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This book is dedicated to my daughter, Evie.
The story of you has a beginning, a middle, but never an end.



I AM


I’ve never been afraid of the dark. Not even when I was little. I guess this should have been a sign of things to come—the fact that my favorite part of the day has always been the night. I’d beg Papa and Ma to turn out the lights, bringing to life the shadows dancing across the walls and in my mind.
I’ve never told them about the whispers inside my head that used to tingle the tips of my tiny fingers, urging my hands to reach for the stars speckling the sky outside my window. If I let myself think about it, I can’t remember a time when I wasn’t reaching—and waiting, for that epic moment I have to believe is out there, the moment I will finally feel right in my skin. But like my affinity for the night, patience is something I’ve come to embrace. Especially now. Because as usual, I am enveloped by shadows, waiting for her.
Tonight there is only a sliver of a moon, a thin fingernail scarring the winter constellations. My gaze rests on Orion in the north, his belt signaling winter is coming. I exhale a quick puff of air, the warm fog transforming to delicate crystals the moment it leaves my mouth. Winter is here, Orion—it has been for months now in Duluth, Minnesota.
I settle onto my spot, a flat section of a rigid downed tree. This is how our meetups always begin, with me so desperate to see her, all my well-practiced patience flying out the window.
Lake Superior’s frozen edges are suspended in winter a few feet from my perch; the long swath of ice looks deceptively solid. I let my gaze settle on the place where the frosted crust transitions to the liquid fresh water. Thick, lazy waves lap at the edge of the freeze, a contrast to the sharp storm brewing inside my gut. This crescent of secluded shoreline surrounded by evergreens imprisons my grieving heart, and yet I come here every night, because I know she’ll be here too.
Just as I’m about to call for her, she emerges from the cover of the tree trunks, my Dante Fuentes in her winter running tights and sunrise-orange jacket.
When she sits next to me, breathing is overrated. My lungs take a second to relax; then I manage to draw in a slow inhale, wishing the cold wouldn’t rob me of her scent. Thankfully, her aroma is stamped on my memory—rosemary and mint, and sometimes sweet sweat.
“How’s my girl?” she asks, as if she can’t tell I’m irritated she made me wait.
“Your girl was on time,” I answer.
Dante runs her hand along the cold wood between us. “Hey, sometimes it’s me doing the waiting, remember? I’m here now. Let’s not waste time, huh?”
Time. There will never be enough.
Her soft grin works its charm. My shoulders ease up, and I melt against her aura.
“What did you do today?” I ask, forever curious because I can’t see her during the day.
She crosses her legs, folding her hands in her lap. “Oh, you know, the usual.”
Nothing about this is usual, the two of us meeting in secret by Superior’s shore in the middle of the night. But this is all we have now, and like so many other things, I must accept it and move on.
I swivel to face her, my feet buzzing like live wires because I’m nervous to tell her what’s bogging down my brain.
“What is it, Estrella?” Dante asks, her gaze probing deeper, as if to say, Please don’t shut me out.
I meet her stare with a slow blink. Dante calling me by my birth name, and the way she rolls her R’s, makes me want to hold her voice in my heart forever. To most everyone else, I am Noche, a nickname that has stuck with me since Ma gave it to me when I was little.
“I’m going back to school tomorrow,” I blurt, my skin popping with goose bumps.
Dante leans closer, as if she’s having trouble reading my face. “Okay. That’s good, yeah?”
“I guess. Maybe…. I don’t know. It’ll be so different without you there. It’s been three months of homeschooling. Everyone’s going to make a big deal of it, I’m sure.”
“I’m really proud of you, Estrella,” she says, though I’m not sure why. I’ve done absolutely nothing to deserve it. “I’d go with you if I could,” she adds, and for a second I perk up at the impossible possibility.
“That would be interesting,” I say, smiling inside.
“It would.” Dante giggles, and I’m positive I’ll never tire of hearing her laugh like this.
I scoot closer, our near touch sending another wave of chills across my frigid body. “Whoa, you feel that?” I ask.
She nods, giving the ground her attention. “Umm, yeah. Of course I do.”
I blink again, willing Dante to look at me. The back of my tongue pricks, as if there’s a pebble stuck in my throat. Lying is not her thing.
We both fix our attention on the inky horizon.
Dante sits up, then hugs her knees. “Don’t stress about school. January’s a midseason whirlwind. Everyone will have hockey on the brain.”
My heart stings for her. Dante’s got to miss playing and being captain of the girls’ team. I about say as much, but I’m compelled to correct her instead.
“It’s the end of February, not January, sweetie,” I say.
“Oh, yeah,” she says, with a wobbly giggle. “I—I knew that.”
My stomach tenses when she rests her chin on her knees.
Again, she’s not being truthful. Every part of me wants to let it go and pull her into my arms. But I can’t do either of these things, so her dishonesty stews inside my chest.
I shudder. Superior’s waters flatten to a sheet of ebony glass in the distance. The lake won’t stay this way for long. I watch the calm like a hawk, waiting for the waves to build their strength from beneath. Dante straightens her legs, then flexes her toes in the running shoes I gave her for her birthday last year. She shoots an imaginary arrow at a spot in the middle of the ice—the spot. Yes, we are keeping our enemy close. Whether we like it or not, the lake has become part of us.
My head rotates left, then right, because I’m sensing a shift in the weather. As if on cue, the wind picks up. The very ends of my feet vibrate with warmth, which means that soon I will have to go.
“Julien will have your back,” Dante says, an anxious tinge to her words. She’s been here with me enough to know when our time is slipping. “He’ll always be there for you, you know?”
I do know this, so I tilt my head in agreement, though Julien and I haven’t been hanging out much. He’s been busy with his own things, being named captain of the boys’ varsity hockey team and all.
Dante’s sigh flows from her lips, absent of the fog that comes with mine. I’m only inches away but suddenly feel apart from her too.
“No rink can compete with what the two of you have,” she says, drawing me back in. “I’m pretty sure you’re locked in as besties. I mean the guy’s stuck with you since kindergarten, even though your taste in music sucks and you can’t skate to save your life. That says it all in my book.”
She smiles wide, her sparkling golden eyes stirring my insides—the reason I’ll never stop meeting her here, no matter how many rules we’re breaking.
I duck as if trying to head-butt her arm. “Goals for both of us. Because I’ve stuck with you even though the sappy stuff you listen to fried your reasoning and you can’t pull off a chemistry equation to save your li—” My sentence flatlines and I turn away.
“Don’t you mean emotional, heartfelt, and longing sappy stuff?”
When I turn back, Dante’s so close to me I can imagine her rosemary smell. My chest tumbles.
She hovers her hand just above my shoulder. “I can’t go to school with you on Monday. We know this, right?”
I nod, my body tensing.
