clothes hanging off a metal frame. People wearing black pushed the wheeled contraption forward. The crowd closed in behind.

      Lucinda stood on tiptoe. Across the street, the folding chair was abandoned. Lucinda could not spot the hoodlum or his men anywhere.

      

      They cut through the park, ignoring the men perched on the jungle gym like animals. There was something infernal about this night. The white paint on the pepper tree trunks seemed to glow. Lucinda began to wonder if coming had been a good idea. Not just because of El Jaguar, but the whole thing. This was supposed to be the Parade of Heroes; it felt more like a night of devils. It felt icky just being there, like that time she and her mother had gotten lost in Ensenada and wound up in the red-light district. Lucinda remembered a scantily clad prostitute, leaning back with one foot against the door frame of a bar. Smoke curled between her fingers from the stub of a cigarette. There was a giant hole in the thigh of her fishnet stocking.

      “Hey, hija,” the prostitute had called to Lucinda. She pointed at her own eyes, then at Lucinda’s. Not so much to say she was watching, but more to warn, “Not much separating me from you.”

      In the center of the dirt lot that served as parking for the baseball field (also dirt), hay bales had been piled in a semi-circle, and the torch bearers took up position around these. Punta Colonet wasn’t a fancy town with street lights. The six torches were practically the only illumination. That and the ubiquitous cell phone screens. Occasionally a firework popped off, dazzling eyes and ringing ears.

      The rest of the floats had disappeared. The schoolgirl martyr walked once around the bales of hay, and the witch rolled into the center. The head was transferred to a wooden scaffolding, the metal-frame body wheeled away.

      Standing on tiptoes, Lucinda could pick out Eva: the torchbearer with platform shoes. Eva always wore a fashion signature of some kind. She was chosen for the role because her family founded the Rattlesnake Thespians. She tried to wave and catch Eva’s attention, but there were just too many people around.

      Someone, probably a politician or something, started talking through a static-filled speaker. Lucinda strained to hear. Presumably he would tell the story of the witch and his victims. Or some version of the story, anyway.

      El Jaguar appeared between Lucinda and her grandmother, his nose practically against Lucinda’s neck. “You smell so familiar,” he said. “Like a cologne my father used to use. Only, I had no father.”

      “Santiago! Your manners,” Abuelita said.

      He appeared to shrink, just a bit, at the use of his real name. “I don’t answer to that.”

      Lucinda said, “Leave me alone, Santiago.”

      “It is a lonely life, the life of the witch,” he said. “One must always watch his back. Listen to the whispers.”

      He twined Lucinda’s black hair around his finger. It was not particularly long hair, bobbed off the shoulder in what she considered a K-pop style, and El Jaguar’s knuckles wound closer and closer to her skull. With each twist, the roots hurt more.

      In the dense crowd, no one would hear them. No one would even notice them. You could get trampled, your blood could spill like sticky Strawberry Fanta, and no one would notice until they swept up the trash the next day. All eyes focused on the papier-mâché witch and the torchbearers setting the hay bales alight as the staticky voice droned on. Flames licked up the witch’s shoulders. Infernal light colored the people of Punta Colonet into red, chattering demons.

      “Let’s get out of here, Abuelita,” Lucinda said. She was nervous, more than nervous; it was a struggle to get the words out. “Santiago doesn’t know how to be a gentleman.” If she had her Fanta she would have whacked the hoodlum with the bottle, but she had discarded it in a trash barrel at the park. She felt in her pockets, though she already knew she had nothing to use as a weapon. No pocket knife, not even a sharp stick. How far would this brute be willing to go in public?

      Or would he simply magic her to that place with no one around, that empty parade route....

      She couldn’t turn her head. Her eyes scanned for a police officer. Better yet, one of the blue jumpsuit-clad military police. With a machine gun.

      All she discovered were the bared teeth of El Jaguar’s Rottweiler.

      “You smell it too, don’t you Lucinda?” El Jaguar said. “The sweet spice of magic? It can take you to such places. Such places.” He repeated the final words, drawing the ‘s’ out into a serpent’s hiss.

      A thrill passed through Lucinda’s mind. Magic? Spice? Abuelita had asked about that churro smell too....

      “Enough!” Abuelita said, and yanked on El Jaguar. He tripped to his knees. With his hand still wrapped around Lucinda’s hair, her head jerked sideways.

      Lucinda grabbed the hand, the fingers that were balled tightly around her hair. She couldn’t find purchase on any finger except the pinkie. The smallest digit. That one she took in her fist and twisted toward the ground with all of her might. El Jaguar screeched like a cornered possum, a sound like vocal chords tearing. Cinnamon billowed across the gathering.

      Lucinda wouldn’t let go for anything. She twisted, and twisted some more, holding the digit tight so it wouldn’t slip free. Outrage exploded inside her again.

      The Rottweiler leaped. Not high, and not far. For it didn’t have to go far to chomp on Lucinda. It sank its teeth into her left thigh and crunched down to the bone.

      The pain nearly made her pass out. Nearly, but not quite. Lucinda released the pinkie, fell back, and landed with legs splayed, the dog between them, attacking her thigh, rooting with its blunt teeth for her femur. She was sure the bone would burst against the relentless, crushing bite.