“But I’ll be here. As long as you need me.”
“What if that’s forever?” I ask.
“Para siempre, entonces.”
My breath stutters.
Three things about Dante.
I love her because she speaks Spanish to me, even though she knows I’ll have to google most of what she says.
I love her because she never makes me feel weird about this, or less than.
And her aura. I love her violet-with-pink-around-the-edges aura, something I swear was present when she was among the living.
A dark sheet drifts across the sky, obscuring the canvas of celestial hydrogen and helium.
The distant caw of a raven perks my plumicorns. I spot him just as Dante does.
“There.” She points as the bird soars over the water. He dips down, making a show of it, then lands on a nearby branch. “Duty calls,” she says with a sigh.
Duty. She’s totally right. I am tethered to an endless task, a responsibility I never asked for. My nights don’t solely belong to Dante. They also belong to the rest of the dead.
“Can forever begin today?” I ask.
“Only if you bring me back an agate from Brighton Beach. I’d collect them myself, but…”
She waves her luminescent hand through my glossy black feathers, leaving behind a trail of effervescence that tickles my wings. I imagine us holding hands, my brain clinging to the memory of her warm palm wrapped in mine.
I’m afraid of forgetting. Her ghostly light flickers, and I flap my wings as if it’ll jump-start her spirit and my recollections all at once.
“Those burnt sienna owl eyes of yours will never get old,” she says, peering at me. She reaches out, pretending to tap my beak. Her finger slices straight through instead.
My laugh leaves my head and finds a place in hers. Telepathy is the way with the spirits, which Dante has been for eighty-one days.
“I love that you can’t just say orange.”
She leans down as if to press her forehead against mine. “Once an artist, always an artist.”
I tilt into her and inhale, conjuring up the faint scent of peppermint.
There is a seed of assurance in my broken heart that someday, somewhere, we will find a place that allows us to feel each other’s touch again. For now, I settle for a promise I can keep.
“Tomorrow night I’ll bring you the prettiest agate I can find,” I say.
The raven caws from above, an unnecessary reminder of what awaits.
I take in Dante, her spirit shimmering as if she’s stolen the starlight. This too is the way of ghosts. Even so, I’ve seen countless souls, and Dante is the only one who enchants me.
“Estaré esperando, mi amor,” she says.
She rises from the log, then turns in a circle, creating a swirl of glimmering blue and white.
I leave before I break in two. Springing from my perch, I let my wings make it a quick ascent until I am airborne—and Dante becomes a tiny fallen star.
Diving into the dense old growth, I suck in tiny lungfuls of air.
I am an owl. Science classifies me as Kingdom: Animalia. Phylum: Chordata. Class: Aves. Order: Strigiformes. The rest I’ll never find in any of my zoology books.
A silent flyer, I tear through the forest at a speed only possible in dreams, leaving behind only a whisper. My feather-light body allows my talons to flirt with the snow as I skim the ground. Where darkness should mask shapes, my eyes remain focused with the sharpness of superhuman sight. I dodge a peeling birch, letting the tug of the newly dead guide me.
The moon shows itself, its faint luminescence enough to bounce off my shiny black feathers. I let out a screech, a high-pitched shriek that ricochets off the trees and inside my delicate skull.
Ma says she began calling me Noche because I was born under a starless night sky as thick as black velvet, just like my hair.
Some might call me a reaper. Some, an angel of death. When really I am neither of these things. I do not cause death. And if I’m being honest, no one would ever accuse me of being an angel.
I am a soul sweeper, an escort to whatever is next.
I am a shifter, something for which science has no classification.
I am Estrella—Noche, shaped by the Mexican blood I know so little about.
I am a Lechuza, entangled with an everlasting duty. Because as always, there is a soul in the distance, waiting for me.



DUTY


The biting February air rushes through my ebony feathers as I surf above the storm current. I am headed toward a fresh death, but my mind remains with Dante. Tonight was not the first time she’s been confused about the passage of time. For me, the days since her beautiful soul left her body have flown by. For her, it seems as though she’s stuck in the past. Maybe we both are, because I’m on my way to deliver a spirit to the sky, something I can’t bring myself to do for her.
I dip my head, the airstream pushing me toward the ground, which shoves my stomach into my chest. With a quick tilt of my wings and tail, the undercurrent lifts me skyward again. It’s during these moments that I embrace my owl form. I am flying. I am weightless. In what world is this possible?
Veering toward the cityscape, I draw in a long inhale of cool air through the tiny nostrils in my beak. Most of the time I share the driver’s seat, my direction controlled by something other than myself. I’ve gone through the list of possibilities. God, Chi, an unexplained life force. Regardless of whatever makes this world cycle through me, it doesn’t hold all the power. Because underneath these feathers I am still me, and I plan to stay that way.
Invisible to the living, I do a loop-the-loop flyby outside a plate-glass window where, inside, someone is working late. I soar by the next building, catching a glimpse of my reflection in the massive panes. Unlike my human form, my raptor body is good-sized, bigger than any of the other nocturnal birds I’ve spotted during my night trail runs with Dante.
Seeing myself with my own owl eyes always erases any lingering doubts that I am dreaming. Layered dark feathers cover my flexible frame, shiny and sleek as though I’ve been dipped in lacquer. Really, black has always been my color, so someone out there must get me.
I call my alter ego Lechuza, a result of ruling out all other possibilities via the internet. When I googled “Mexican-owl-shifter-death,” the word Lechuza hit, so I went with it—with one standout caveat. According to Lechuza folklore, I should be a terrifying old witch who shifts into a human-sized feathered creature. Legend says I bear a screech that awakens fear in the unfortunate ones who hear it, and that I am an omen of death.
I take one last look at myself in the glass, my gaze fixed on the delicate plumage of my end feathers. I’m only the far side of seventeen. I don’t consider myself a witch or terrifying. And truthfully, I think my screech is much less ominous than a raven’s call. Then again, I’ve had four years to get used to this half of myself.
My Lechuza carries me through the main part of Duluth. My owl eyeballs are immovable. But just the way I got used to Céline Dion’s “Because You Loved Me” in Dante’s playlist, I’ve gotten used to my stationary eyes, because they’ve both become part of me.
I spook to a car door slamming several stories below, my head rotating fiendishly past my shoulder, a feat, for whatever reason, I can do when I’m Noche with two arms and two legs.
The terrain looks familiar. The air sifts through my feathers without a sound as I descend along the main road to the hospital.
My bird heart races inside my powerful chest as I near my mission. I am called to the hospital a lot, which adds up because the numbers don’t even out. People check in and some never check out.
Ma says a death is a death, that fear and sadness are curses that threaten to make our jobs impossible. But Ma is not being fair. We are as different as the fetal pig and the jellyfish we dissected in AP Bio class. Ma is a firefighter paramedic, a job she applied for—and trained for. A career she wanted because it gave her the chance to save people.
Being a Lechuza is not a job. And it certainly has never been a choice. It is a duty I’ve been aging toward from the moment I took my first breath. I’ve never been told this; I know it’s true only because I sense it deep inside my hollow bones. Ma can believe what she wants, but a death is more than a heart with a missing beat. It is a loss of light. And I will walk the earth with the reality of this sadness forevermore.
Once at treetop level, I pass straight through the roof of the hospital and then bank off the sides of a long corridor. I know every inch of this building, human Noche having spent many afternoons volunteering within these walls. I am bound for the OR.
I pass through another set of doors. The sterile hall is quiet, nothing like the chaos of the emergency room. That is, until I reach a T and follow the commotion into a room labeled CARDIAC CATHETER LABORATORY.
Fast feet in paper booties skitter across the tiles. Alarms sound, the unmistakable beeps and squeals of a heart gone wrong.
Flitting to a metal shelf in the corner, I perch on top next to a middle-aged man sitting in a hospital gown, his feet dangling over the edge like he’s five years old again.
“Prepare to shock.” The surgeon’s orders pull my attention to the table.
Yellow gowns crowd around the patient. They are doing CPR and pushing syringes filled with drugs that are supposed to change the outcome of this man’s fate.
The electricity comes next.
“Clear!” a nurse calls, and everyone is hands-off.
It certainly isn’t my first time witnessing a defibrillator in action, but when they shock the quivering heart below, my own goes stagnant for a moment.
The man sitting next to me points at the body on the operating table. “That’s me,” he says. “Bob. The result of too many burgers and fries is what it’ll say on my headstone.”
“Hmm,” I mumble, while the doctor calls out more orders.
My passengers never remember how they became dead. Sometimes I can guess, the scene making things obvious. And I think Bob’s theory may be right when I spot the image of his heart illuminated on the flat screen next to the bed. Even my untrained eye can spot the massive blockage in his vessels.
More alarms join the others in the OR.
A fresh set of hands pushes against Bob’s chest, the team switching places like a choregraphed dance. But the performance is pointless. Bob is done with this world.
“I am sorry,” I answer in my head. “But I get it. Burgers and fries are hard to resist.”
Bob looks straight at me, his eyes widening as if he’s just noticed my feathers. “You’re a…you’re an owl, talking inside my head.” He presses his ghostly hands against his temples. “I really am dead, aren’t I?”
“Yes,” I answer. “And I am here to take you to the sky.”
“O-okay,” Bob says. “I see that now.” He glances at his lifeless body on the OR table.
I move to pat Bob on his back with my wing, forgetting that my feathers will pass straight through his ethereal body. I can only feel a spirit’s touch when we are in transit. Like so many things, I’m not sure why this is, just as I don’t understand why I am the key to whatever is next. I have no one to ask. And the dead never question me, which is good, because again, I don’t have the answers. Instead, their souls willingly come with me, a giant bird of prey—totally trusting that I will guide them to some kind of truth.
My heart pulsates against my sternum. “I’m ready if you are,” I say.
We stare at each other while the action winds down. They are calling a time of death.
“What’s your name?” he asks. “You do have one, right? When you’re not…like this?”
If I could smile, I would. It’s wild, how the dead sense my human side.
“Noche,” I say. “Seventeen for another five months.”
His voice breaks through the silence in the room, his eyes wide and surging with wonder. “Okay then, Noche. I think I’m ready.”
I hop down from the shelf, and Bob follows. Like all my passengers do, he spreads his arms out at his sides.
My wings do the same, spanning beyond his fingertips. Deep inside my center, somewhere beneath my feathers, flexible breastbone, and muscle, everything ignites as if I carry the core of the sun itself.
A magnetic energy draws Bob’s soul toward me until his chest is pressed against mine—my beating heart to his ethereal silence. I wrap one wing around him and then the other, enveloping him inside my feathers. We begin our ascent. And though I’ve never considered myself a magical creature, this part of the journey allows me to believe I’m more than just a freak of nature.
Through the ceiling and then the roof I carry Bob skyward. I am embracing a ghost. He’s airy and cold, with a tinge of Bob, which is a mixture of aftershave and surgical sterilizing solution.
As always, the spirit knows what to do, so when we clear the treetops and I open my wings, Bob spreads his arms too. We pass through a veil of clouds until he becomes obscured by the vaporous fog. In no time at all the pair of us emerges on the upside of a waiting snowstorm, and I soar higher.
The air thins, wispy rivulets of atmosphere swirling inside my nostrils. Our connection slackens, and I release Bob. He falls in next to me, flying on his own.
He lets out a whoop and a holler.
“Do you know what comes next? After we leave each other?” I ask, like I do sometimes, though the answer is always the same.
No one knows. But maybe someday someone will assure me I’m delivering them to their version of utopia. For now, all I know is I could be taking souls straight to purgatory—which for me would be an endless reel of Hallmark movies with nothing to eat but peas and raisins.
Bob flaps his arms, following my lead. “I see it,” he says, like they all do. “It’s so
beautiful.”
I follow his gaze upward, though I know I’ll see nothing but the endless shadow of our universe.
My flight slows, my body taking on weight. I struggle to hover where I am, Bob continuing toward the stars without me. He’s already forgotten I’m here.
This is the door to the place I cannot go. Believe me, I’ve tried—the astral plane, or whatever you want to call it, is off-limits to me. There is another invisible tether attached to my chest, my anchor to the living world below.
A tiny tug pulls at the thin strings of my heart as I watch Bob climb the sky until he is a pale blue speck on the backdrop of night. I let him go. But not without the promise I make to all my passengers, that I will never forget our brief meeting.
I open my beak, letting out a sharp, melancholy cry, alerting the sky of Bob’s incoming soul.
As my passenger’s light disappears, I tell myself that this is how it’s supposed to be, the enigma surrounding our existence. But then, like always, my brain wants to connect with hard science—the cycle of all biological life. And because of this reality, I am painfully aware that no one stays forever, no matter how much hidden magic there may be.
As I bank around toward the city, I tell myself once again that I’m at peace with this. And then I’m suddenly wondering if Bob had a partner—or children. And I’m plummeting.
I do the one thing that shakes everything off. I circle back around, following the edge of Lake Superior where, somewhere beneath the trees, she’s waiting for me.
I imagine her twirling in the pale pink gown she made for prom. Senior year began and so did Dante’s excitement for the spring formal. At the time, I moaned and groaned my way through my own fittings for the dress she insisted on sewing for me. But, universe, please hear me: I would move the earth to see Dante in that pink dress this May. I’d even wear mine without a single complaint, like I promised.
The wind makes heading south a chore, every mile delivering me farther away from her.