      In the background, against the swaying people, Grandmother Herminia fought with El Jaguar. Lucinda was losing consciousness. She wasn’t sure of what she saw. Not sure at all. It didn’t look like two people fighting, but rather like a puma fighting a scarecrow man with an oft-broken nose.

      The puma, her Abuelita?

      Scarecrow man, El Jaguar?

      She heard a crackle of bone. Scarecrow man fell. And the puma lifted the Rottweiler by the scruff of the neck, shook it, discarded it.

      A blurry, pain-filled nightmare.

      Nothing she was sure of. Nothing real.

      Abuelita now, a kindly grandmother again. But what was she doing? She was licking her hand and smearing saliva through the hole in Lucinda’s jeans, directly into the wound. Abuelita’s long gray hair spilled over everything, a soothing cascade.

      Lucinda couldn’t be sure, but it looked like Abuelita’s torso was bare.

      This couldn’t be real. It couldn’t.

      “Am I dead?” Lucinda asked, her consciousness slipping away. “Where am I?”

      “Home soon, Little Chicken,” replied Abuelita. “You will be home soon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

          1967, Outside Santa Rosalía, Baja California South

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Herminia Carrillo (Lucinda’s grandmother) — age 17

      

      

      

      From the backseat of the Jeepster Hurricane — a topless, cherry-red beauty — Herminia Carrillo pressed her body against the wind and squinted her eyes. She was trying to recognize landmarks from her trip here many years before, but the high-desert landscape blurred together after a while. Boulders, dust, cactus, canyons and washes, red skinned manzanita, cactus, stone, dust, washes and canyons.... It all started to look alike. Especially on a bumpy, dirt road after a few hairpin turns that turned the stomach into milk cake.

      Herminia’s black hair whipped around her head like an out-of-control eggbeater while the neckline of her yellow dress buzzed pleasantly against her collar bones.

      There were four: Curtis, the driver, a B-list Hollywood actor; Brennan, his handsome friend; Sybil, a hippie who had temporarily hitched her star to Curtis; and Herminia. Herminia had offered to guide the Americans into the mountains to see pictographs in order to relieve the monotony of making beds at the Loma Linda Resort.

      Working as a maid — boring!

      Guiding would-be stars into the mountains to see cave paintings — mucho mejor.

      Would her American guests be angry if she failed to locate the cave?

      Herminia doubted it. They were happy enough with the wind and the roar of the four-cylinder engine. But Herminia would be angry with herself. A day wasted. A fee unearned. Moreover, she really wanted to revisit the pictographs. As vibrant as any in the world, or so her father said.

      They were close. She was certain the hidden path could be no more than a few miles distant. Or had they passed it already?

      She had that same tingle in her wrists as last time, when she had visited with her father. A physical reaction to being so close to the — yes — holy site. She thought of it that way, at least. Holy to her ancestors, the Cochimí Indians.

      Of course, she and her father had come here by mule. Four days camping in the mountains, just the two of them. And those paintings! Although it had been years, those pictographs found their way into her thoughts day after day, her dreams night after night. Colors as vibrant as any dragonfly. Herds of deer and bison, stalking wildcats, even sea life. And the hunters⁠—

      A brown form leaped into the dirt road, stared at the oncoming Jeepster Hurricane, and froze. A buck mule deer.

      Herminia sucked in her breath, braced herself against the seat in front.

      Curtis braked. The Jeep skidded sideways, threw Herminia against the door, threw Sybil sideways onto her lap, threw dirt and gravel twenty feet into the air.

      But too late.

      There was a dull thud as the deer hit the bumper. Herminia felt it distinctly, as if the animal’s soul had passed through her fingertips roughly. The buck stuck there, head lying on the hood, body plastered to the grill.

      Herminia had trouble swallowing. Her tongue wanted to hide in the back of her throat. Dust billowed around them.

      The Jeep finally stopped and the buck rolled off the hood onto the dirt road. Its head flopped in an unnatural angle.

      With shaky legs, they all climbed out and stood around the animal. Blood trickled from its nostrils. A long, oval-shaped ear fluttered once.

      “Is it dead?” Sybil asked.

      “As good as,” Curtis answered, pushing on the back of its head with his leather shoe. “Its neck is broken.”

      The deer blinked.

      Pity for the poor animal moistened Herminia’s eyes.

      Curtis reached for its legs to pull it off the road, and Sybil wailed, “You’re going to hurt it.”

      “Too late for that.”

      “But it’s still alive.”

      The buck had two-point antlers covered with velvet. Herminia lay her palm against its neck. She could feel a weak pulse. Since childhood she had fished the Gulf of California with her parents. Her skin was dark brown because of it. The muscles beneath her yellow dress were lean, the palms of her hands and feet calloused. She understood about hunting for food. Some animals had to die so that others could live. Accidents like this.... Mourning was fine, but it was better to make the best of unfortunate circumstances.

      “We can only do one thing,” Herminia said. “Put it out of its misery.”

      No one said anything.

      “Care to help me?”

      Sybil sobbed once or twice and climbed back into the backseat of the Jeep. Curtis put up his hands — no.

      “I, uh, I’ll check to see if there’s a gun in the glove box,” Brennan said.

      Herminia closed her eyes and prayed to God that the deer find peace. She didn’t know if heaven was for animals or not, but she prayed that the buck would be allowed in.

      “No gun. I say we just leave it,” Brennan said.