Until tomorrow—my love. We can’t go to prom like you wanted. But I will cling to my illusions of you dancing in my dreams.



TURNING THE INSIDE OUT


The evening has shifted to the other side of midnight, signaling my tired bones to home in on my bed. On the way, I pick up some dinner to go: a small mole from the corner snowbank.
I land on my roof and tear into my find. It’s not a fair fight. I easily work the rodent toward the back of my throat, then swallow it in one gulp.
When I’m ready, I fly to the ground and call for my human side. I can’t explain how this happens, only that it involves me totally relaxing everything. Sometimes it takes a bit, and I’ve learned that if I imagine something I do as Noche, things move along faster.
Tonight, my usual methods are failing me. I let out a long exhale, shake off the tension from my wings, and try again. The wind picks up, worming its way to the undersides of my feathers. Suddenly I’m thinking about Dante in her prom dress again, and how my hands would’ve found their way beneath the thin layers of her chiffon skirt.
My talons lift from the ground, setting off the spin. Turning right side out doesn’t hurt as much as the other way around, but it tumbles my equilibrium. I lose my balance, catching myself on the side of the house. The mystery of being a shifter is a tormenting labyrinth, so I can’t explain why anything I transformed with as a human comes back with me.
When I glance down, there they are, vintage Moon Boots on my size seven-and-a-half feet.
I trudge up the porch steps to my house, my legs feeling like their usual anvils after all the weightlessness. When I enter the house, I take care to be quiet. I climb the first set of stairs to the second floor and then the next, the pull-down ladder leading to the attic—my bedroom.
It’s easier having my space up here. When the weather is nice, I leave my window open for an easy in and out without disturbing anyone.
My muscles are halfway to sleep by the time I’m in my room. Spotting my bed, I fall face-first onto the soft mattress, hoping the dead are done with me for tonight. But I never know, which is why sleeping naked is not for shifters. Of course, people die during all times of the day. However, time has taught me the way of things, even if I don’t understand why my Lechuza only comes out in the darkness. This means some souls must wait until nightfall to go to the sky, which translates to: I really am a night owl.
Someone grabs my boots, and I don’t flinch, because I know it’s Papa.
“You fell asleep in the chair again, didn’t you?” I murmur into my pillow.
He thinks I don’t know he waits up for me. But I can smell his aftershave lingering with the cool air of my attic.
He sets my boots by the hatch in the floor. “Long night for you,” he says. “Can I fix you a plate?”
I flip over, scrunching my lips. “I already ate.”
Papa nods, scrunching his lips too. “Mmmm.”
We are so alike. But it’s moments like these that make me question where our roots meet. Probably somewhere dark, deep, and only at the frayed ends. Because though he tries, Papa will never understand my preference for vermin instead of his perfectly charred yet juicy carnitas.
“I’m going to Costco tomorrow,” he says. “I can get you those chocolate-covered macadamia nuts you love.”
Sitting up, I pat the bed next to me.
He sinks down, letting out a long exhale. He still smells like the dinner he cooked earlier, garlic with a dash of cinnamon.
“You good?” I ask.
Papa bumps my shoulder with his. “I should be asking you that.”
I haven’t been sleeping here much, most of my nights spent in feathers as long as I can so I can see Dante.
I shrug. “Well, let’s see…. I had a lady in hospice. She was ready, if you know what I mean.”
Papa nods, though I am aware he’ll never fully understand. I am the only Lechuza in this family.
“One heart attack,” I continue. “And I’m pretty sure I bent my tail feathers coming out of the shift just now. I’m surprised I didn’t wake you when I stumbled over the steps outside.”
Papa ruffles my hair. “Sounds like a regular night for you.”
I smile because it’s so true.
“Julien stopped by tonight,” he says. “Those locks of his may win him best head of hockey hair and the championship.” Papa elbows me.
My chin falls against my chest. Any excitement I should have for Julien and his team is smothered by how terrible I feel. He’s having an epic year, and the dead drag me away from so much of it.
“I’m failing miserably at this best-friend thing,” I say, remembering I promised Julien popcorn and a movie.
“Nah,” Papa answers. “You two have too much history to fail at anything. He understands.”
“How can he understand something he knows nothing about?”
“All he needs to know is how much you value his friendship. Your faith in that will carry you through anything.”
Papa the optimist. I wonder how much this would change if he were in my shoes.
He starts picking at his thumbnail, a habit I inherited from him, so I know this means he’s got something else to say.
“What’s up?” I ask.
“I’ve been thinking….”
I dangle my legs next to his, glancing at his pinched eyebrows. “Yeah?”
Papa grasps my hand, peering straight into my eyes like he’s searching for something. I focus on the chestnut brown of his right eye, the one with a black speck in the iris, just like mine.
He pats my palm. “No matter what happens when you leave here at night, wherever you go or how you get there, you are still our girl—a Villanueva. Please don’t ever lose sight of that. Okay?”
I collapse against him, refusing to let my eyes water. A Villanueva. I don’t have the heart to tell him I don’t know what that means for a lone shifter like me.
When I don’t answer, he pulls back.
He feels the fabric on the sleeve of my T-shirt. “I know Dante gave you this shirt, but I don’t think she’d mind if you let me wash it, huh?”
I pull the fabric of my shirt up to my nose, inhaling—a mix of BO and stale lotion. No leftovers from Dante. I’m pretty sure I’ve sniffed away every last molecule of her wildflower perfume.
Papa starts messing with his thumb again. I hand him a hairbrush from my bedside table, turning my back.
He drags the brush down my hair, catching it on a tangle. “I have an idea, one I’m not sure you’re gonna like,” he says.
I lean away. “Yeah?”
“I think you should see someone.”
I whirl around. “Pfft. I’m not ready to date anyone. I don’t think I’ll ever be.”
“No. I mean a professional. A therapist who deals with PTSD and grief. Someone you can talk to about…everything. And not just Dante’s death. I’ve put some feelers out there, and I’d like to set something up for you.”
I grip the edge of the bed. “No, thank you.”
Papa sighs.
“I don’t have PTSD.”
“Noche—”
I cross my arms, warding off a chill. “You want me to spill to some total stranger about being an Uber owl of death? How do you think that’ll go?”
He drapes his arm around me, the weight of it heavier than I want right now. I shrug him away, then snatch the brush.
He sniffles, wiping his nose with the back of his hand. “You’ve been distant, Noche. More so than usual.”
“I’ve got places to be. Dead people to see.”
“My point exactly,” Papa says. “Your life is…unusual—extraordinary. I can only imagine how difficult it must be. All the death. And losing Dante—”
“You don’t have to worry about me,” I blurt, tossing the brush aside. “I was made for this, right?”
Papa stiffens at my side, and my head hangs. I hate this conversation and I want it to end.
He gets up, going to my desk. He taps his fingers on a stack of papers, the top one my unfinished application for the University of Minnesota in Minneapolis, the one that was due weeks ago.
“You’ll never know what else is possible if you stay holed up in here.”
I run my fingers through my tangled hair. I mean, come on, college? Leaving Duluth? That kind of future is not in my DNA.
My head hits the pillow. “I’m kinda tired. Can we talk about this later?”
“Of course,” he says, already covering me with my quilt—the one my abuela made for me when I was a baby. The blanket serves as a reminder that I once had a grandmother, though we weren’t close. She never knew me as I am now. She passed away shortly before I became a Lechuza. The rare moments Papa talks about her, it’s clear their relationship was a struggle, something I suspect was hard for him. I can hear the dull pain behind his words when he mentions her. The rest of my extended family, we rarely see. It’s always been just Papa, Ma, and me.
I curl my fingers around the worn edges of the fabric, letting the wonder in. Would Abuela have been okay with how I turned out? Had she known what was to come, would she have made a quilt for someone like me—a future Lechuza? Could she have told me why I can turn my head two hundred and seventy degrees when I’m human and why I have a sense of smell like an owl?
At first my parents were rabid about gathering as much info as they could about my “condition.” But we found out the hard way that shifter talk isn’t a topic easily approached. Papa and Ma haven’t been super successful finding out if any relatives share my calling.
Ma never knew her birth parents. She was adopted after being left at a fire station as a newborn.
As far as Papa’s side, how do you ask your grounded Catholic relatives if anyone escorts the dead when the sun goes down? Papa tried it once, and the entire family reunion became about how to help Miguel with his failing mental health—for which Ma was totally blamed. So yeah, I am the reason we don’t attend those functions anymore. I know they think they’re protecting me, but one day I’ll gather enough nerve to ruffle some Villanueva feathers and investigate for myself.
“Papa?” I say as he leaves my desk and begins to climb down.
He stops.
I roll to my side. “Will you tell me more about Abuela Villanueva someday?”
Papa hesitates, a faint smile curving his lips. “She was so happy the day you were born. How about we start with that?”
I nod in agreement, my insides quieting down for the night.
After Papa goes, I slip out of bed and tiptoe to my antique desk. The old piece of furniture came with the house, as if someone knew there would be a need for it. I sit, then open my laptop. Navigating through a series of file folders, I locate the one I want and type in the password that takes me to my spreadsheet, the only therapy I’ll ever need.
I scroll through the columns of names—every passenger I’ve had in the last four years.
Stopping in the middle, I read a few.
Alice Turbot: 84 years old. Died at home.
Fishing a key from a jar of pens on my desk, I unlock the deep drawer to my left and slide it open. My search is quick. Dipping my hand into my collection, I find what I’m looking for instantly: a small piece of fabric among the rest of the trinkets—the tag from Alice’s dress. She lived down the way from us. I didn’t know her well, but Julien and I thought she rocked because she gave out full-sized candy bars on Halloween.
I read another from my list.
Kyle Hansen: 15 years old.
 Died in a car accident.
My hand dives into the drawer again. When my thumb grazes something metal in the bottom corner, I pluck it out—the quarter I took from Kyle’s pocket. He would’ve been graduating with our class this year.
Papa may think a therapist will bring me some clarity. But there’s no PhD on this planet who can help me navigate holding my dead girlfriend’s ghost hostage so I don’t have to live in a world without her. And no way will I ever tell my parents about Dante roaming the shores of Superior. What would they think of me if they knew? Would they be angry? Disappointed? Would they maybe even call me selfish?
This is my secret to keep. I am on my own with my version of how to deal. Besides, in my universe my morbid collection is totally normal, considering the rest of my life is off the charts.
I shiver, then scroll to the end of the list, adding my hospice passenger and then Bob. Their mementos will have to wait till my volunteer shift at the hospital tomorrow.
Julien says I have a Paul Bunyan–sized heart because I spend my “free time” at Duluth General Hospital. If only he knew the real reason: that I use my volunteer position as a cover for my morgue stalking.
Passenger Bob will be there tomorrow. And somewhere between rolling hospital beds from one floor to the next, I’ll end up in the cold basement too.
I scroll down to the blank lines on the page, knowing they’ll soon be filled. Maybe by next week. Or maybe I’ll have a slow March, like last year, and it’ll take a whole month. Nothing is predictable in my world. Nothing except my vow that Dante’s name will never be on this list.
My cell phone chirps, and I overturn half of my room before discovering it’s just a low battery. I almost never carry it now that Dante’s phoneless. Julien’s the only one who reaches out anymore, and when he does, he sends messages over our three-way, like he’s hoping Dante will answer. And because I’m a coward and have zero courage, I haven’t told him to stop, even though Dante’s photo in the text bubble ends me like a sword burying into the soft part of my gut. She’s smiling big, with her hair in the French braids I did just before I took the picture. It was our last 10k trail race together, when we crossed the finish line holding sweaty hands.
I read the last message she sent for the thousandth time.
DANTE
Hey nerds—ready for my dad-joke of the week?
NOCHE
Lay it on me.
DANTE
Jules?
JULIEN
Ready
DANTE
How do you cut the sea in half?
NOCHE
Hmmm
JULIEN
Stumped
NOCHE
Me too
DANTE
…
JULIEN
Hello? Dante?
NOCHE
Sigh
NOCHE
…? See you later. Run?
DANTE
…
It was just like Dante to leave us hanging. She was a horrible texter, always getting distracted by something else. I back out of the thread and tap on Julien’s name, sending him a quick apology text.
NOCHE
Sorry about tonight.
Got stuck at the hospital 
See you tomorrow?
Peace
JULIEN
K
Julien’s one-letter answer really means You suck. And this is fair. I’m lying to him. I have been since my first shift four years ago. Dante and my parents are the whole of my inner circle when it comes to my Lechuza. It’s not as if I don’t trust Julien. It’s more about clinging to the one person who offers me a speck of normalcy. I like that we talk about life as he believes it to be—hockey games, where his next graffiti mural will be, and what Papa has on special at Zara’s, the food truck he named after Ma. Julien is one of my favorite humans, and I never want that to change.
My phone dies, and I toss it onto the floor.
A raven lands on the sill outside my window. She pecks at the glass as if it’s something I’ll allow. She knows better, and yet she continues to pester me. This game she’s playing has gone on for the last several weeks, exhausting my patience. Ravens alert me to a new death. But this feathered annoyance is doing nothing of the sort. My shifter body knows well enough when I am about to be called to duty, and presently all is calm beneath my skin.
I ball my fists and stomp to the window. When I smack the glass, she springs from her perch, swearing at me until she’s out of sight. She’s lucky I can only shift when duty calls, or I’d give chase and snap her spine with my talons.