      Herminia stroked the buck’s muzzle. “I’m sorry my friend. I’m sorry we hit you, and I’m sorry we don’t have a better way to stop your suffering.” She slid her hand to her ankle where she kept a diving knife, unsnapped the scabbard, and drew the six-inch blade. A swift stroke severed the carotid arteries. She wiped the knife on the buck’s fur, finishing the job with a sand scrub, and returned it to her ankle scabbard.

      Once the blood drained completely, Herminia lifted the buck over her shoulders, carried it to the back of the Jeep, and set it into the trunk.

      “It’d be a crime to waste the noble animal,” she said.

      Sybil stared at her with forehead-wide eyes.

      Readying herself to vault into the backseat, Herminia noticed something about this place. Was it the feminine swell of the hillside? The way a jumble of boulders resembled a gigantic rabbit? The stunted pine tree or the bleached white of the alluvial sand?

      No. None of that recalled anything. The hillside could have been any of a hundred along this road. So what⁠—?

      And then she realized: The tingle in her wrists had disappeared.

      Strange that the buck had jumped out at just the right place. They might have driven several miles before she realized they had missed it. It was almost as if the deer had wanted them to stop here. Almost as if it had sacrificed itself....

      What a crazy thought.

      The men started to climb inside the Jeep, but Herminia stopped them. “We walk from here. Take your packs and all the water you have. We can refill it at the cave.”

      “I don’t see the trail,” Brennan said.

      “There is no trail. Only my memory.”

      Herminia shrugged on a canteen and a small pack.

      Sybil slid from the Jeep and stumbled into Herminia’s arms. A blond with a long, freckled face, Herminia thought of Sybil as a classic hippie. With a little more ambition, she could have made surfer.

      Sybil held Herminia close and pressed her mouth to Herminia’s ear. “My Mexican guide, you are so frigging sexy.”

      Herminia parted her generous lips in a smile.
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        * * *

      

      For the first hour they waded through waist-high chaparral, making forward progress by sheer leg strength. There were no signs that anything of interest lay beyond. Whatever trail Herminia had taken with her father had grown shut.

      Of the complex smells, Herminia picked out her favorite: sage. She veered that way and ran her hands along the long, stiff, blue-white stalks to get the oil on her hands. Now and then they caught sight of El Boleo Copper Mine, a giant pit, golden and pink in the distance. Not so much an open wound as a reveal of the mountain’s hidden beauty. An earthen sunset. They had driven past it on the way here. Without the copper ore, there would be no roads into Santa Rosalía’s mountains, only mule trails leading to farms and bootleg stills.

      Beyond the brushy hill they dropped into a dry, boulder-strewn arroyo. Herminia checked everyone’s clothes for ticks, and they set off again. The scratches on her legs hurt a bit, but she’d had far worse from reefs and falls on ships.

      Ships ... the thought gave Herminia pause. Her parents worked as fishermen on Hotel Loma Linda’s pangas. She hadn’t spoken to them for nearly three months, ever since she declared she wasn’t going to follow in their footsteps. As much as Herminia loved the sea, her future lay elsewhere. Where was an open question, but certainly not on the deck of a little panga helping tourists pull in fish they hadn’t caught. Cleaning the fish. Preparing the fish and defending them from seabirds. Patting the women on the back as they sicked over the rail.

      Herminia was 17; she could make her own destiny!

      Sybil linked her arm through Herminia’s. “Hey, you in there?”

      “Just thinking.”

      “Groovy.” Sybil pulled Herminia close and whispered in her ear. “What do you think of the men, hmm? Better than strawberry paletas?”

      Herminia threw back her head and laughed. Sybil cracked her up like no one she had ever met.

      “Come on, which one do you like?”

      “Both,” Herminia said, to tease.

      “You can’t have both. Do you think this is a Grateful Dead concert? I don’t even have any weed.”

      Herminia shrugged. “What do we need men for? The mountains aren’t enough? Look how beautiful they are. The mountains can be our lovers, like in the poems.”

      The air was hot and clean and spare. It was all uphill from here. Even Sybil fell silent against the heat and fatigue. More than once Herminia bruised her sandaled feet on water-worn stones.

      An hour in and they stopped to catch their breath. They sat with their backs against the shady side of a boulder. Their legs, sticking straight out, roasted in the sun.

      “Almost there,” Herminia said, passing Sybil a canteen.

      Sybil brushed the blonde hair from her eyes and drank deeply. “These better be some cave paintings to hike all the way out here.”

      “Just some finger-painted animals,” Curtis said. “I’ve seen Indian paintings all over the southwest. They are all basically the same.”

      “So why did you want to come out here, if you know everything?” Sybil said.

      “Fishing’s no good.”

      Curtis would be surprised at these pictographs, Herminia knew. More vibrant, more graphic than anywhere in Baja, or so her dad told her. As quick and vivid in her memory as the buck deer she’d had to put down.

      Herminia had only ever seen the one site, but someday she hoped to do a pilgrimage to all the painted caves in Baja. After all, she was part Cochimí, and she wanted to see what her ancestors had been up to before the Spanish arrived.

      A sound that didn’t belong in the mountains intruded on Herminia’s thoughts, insistent, regular. Sybil was saying something about bleaching her eyebrows. The men were complaining about the heat. Herminia shushed them with a finger to her lips.

      The Americans quieted.

      She’d give that to them. As fishermen, they knew how to be quiet. The rustle of clothing died.

      Gradually animal sounds replaced the human noises. A woodpecker pounded on old wood. A flying beetle, iridescent green, cruised overhead, as loud as it was awkward. A claw scratched against stone, over and over again. A claw or a fingernail.

      Repetitive and regular.

      Scratching.

      Out of place among the chaos of nature.

      Still with a finger to her lips, Herminia began tracking. The Americans followed.

      The noise came from a jumble of rocks at the western edge of the wash. More precisely, from a lizard scratching against a line where two boulders came together. It looked like a recent landslide. Perhaps the slide had trapped the lizard’s mate.

      The lizard turned its head and fixed Herminia with a stare.

      It was a typical desert iguana, taupe-color skin, pentagonal, gray patterns across its back, about twenty inches nose to tail. But its face looked swollen. The eyes — something was wrong with its eyes.

      The lizard scurried over. Herminia knelt and it scampered into her outstretched hand. Its claws made painful white dimples on her forearm.

      The Americans gathered around.

      Xs crisscrossed the eyes, and Herminia thought with horror: Someone stitched its eyes closed.

      “My God!” Curtis said, coming forward. “Barbarians.”

      “Who could have done this?” Brennan asked.

      Herminia didn’t want to frighten her guests. Nor did she want to lie to them.

      Was it a warning: NO TRESPASSING! Or something more sinister — something to do with visions and sight? Something to do with brujos.

      She stroked the lizard’s rough back, tried to find a reassuring answer. “The Catholic Church never fully supplanted the old religions here. Occasionally, even today, people make appeals to the old gods, or seek to contact powers beyond this world. It is sad, but at times animals suffer for human superstition.”

      The lizard didn’t seem to be suffering. It acted quite content under the stroking of Herminia’s finger.

      “This can’t have happened long ago,” said Curtis. “The lizard would starve without its eyes. No way to see and catch insects. Or find water for that matter. Must have been done within two or three days.”

      Good observation. Though Herminia wasn’t entirely sure the lizard was helpless as all that, not after it had run so deftly into her hand.

      “Does this have anything to do with the pictographs?” Sybil asked.

      Herminia said, “The way the eyes are sewn shut I would guess they were trying to create a second sight, see into the spirit world. Probably some superstitious campesino was trying to communicate with their ancestors, or with the animal spirits depicted in the caves.”

      “Can’t they just take LSD,” Brennan said, “like any normal person? Timothy Leary should take up a teaching position in Baja.”

      “Do we turn around?” Sybil asked.

      Curtis cleared his throat. “I say we take a vote. Who is in favor of going forward?”

      The men raised their hands.

      Sybil said, “I vote with Herminia. She’s our guide; her vote should count for more than ours.”

      Herminia placed the lizard on the ground. It scurried straight to the line where the boulders met and began digging again. Completely futile. And beautiful at the same time. No way could this desert iguana move those boulders.

      Herminia wanted to help it dig, find out what might be under that scree pile.

      Another mutilated lizard?

      A body?

      She inhaled through her nose the mountain potpourri: sagebrush, mountain mahogany, manzanita, sand and dry air. Human body odor.

      No noxious odors.

      Nothing to indicate decomposition.

      The cave was so close. Brilliant paintings of hunters and game, arrows and bows, eagles, coyotes, so much more. It resonated in Herminia’s mind like a task left undone. And the Americans had paid her fifty American dollars to guide them. A month’s wages.

      “You wanted an adventure,” Herminia said, and gestured to the iguana. “What is this? We go on.”

      

      Probably the cave had been carved by water in the distant past, and over time the stream, which only flowed after a rain, had dug away the canyon. So now you had to ascend three or four hundred feet to get to the entrance. It wasn’t particularly steep. The scent of wood smoke grew as they neared the top.

      They came across a little camp on the level area just outside the cave. A circle of rocks contained dying embers and a blue enamelware coffeepot placed directly on the coals. Two flannel shirts, recently washed and wrinkled, lay drying across the branches of a mesquite tree. Wedged between two boulders was a twenty-five gallon metal barrel with a spigot, presumably for water.

      A portly man wearing jeans and a flannel shirt reclined in the shade, a straw cowboy hat pulled over his face. He peeked from under the brim as they approached. Herminia recognized his features as Cochimí. He was perhaps thirty years old. He didn’t appear to be armed.

      “Buenos dias, los norteamericanos.” The Cochimí’s voice was high pitched, and he lisped through broken front teeth. He didn’t smile, and he didn’t frown. His face had the relaxed composure of complete authority.

      Despite the heat, a chill spider ran down Herminia’s spine.

      “Is this the cave?” Curtis asked, pointing to a slit in the mountain. “Are the cave paintings inside?”

      “Sí.”

      “Can we go in?” Sybil asked.

      The Cochimí nodded.

      From his pack, Brennan pulled out a silver flashlight. The Americans moved to the entrance.

      Herminia hung back. This man — there was something about him. At the Loma Linda Hotel she had met actors and musicians with charisma to burn. Although not always handsome, they secreted a sort of aura that made people admire them, follow them — men and women alike. It was not just their self-confidence. It was a chemical thing, engendering a reaction you couldn’t control.