I don’t make it back to my bed. Instead, I sink to the floor right where I am. School tomorrow. I promised Papa and Ma I’d try, and so I will. My only hope is that I’ve been gone long enough to erase myself from existence, because I don’t think I can take the talk that goes along with being the girl who watched the love of her life die.
Going back on a Friday was a calculated move by me. Just one day, and if it’s unbearable, I’ve got the weekend to myself.
Flipping over onto my back, I stare at the Pearl Jam posters on my rafters. I fall asleep, and in my dreams I am chasing Dante through the forest. Her long hair undulates behind her like waves on a midnight sea. Just when I think I’ll catch her, she races farther ahead, until she is only a blur of faint light between the shadows of the trees.



SLAP SHOT


I smell like death, the preserved-in-a-jar kind.
“Noche…” The sound of my name jolts me awake. Fluorescent bulbs flicker on, flooding the room with cold light.
My hand feels weighted. I make a fist, something foreign and rubbery squishing between my fingers.
The Friday energy whirls out the door. My crusty eyes find their focus in the empty classroom, and I am reminded of where I am—Duluth High School, last period, AP Bio. I can’t recall most of what came before, having zombied through all my classes with my head down. And now I’ve dozed off during a video with part of my assignment balled up in my hand.
I loosen my grip on what’s warming beneath my fist. A long section of pig entrails tumbles from my hand until it reaches the floor.
“You plan on camping here for the weekend?” Miss Nelson asks.
She chooses a metal specimen tray from my abandoned table and slides it toward me.
I glance at the wax-filled pan, my chest heavy at the sight of the sorry-looking fetal pig stretched out and pinned to the four corners.
“Umm, that’s not mine,” I say.
Whoever dissected the fetal pig in front of me was a total hack. Mutilated with careless jagged cuts, the yellowish-pink skin is totally ripped. Absolutely no respect for the life given. When I find my own tray, I wind the crimped tubing around two fingers and place the intestines where they belong.
My eyes begin to water.
Miss Nelson’s brow creases. I’m not that great at reading the living, but I know pity when I see it. My shoulders stiffen.
“I’m okay,” I say, as I’ve learned to do prophylactically.
Like the gutted pig, my heart’s been ripped from my chest and torn into a million pieces. No one should expect anything from me right now.
“You going to the game tonight?” she asks. Her red-and-white sweatshirt engulfs her tiny frame, our snarling Bobcat mascot on the front.
I’m grateful for the change of focus, but geez, the game. I’ve been gone from school for three months, and Bobcat spirit managed to overload my brain in a matter of a single day. I mean, ice hockey is no joke in Minnesota. It’s the sole topic of conversation from December to March. But now that Julien and his team are favored to head to the semifinals in Minneapolis, the hype is real—and a bit much for a girl like me, something I’d never admit to Julien.
“Yeah, I’ll be there,” I tell Miss Nelson, though I can’t promise anything. I’ve already missed so many of Julien’s games. The dead don’t care about hockey.
“Go. See you Monday.” Miss Nelson nods at the door. “Awake for the test, and ready to show me all you know about vertebrates.”
I gather my stuff. “Sorry again for sleeping.”
She sighs. “It was a boring movie anyway.”
I wipe my sweaty cheek and waste zero time pushing back my chair. Something rolls off my table, plunking onto the floor.
I go for it next to my foot, flinching back when someone beats me to it.
“Kidney.” A boy weighed down by a gigantic backpack hands me the tiny organ.
My gaze crawls up his Nirvana T-shirt to his dimpled grin.
“Jax Vang,” he says. “I’m new.”
New and moves like a deer on wet leaves. I had no idea he was still in the classroom, which doesn’t sit well with me. I don’t like surprises.
I blink, then quickly turn away before I need another whiff of him—warm leather and chocolate.
Pulling back the pile of intestines, I nestle the pale bean behind them where it belongs. “I guess I’ll let you know if I find the other one,” I say to Miss Nelson.
She takes the tray, then goes to the front after giving the new kid a reassuring nod as if they’re in on something.
I take another peek at Jax. He’s hovering so close to my table, I can see my reflection in his wire-rimmed glasses. I almost think he’s going to ask to carry my bag for me. He hikes up his backpack, and his black leather jacket falls off one shoulder. My stare rests on a circle of metal, made of what looks like old bicycle chain, hanging from his neck.
Jax glances at his chest, then back at me, which unsettles my stomach like the flutter of new wings.
He moves in closer. “You—”
“I am late,” I blurt, though I’m sure my bus is long gone by now.
I’m sweating in the dead of winter. My hands are shaky and clammy. I’m certainly not hanging around to chat with the new kid like he seems to be expecting.
“Umm.” I fumble with my earbuds. “See you…Jax.”
In go my buds, on goes my alt nineties playlist, and I’m out before he says anything about the fact that we’re wearing the same shirt.
The halls are a swarm of students exchanging books for parkas at their lockers. Now that I’m fully awake, I’m treated to the sharp awareness of the whispers and looks that follow in my wake. This was expected. What wasn’t is how much I want to shout from the rooftops that Dante’s still here. The thought of her wandering only a few miles from here calms my insides and the annoying twists and turns Jax left behind.
Everyone’s amped for the game, making plans for afterward—parties I never go to. Any past invites were the result of my one degree of separation from Dante’s and Julien’s popularity. Even so, people have always been confused about how to feel about me, especially now. And okay, I’ve always been the weird kind of weird. But I’m living proof that death—grief—makes humans even more uncomfortable.
A gaggle of cheerleaders hovers around Julien’s locker, though I’m sure he went home early to, as he calls it, “get his head in the game.” I didn’t see him all day, and I swear I wasn’t avoiding him. It’s just that…lately, it’s like we’ve been searching for things to say. I glance at the sign hanging on his locker: his jersey number sprinkled with silver glitter.
I concentrate on my boots, the thought of us outgrowing the need for each other setting my jaw and stinging my eyes.
His fan club clams up as I walk past.
A girl steps out from the inner ring of red and white. “Welcome back, Noche.”
My gaze flicks in her direction as my shoulders clench, though I let myself recognize how cute she is. Her name is Maddy. We used to know each other—in grade school, when we were part of the same circle of friends, and no one cared that I brought a box of petrified beetles and a magnifying glass to sleepovers. And then in middle school I became a real outsider for reasons they’ll never comprehend. The end.
“Thanks, Maddy,” I mutter. But I keep walking. Because though she sounds sincere, my heart is too damaged to sort out her intentions.
I skip going to my locker, like I did this morning and will continue to do every day from here on out. I’ll never be ready to revisit the north corner on the first floor. Dante and I have shared a locker since freshman year. And I want to remember it the way we left it—a collage of photos, and Dante’s perfectly stacked books on top of a messy pile of my stuff.