      Curtis had a bit of it. That’s why Sybil was so willing to hitch herself to Curtis’s star. Nevertheless, Herminia had never felt anything so strong as the aura around this Cochimí.

      “Your name?”

      “Herminia. Herminia Carrillo.”

      “Herminia Carrillo,” the Cochimí lisped. “The cave has marked you. You have been here before.”

      She nodded.

      “You feel the pull of the Beyond calling you back.”

      Whatever he meant, she refused to answer.

      With his slovenly looks and broken teeth, the man was unattractive in the extreme. And that lisping, girly voice! He used strange expressions in order to create an aura of mystery—Herminia could see through that simple trick.

      Beyond.

      Marked.

      Calling you back.

      Circus tricks.

      So where did his charisma come from?

      Herminia squatted, pulled her yellow dress over her knees, and wrapped her arms around them. “I came here because the Americans paid me to bring them.”

      “Curious how things work,” said the Cochimí. “Let me guess: they paid you an exorbitant sum; enough that, if you chose to stay here for a few weeks, you would have plenty of money.”

      “Everyone knows that Americans are rich.” Herminia didn’t like how close he was to the truth. Probably he was just fishing, trying to figure out if she had money or not.

      “And then,” he continued, “on the road here, something made you stop at just the right place, despite the fact that the path has become choked with brush since your last visit. Some sign, perhaps?”

      Herminia sucked in her breath. That buck throwing itself in front of their Jeep. Did this man have something to do with it? Or was it a lucky guess?

      The Cochimí removed the hat from his head and examined the weave of the straw, picking at it with dirty, broken nails and frowning. “These things work out in the end, if your ally wills it.”

      “I don’t have any allies,” Herminia replied. “I have been making it on my own since I was fourteen.” A little exaggeration never hurt anyone, she thought. Herminia had been living with her parents until a few months ago.

      “Tell me what I am thinking,” she said.

      The Cochimí laughed, making her feel stupid. “I am not a mind reader.”

      “What are you, then?”

      “Perhaps I am your master.” He said the word gently, implying master as a music conductor, rather than the word’s more sinister connotation. Or so Herminia supposed. “Go on inside, your friends will need you in there. You can come back to me after they leave.”

      “What?”

      “Go.” He pointed his straw hat at the cave entrance, and, slightly disoriented, as if awakening from a brief nap, Herminia was surprised to realize the Americans had already gone inside.

      

      The first paintings had faded so badly from the sun that they were hard to discern. About twenty feet in, the original, vibrant oranges became apparent. Natives with bows and arrows hunted mule deer across the walls and ceiling. The hunt finally successful, vermilion blood splattered along a natural crack. Other animals began to appear. Varmints, birds, predators. Bushes, trees, grass, even flowers. The painters used natural features to give the art three dimensions. A colorful stone embedded in the wall became an eyeball. A rough patch was scrub brush, or the back of a mangy coyote. The hues remained every bit as brilliant as what the local weavers used for their blankets and sarapes to this day.

      Herminia ran her hands along the sandstone walls. The silica was so fine you could file your fingernails with it. The cave flew straight in, throat-like. Herminia recalled her father pointing out the various features ... back when they still got along. She wanted to savor every minute here, this beautiful conjuncture of memory and sensation.

      A pad-pad of footfalls approached swiftly from the deep. Sybil emerged into the light, her expression going from fear to relief upon seeing Herminia.

      “Oh, it’s you,” Sybil said. “You were taking so long....”

      “Do you want to go outside?” Herminia asked, concerned for her friend.

      “And be alone with that Indian? No way.”

      The two fell into step together. Yes, Herminia thought, she was starting to think of Sybil as a friend. Sybil was funny and nice, and smarter than she let on. More than that, they shared the same fundamental problem — not having found their place in the world.

      “How are the men doing?” Herminia asked.

      “They can’t stop talking about the ‘vibrant colors’ and ‘unusual creatures.’ Why don’t they just shut up and enjoy it?” Sybil giggled. “I should put that on a T-shirt: ‘Just shut up and enjoy it.’”

      She sidled up and pressed herself to Herminia’s side. Her body was soft, her bare forearms cold. “This place is starting to give me the creeps. Starting with that creepy Indian outside. He was a shaman, wasn’t he? I’ll bet he sewed that poor lizard’s eyes closed. He’d cut our hearts out and eat them if he could.”

      “Human sacrifice died with the Spanish conquest,” Herminia replied, defensively. She didn’t like outsiders criticizing her culture. Why did Americans always harp on the excesses of the Mayans and Aztecs ... and Toltecs and Olmecs ... and.... well, okay, human sacrifice was pretty common to mainland México, but that was a long way from Baja.

      Though Sybil was probably right. The Cochimí probably had mutilated the lizard. No one else lived around these parts. But for what reason? She found the thought both frightening and intriguing. What could he possibly have hoped to accomplish by blinding the lizard? Would he actually consider doing the same to a human if it served his purposes?

      She patted Sybil’s hand in what she hoped was a reassuring gesture.