Making my way to the stairwell is a game of duck and dodge, like my trail runs in the woods. It’s just that within these walls, I’m smacked with the stench of BO and suffocating body spray, not the zen of damp earth and airy crisp bark.
I fly down the stairs two at a time, past posters about the chess club, winter reading club, and teen suicide. For a quick minute I’m alone, so I can’t resist. With a powerful leap, I clear the entire last set of stairs, all eight of them, sticking the landing with a heavy thud that ricochets up my muscled legs. My head rotates well past what would be considered human, but I chance it anyway because I like the way it tickles my temples. When I’m satisfied, I let my lips creep into a grin.
After years of passing as Noche Villanueva, the human, I get such a rush from these tiny risks I take for fun. Because the rest of my life is viscous and dark, like the smothering molasses Papa covets as the secret ingredient to his chicken mole.
It’s a quick jog down the empty hall, and with a good shove I open the double doors.
The frigid February wind slaps my face. It’s almost March, but Duluth doesn’t like to give us spring until we beg for it.
I gather my long hair, twist it, and stuff the tail inside my hood. A routine battle with my stuck zipper gives the unforgiving Superior air plenty of time to invade the warm spaces between my jacket and my skin. But the cold isn’t bitter enough to chase me back inside. I made it through the day, and now I am gone until Monday. And I’m not about to waste a second of my freedom.
I crank up my music and head toward the shelter to wait for the next bus. At the edge of the school grounds I near what I avoided this morning.
Pretending it doesn’t exist will probably label me cold-blooded, or whatever else people see fit. When really, how could they ever understand? The physical world has been wiped clean of my first kiss, and I am left here, trapped in my longing for times past, where Dante and I were two girls in love.
The bottoms of my boots scuff across the frosty cement. I can’t look at the memorial in my peripheral vision, as if seeing Dante’s name on the dozens of handwritten cards will break me down like ice beneath road salt. But then I’m doing it, my gaze lingering on the corner. DANTE’S CORNER, as the makeshift sign says.
Bouquets of flowers in various stages of frozen decay surround the boulder that’s spray-painted in our school colors. I gulp in some air, filling my hollow chest. As if on cue, Pearl Jam fades and another song begins—“Hold On,” an emo Sarah McLachlan piece Dante snuck onto my playlist. I seriously don’t know how we ever became friends.
I’m drawn into the echo of Sarah’s soprano voice warning me about how bad this is going to hurt. I take a step closer to the memorial. Folded notecards are jammed inside a vase, and there’s a huge part of me that wants to snatch up a few and prove they’re blank, because then just maybe none of this really happened. I tap the toe of my boot against a worn hockey puck. No one had a slap shot like Dante. She owned the rink, her moves swift and unexpected, just as she was off the ice. Just as she was in her death.
I brush the vase with my foot. It topples over, the top half breaking away from the base. I swear this is unintentional, but now that it’s happened, I can’t stop. I take my own slap shot. With one swinging jab, I smack the vase. It shatters, scattering the notes.
This doesn’t go unnoticed, and now there’s a gathering on the fringes. Sarah was right. My head hurts like hell, my pulse throbbing at my temples. Pulling out my earbuds, I stuff them both inside my pocket as I swallow hard, sharp talons scratching down the center of my throat. A righteous gale whips against my cheek in relentless gusts. My muscles tighten around my bones as my body breaks out in violent shivers. When people start collecting Dante’s notes, my feet shuffle backward and I stumble off the curb.
I cinch up my backpack, willing my bus to appear. I’m not good at being the center of the scene. I think some feel sorry for me; the rest wear variations of disapproving scowls and ugly sneers.
Screw them all. None of these judgy onlookers knew Dante like I did—and how I will never be set free from the memory of watching her hand sew a skirt from start to finish when her machine broke. Inside my head is the only place I’ll ever see her dance in that floral creation again.
I swear the earth begins to shake below my feet. Beads of sweat collect on my upper lip and on the bridge of my nose as I hop back onto the sidewalk to avoid a car pulling over. It idles at my side. I squint at the dark green beater as the sky decides to spit tiny shards of sleet into my eyes.
The passenger window rolls down. “You want a ride?” a voice asks.
Is he talking to me?
I don’t know the car. But the driver…
My ribs lace up tight as I peek inside.
Dark brown eyes behind round glasses peer back at me. It’s Jax.
“Hey, lab partner,” he says.
Lab partner?
I squeeze the front of my bulky hoodie, a card addressed to Dante tumbling over my feet and into the slushy street.
“Hey, it’s totally up to you.” Jax shoves a tape into the ancient stereo: Alice in Chains.
My wet hand grips the door handle, the cold metal pinching the curves of my palm in familiar places. It’s an old Honda hatchback, stick shift too, just like Dante’s, and I’m hit with an onslaught of grief for all the things I’ll never hold again. I miss her so tangibly in this moment that I almost turn back, but I pull gently on the handle, getting in.



LAB PARTNER


The last few moments fade like a dream—like how I thought it was a good idea, getting into a car with someone I met two seconds ago, someone who seems to be inexplicably tilting my world in a way that makes me hold my breath.
Sleet pelts the car. We ride in silence for a few blocks. I’m suddenly “that girl,” the one who doesn’t know what to say or where to put her hands. So I settle for watching the only working windshield wiper, the one on my side, slide and skip across the dirty glass. It’s making this high-pitched squeak that nips deep inside my ears. I sit up straighter, side-eyeing my getaway driver.
Jax has two pop cans propped between his legs: orange soda for drinking and lemon-lime for sunflower-seed shells.
“Want some?” He holds out a bag of seeds.
I shake my head no, though my stomach is grumbling. I haven’t been eating much human food. And now that I’m enclosed in this damp, confined space, it’s clear I haven’t been showering like one either. I clutch my backpack against my pounding chest.
It’s beyond bizarre, being in a car like this without Dante in the driver’s seat. When I close my eyes, it’s as if she is here, her signature rosemary lotion mixed in with this strange smell of leather.
When I open my eyes, my gaze rests on the tape deck, where Dante’s car had an empty hole. She’d prop her phone there so we could have some cruising tunes on our way to trailheads. My toes curl inside my boots, the hundreds of miles we ran together rolling through my brain like a Midwest summer tornado.
I reach out to turn up the Alice in Chains. Apparently Jax has the same idea, because our hands collide just shy of the volume knob. I flinch as heat soars from my fingertips, up my arm.
“Sorry,” I say.
Jax rubs his fingers as if he feels it too. “No worries.”
I’m trying my best to focus on the world outside, because I’m on a whole other planet inside this car. A few minutes ago Dante was the only one who ever made my head spin. I squeeze my hands, breathing through my vertigo.