      The cave took a gentle bend and they could no longer see the exit. The way ahead appeared to go on forever, a tunnel to the valley of shadows. With each step, their eyes failed to adjust as fast as the darkness strengthened, until they had to put their hands to either side to keep from hitting the walls. Sybil stumbled twice, and then it was Herminia’s turn. Their heads scraped the ceiling now and again. The way became rougher. If Herminia hadn’t visited here before she would have stopped, for she knew that caves often turned into cenotes — open wells a hundred feet or more straight down. Water filled or not it didn’t matter since there was no escape once you fell.

      Shouts came from deeper in: curses in English. Curtis and Brennan, worried, almost panicked.

      Sybil stopped moving.

      “We have to help them,” Herminia said. Sybil didn’t budge. Nor would she release her grip on Herminia’s arm. “I have to help them. You stay here, Sybil. If I don’t come back soon, go outside and get the Cochimí to help.”

      “I’m ... I’m not leaving you,” Sybil breathed.

      “You need to let me go.”

      “I’m not going to that ... that shaman for help.”

      “Then come on.”

      They stumbled forward, Herminia cursing the poverty that had kept her from purchasing a flashlight for this trip. She had forgotten how deep and dark the cave was, and she hadn’t planned on getting separated from the Americans. If she or Sybil broke a leg now they would need rescuing as well....

      Around a bend they found the others, wraiths peering down on a macabre tableau. The flashlight shone on a pale, male face, a face disfigured from scrapes and seeping blood. Herminia’s pulse raced. She stared for a second before realizing⁠—

      The Americans were okay. Her charges were okay.

      “Who is it?” Sybil asked.

      “We found him lying here,” Brennan replied.

      The man wore long pants and a white, cotton shirt rolled up at the sleeves. Scrapes covered his face and forehead, arms and hands, as if he had thrashed wildly against the stone before succumbing to whatever malady brought him down.

      Now he lay still. In the dim light-pool of the flashlight, his skin appeared pallid and feverish. Though he must be around Herminia’s age — seventeen or eighteen — his face carried an equal measure of innocent boyishness and aged sorrow.

      “If that Indian did this,” Curtis said, “I’m going to kill him.”

      “Stop it!” Sybil said. “He had some sort of fit or something. These are abrasions, not bruises from a beating.” Sybil knelt, put her palm on the young man’s forehead, and pulled back an eyelid, revealing an unfocused, hazel iris. She then took the man’s wrist and felt for a pulse. Herminia was surprised at the confidence with which Sybil did this, as if she had worked in a doctor’s office or something. Very different from her reaction to the deer. “Well, it’s beating,” Sybil announced. “It won’t get any better here. We need to carry him outside.”

      Handing Herminia the flashlight, Brennan took the man’s armpits and Curtis the feet. As they started to move, the flashlight played against the wall, to the painting of a sailfish. Herminia recalled it perfectly from her previous visit — it had been her favorite feature. The fish had been done in black outline. The brain of the sailfish had been solid white, as was its bill; its eye was vibrant blue, its sail and fins red. The rest of the body had been left as natural sandstone.

      The sailfish was no longer discernible. The paint had been spread across the stone, as if someone had poured turpentine across the pictograph and half-scrubbed it away. The resulting smear was triangular with a white, eye-like blob in one corner. The eye had zigzag lines across it. It looked very much like the blind desert iguana’s head.

      

      Outside, they lay the unconscious man on the ground.

      “What happened to him?” Curtis asked, while the others checked for a snake or spider bite.

      “His ally willed it so,” said the Cochimí, pouring himself a cup of coffee.

      “What? What’s wrong with you, man? This boy is sick. He needs a doctor.” Curtis pushed up his sleeves, as if he wanted to fight.

      The Cochimí dismissed this with a wave. “Take him. He is lost to me.”

      A seagull landed on a nearby mesquite and squawked at them. Seagulls had no business this far from the sea — Herminia wondered if it was the Cochimí’s ally.

      Look at you, she thought dismissively, thinking with the charlatan’s own vocabulary. Don’t let him get to you.

      Keeping an eye on the bird, Herminia helped rig up a stretcher using dead manzanita branches, shoelaces and belts. They even took the two shirts the Cochimí had laid out to dry, and a blanket Sybil had brought to picnic on.

      “The unconscious one, what happened to him?” Herminia asked.

      “Do not concern yourself with Faustino,” the Cochimí said, watching the preparations with amusement.

      “What should we tell the doctors? We are not going to just let him die.”

      “Faustino Arce is lost in the Beyond. Unless he can find his way back, there is nothing you or I can do.”

      “Ready,” came a voice, as if from far away.

      “Take his place, Herminia,” the shaman said. “Come back to me, come back to the cave and I will teach you. You are almost there — your awareness is already halfway into the Beyond.”

      “Herminia, are you coming? Herminia?”

      “I need to go,” Herminia said, blinking heavily.

      It seemed that the shaman whispered a word in her ear, a word that sounded like a serpent’s rendition of apprentissss, though she would have sworn his lips didn’t move.

      Herminia backed away, stumbling in the process.

      They descended the arroyo with all haste, dragging the stretcher on the soft sand, carrying it over the rough bits. Even Sybil and Herminia took turns dragging and carrying. Curtis muttered about the barbarism of Indians and Mexicans, and Brennan kept glancing sideways at Herminia.

      It didn’t take long for their muscles to ache. Faustino never made a sound, even when the stretcher bounced over rocks the size of bowling balls.

      When she wasn’t carrying, Herminia hung back with Sybil so as to avoid the grumbling and glances.

      “What did he mean, ‘apprentice?’” Sybil asked. “Do you think he gave the boy peyote for some kind of ritual or something?”

      So, she hadn’t imagined that after all. Herminia hadn’t been sure. “Faustino doesn’t look drugged. I’ve seen people overdose at Loma Linda. It usually involves a lot of vomiting and rolling of eyes. Very smelly.”

      “The seagull was the shaman’s familiar, wasn’t it?”

      Herminia shrugged.

      Sybil said, “I might put on a ditsy act, but I’m not stupid. That Cochimí — Indian or whatever — he’s got his eye on you.” She placed her hand on Herminia’s shoulder and pulled her to a standstill. “Don’t trust him. I’m begging you.”

      “What? I— Trust him?”

      “There’s something not right about him. Listen, there’s a lot of this going on at UC Berkeley, people talk a lot about free love and enlightenment and spiritual awakening — and then drug you with LSD. You wake up naked on a park bench wondering what happened. Don’t trust him. Don’t eat or drink anything he gives you.”

      “The shaman said that Faustino is lost in the Beyond,” Herminia said, anxious to change the subject. “‘Unless he can find his way back there is nothing you or I can do.’ I wonder what he means.”

      “Ladies,” came Brennan’s voice from up ahead. “Everything okay?”

      “Yes,” Sybil said. “Just relieving ourselves.”

      “We’ve found shade. We’re taking a break. Our lizard friend has been waiting for us.”

      “Be right there.” Sybil let go of Herminia’s arm. “Listen, Herminia, you are an amazing woman. You have been good to us. If you ever need anything, I think I’ll hang around Santa Rosalía for a while. It’s a special place. Look me up.”

      Did the American think Herminia was going to stay in the mountains? Become some sort of cave woman? What was wrong with these people?

      Herminia made to say as much, but the words caught in her throat.

      What was she going to do?

      Apprentissss.

      The $50 Curtis had paid her now seemed a paltry sum. She’d burn through that in a week or two, and she’d be back to making beds again. Might as well be old and gray for all the freedom that gave you. This Jeep ride into the mountains was the most freedom she’d ever have. Once they dropped Faustino at the hospital it was all over.

      Maybe becoming a cave woman wasn’t such a bad plan.

      She chuckled a little to herself at the notion. But still. What if the Cochimí really were a shaman?

      What if he could teach her?

      They rejoined the men. Sybil splashed some water on Faustino’s forehead. She tried to get him to drink, but his throat wouldn’t swallow.

      It was the same place they had rested before. The blind lizard continued worrying against the rock. Nails scratch-scratching, regular as a heartbeat. The lizard gave Herminia a reproachful look.

      Herminia moved to the scree pile, put her ear near the stone, and heard something scratching from inside. Something trapped on the other side, trying to claw its way out.

      She thought of that sailfish pictograph, how it had been smeared across the stone, how the smear looked so much like this blind lizard.

      Herminia moved the blind lizard to the side and dug her fingers around the stone, pulled, dug around the edges, and pulled again. Soon her fingers were raw and the muscle fibers in her back felt like they would separate. It was like trying to free an anchor from a particularly stubborn kelp holdfast.

      Finally the rocks shifted. Not much. Just enough to create a gap. A face poked out. Another lizard. But the opening was too small for it to escape.

      The top stone wobbled.

      “Curtis, Brennan, come on, help me,” Herminia shouted.

      “What? We need to get this boy to help,” Curtis said.

      “There’s a lizard trapped in here.”

      “Stop fooling around with lizards.”

      Herminia leaned back on her haunches. “I— I think this is important.”

      Sybil joined her. Brennan came soon after, and then Curtis, declaring, “Everyone on this mountain has gone insane.” But he lent his strength, and the rocks tumbled to the side.

      The second lizard emerged and nodded to Herminia, as if thanking her. Its mouth and ear holes were sewn shut. The reptiles scurried over to Faustino and climbed onto his chest, one blind and one deaf-mute. Faustino stirred and groaned, but did not open his eyes. His color improved immediately, from pale to sunburned pink.

      “You’re all insane,” Curtis said, staring at the miraculous improvement.

      “There must be a doctor associated with El Boleo mine,” Herminia said. “We can stop there. If there is no doctor, we’ll take him to Santa Rosalía.”

      “And then to the nearest bar,” said Brennan, “I’m badly in need of a Corona.”

      They ported Faustino on their shoulders through the waist-high brush of the final hill. Herminia felt sure he would pull through now that his lizard was free. The reptiles perched on Faustino’s chest like lookouts on a crow’s nest. Once the red Jeepster was in sight, they jumped to the ground and disappeared.

      The buck in the Jeepster’s trunk watched them approach with glassy eyes, and recalled to Herminia the shaman saying that these things worked out in the end. This deer had made sure they had stopped at the right place. It had all but offered itself as a sacrifice.

      An offering, from apprentice to master.

      

      Nighttime, the moon gave the world a sepia sheen. The hour of rattlesnakes in these mountains. Herminia made noise to warn wild animals of her approach, and set each foot carefully to avoid twisting her back or ankle, for she carried a heavy weight.

      She paused when she smelled the mesquite fire. A dollop of pitch popped. A cricket chirped.

      What made her return? Was there some sorcery in the shaman’s words?

      She could turn back now. No matter what had compelled her to this point, she retained the freedom to choose. Forward to another world, a world of crazy vocabulary. Beyond and allies and lizard magic.

      Back to Santa Rosalía and bed-making.

      Or a reconciliation with her parents, listen to their “told you so’s,” hang her head a few days, and ask for forgiveness.

      They might actually give it.

      A good life — fisherman. In most respects, a life beyond what she should expect on this Earth.

      Herminia shifted the buck’s weight on her shoulders. A trickle of sweat ran down her side beneath the yellow cotton dress.

      Her decision had affirmed to Curtis that all Mexicans are crazy.

      Brennan had solemnly shaken her hand.

      Sybil had given her a hug. “Take care, you hear? Don’t forget to look me up in Santa Rosalía.” A slip of Southern accent had come through, and Herminia wondered where exactly Sybil had been born, and if she were embarrassed of her roots.

      Herminia advanced.

      Now she could see the glow over a silhouette of stone and brush.

      Now she could see the outline of the shaman.

      She stepped into the circle of light and set the deer at the shaman’s feet. Despite her exhaustion, Herminia took the knife from her ankle sheath and began skinning the animal. She did not think this man would appreciate any excuses for physical weakness, and she wanted very much to impress him.

      The shaman eyed her curiously. “Why did you free the lizard?”

      She did not ask how he knew. The shaman must know many things. “Faustino was going to die.”

      “So his ally willed it.”

      “Who is his ally?”

      The shaman scooted over a bucket full of damp corn husks — all prepared for her and the buck. As Herminia cut chunks of meat from the deer’s bone, the shaman wrapped them in the corn husks and lay them in the coals. Over the gamey smell of raw venison Herminia smelled the shaman’s male body odor.

      “Did I meet his ally?” Herminia pressed. “Was that the lizard?”

      The shaman said, “Faustino will be back, once the doctors treat him. He will be back and he won’t thank you.”

      Herminia finished butchering the deer. Several times the shaman added wood to the fire to make enough coals to roast all the meat.

      “Is it the way of a shaman to never answer a question directly?” Herminia asked.

      “Now you have laid down a challenge, Herminia Carrillo. To never answer you directly.” The shaman laughed, and the way the sound hissed through his broken teeth wasn’t entirely pleasant. He wrapped the final piece of venison in corn husks and set it onto the fire. With a stick, he pushed coals over the top. Then he scrubbed the blood from his fingers with sand. “Tomorrow we find out if you are apprentice material.

      “Tomorrow you enter the cave on my terms.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three

          

          Present day, Punta Colonet

        

      

    

    
      The family gathered in the little house as families do after great, tragic events: funerals, miscarriages, announcements of marriage into drug families, or the cancellation of a favorite telenovela. They arrived throughout the July morning: the brothers and sisters from Los Estados Unidos, the aunt that had gathered them through the long process of Family Sponsored Visas, some relatives who lived near the little house in Punta Colonet, Mamá and Papá. Others. They had brought their smells with them. Shoe polish. Hair polish. Sweat from the road, or fruity perfume to cover the sweat from the road.

      To Lucinda, these brothers, her sister, the cousins; this crowd felt as alien as the Sunday crowd leaving an unfamiliar church. Friendly, well dressed in black and white, carrying Italian-made purses, and alien.

      Her mother had sulked Lucinda from the stove, and now Lucinda leaned against the frame of the living room window. That was about all her mother did these days — sulk. Wasn’t that her job as a teenager? The two had hardly spoken since the parade, other than Mamá telling Lucinda it was all her fault. Whatever it was. (“Oh sure,” Lucinda had replied. “It’s my fault El Jaguar is a perverted psychopath. It’s my fault he hung around the parade to molest teenage girls and old women.” Well, what was she expected to say? She was still sore from the dog bite, and tired. And, truth be told, terrified.)

      Lucinda’s hands itched to grind up some chilis in the mortar or stir the mole bubbling on the back burner. The distinct scent of drying tomatoes colored the air; it was starting to stick to the sides. Soon, the mole would burn.

      Across the Transpeninsular Highway, behind broken glass-topped walls and a screen of guard dogs, another family gathered in a similar fashion for a similar reason. El Jaguar’s great, armored hacienda was visible from Lucinda’s perch, partly obstructed by the sloped roof of the hair salon and Flying Samaritan clinic, which shared the same building. One by one the long, black cars discharged their well-dressed passengers. Ten cars and counting.

      If Lucinda had had binoculars, she would have tried to discern their faces. Angry, resigned, impassive ... relieved?

      The loaded pistol had discharged; the burning fuse had ignited the firecracker.

      Boom. El Jaguar was dead.

      Grandmother Herminia had killed him.

      Today the District Attorney would decide whether to file murder charges.

      Talk of witches and magic swirled in Lucinda’s imagination. That infernal night. The burning effigy. The puma fighting the scarecrow.

      Lucinda’s jeans had an enchilada-sized hole right in the groin. And yet the bite had left only the smallest of scars.

      She remembered Abuelita licking her hand, smearing saliva on the wound.

      Abuelita refused to talk about it. “I don’t remember much,” she said, to all of Lucinda’s questions. “The fight passed in a blur. The bite must not have been deep, Little Chicken.” Abuelita had poked her hand through
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