“Thanks for picking me up,” I finally say.
Jax spits a few shells into the lemon-lime can. “I couldn’t leave my twinsie lab partner hangin’.”
I glance down at my Nirvana shirt, the one I’ve been wearing for the last three days. “Why do you keep calling me that?” I ask.
“Because we’re partners. Miss Nelson assigned you to me…when you were taking a nap. I guess she thought we’d be good together.” Jax dumps more seeds into his mouth. “You must be awesome at science if she thinks you can keep up with me.”
My head snaps his direction, my focus suddenly sharp. “My name is Noche. Not Lab Partner. And Miss Nelson assigned you to me. Although I’m not sure why. I work alone.”
“Fair. And same. I guess we’ll have to figure out how to stay out of each other’s way.”
Jax downshifts and pulls over. My skin pricks.
“Where to, loner?” he asks.
“Huh?”
I’m beginning to think he gets away with murder with a grin like his. He turns down the music. “Where would you like me to drop you, Noche?”
His gaze is fixed on me, and now I can’t turn away from his deep russet eyes. There is a sereneness in them, as if sitting here with me is exactly where he needs to be.
I fidget in my seat, the springs poking my backside. I’m thinking a thousand things at once. Like: Why is my heart racing? Maybe it has something to do with hating myself for wanting to stay here, fogging up the windows of Jax’s damp, beat-up Honda.
I must be taking way too long to answer, because Jax turns off the car. The sleet has stopped, a streak of sun slashing through the clouds.
He sighs, relaxing against the bucket seat. “That was an impressive kick back there. You play soccer?”
I let myself go, releasing my grip on my backpack. “You’re new. So I’ll forgive you for thinking I’m a sporty girl. That was all Da—” My words fall away into the silence, which is where I’ll leave things. Though it feels a bit like freedom, talking to someone who doesn’t know the reason I’ll never again wash this Nirvana shirt.
Jax jams his soda cans into a pocket in the door as the tape in the deck clicks to the B-side.
“I’m sorry about your girlfriend. Dante, right?”
Okay, so never mind. Of course he knows about Dante. All I can do is stare out the window, the low hum of Alice in Chains keeping my brain sane.
He adjusts the volume. “Hey, I’m new, but this is high school. People talk when one of their own drowns. I’m sure it’s a…a big thing to navigate. That was a swift kick you gave that innocent piece of pottery.”
I don’t answer, because I am lost. I haven’t been navigating anywhere for a long time. I peek at his thumbs rapping the steering wheel to the beat. A silver bracelet swings from his wrist, the kind with a red medical insignia on the plate, like maybe he has severe allergies or something.
“Well, if we’re going to be lab partners,” I say, “it’s only fair that I know something about you.”
Jax catches my nod at his bracelet and promptly drops his hands into his lap. “Uhh, I moved here from Saint Paul. It’s just my mom and me. And I don’t play any sports either, but if I did, I’d probably go for something like archery on horseback, because that sounds hella cool.”
He leans toward me when he says this, and my entire body aches. I’ve forgotten what it feels like to be this close to someone made of solid matter, to share their air and imagine what they might taste like.
“S-sounds like a good plan,” I mumble.
Jax chuckles. “Do you want to know my real plan?” he asks.
I press my flank against the door, and something tumbles from the tangles of my hair, coming to rest on my lap. The other kidney. I snatch it, stuffing it into the side pocket of my backpack.
Jax’s lips curve into a soft grin, the kind of smile reserved for old friends.
I twist to face him. “Go on.”
“So here it is,” he says.
My gaze fixes on his mouth, the roundness of his bottom lip, and how the lighting in the stuffy car must be casting a blueish tinge to his skin.
“If the famous-drummer thing doesn’t work out,” Jax whispers, “my backup plan is becoming a pediatric cardiologist.”
Now I’m grinning. “You’ve got goals.”
“Always,” he says, resting against his seat back and squeezing the wheel. “What about you? What happens after graduation?”
Goals? These days, mine stretch no further than getting out of bed. Dante had dreams of art school. Julien will go off to Minneapolis with his full-ride University of Minnesota hockey scholarship. And I’ll stay here. I’ll stay here and wait for the sun to come up and maybe see another day after that. Because dreaming of a future beyond that is pointless. There is no guarantee I’ll be breathing tomorrow. There are no promises of that for anyone, no matter how much you beg the sky to grant this improbable wish.
I settle for “I’m still pondering. But I like science.” This is not a lie. My Lechuza fills me with frustrating wonder. But my love for science allows me to dive into proven, fact-based theories.
“Pondering is good,” Jax says. “It’s where the magic of discovery happens, am I right?”
He holds out his palm, waiting for a five. I hesitate, because the thought of touching him again is scorching my skin. I tap his hand and quickly pull away, but not fast enough to miss the curve of his fingers brushing past mine.
I press the soles of my boots into the floorboard. I’m having a moment, the kind when I don’t want whatever is happening to end. My grief is taking a break and I’m still living and breathing.
Then the wind picks up, chasing down a passing ambulance, and the other me is back.
Clutching my backpack again, I point straight ahead. “You can just drop me at my friend Julien’s house. Down there to the T, take a left, and follow the lake.”
Jax pauses and then fires up the car. “To Julien’s, then.”
When we reach the T, he rolls down his window, using his hand to signal our turn.
He takes us north, Superior’s endless icy blue water on my right.
Jax’s arm rides the passing air like he’s in flight. “It could be an ocean, you know? Look at those whitecaps.”
I sink into my swelling sadness. Jax pulls his arm inside and rolls up his window halfway.
“Sorry,” he says. “I’ve got a busted light. You cold?”
“Almost never,” I answer, but shiver all the same.
“Here.” He pulls over and wriggles out of his jacket, spreading it across my lap.
Protesting is what I should do. But I’m suspended in the moment, the warmth of Jax’s jacket infusing through my wet jeans into my skin as if he’s pressed against me.
“Thanks,” I say, looking away as Jax begins to drive again.
Waves break over the thin crust of ice lining Superior’s shore, their cadence ensnaring my attention like a mesmerizing spell. I shudder. Jax is wrong. Superior is not an ocean. It is a graveyard, a forever home for hundreds of sunken ships and their waterlogged crews—and a girl who smells like rosemary with pale pink nails and a love for popcorn mixed with Good & Plenty candy.
We drive past Julien’s enormous gate, winding down the long driveway toward his lakeside house. The sun is beginning its descent, and I realize Julien has probably already left for the game.
The call of an anxious raven seeps through Jax’s open window. My hair stiffens at the roots.
“I can walk the rest of the way,” I blurt, the car becoming claustrophobic.
Jax slows down. “Umm, okay. You sure?”
“Yeah.” I gather up my backpack. “Thanks for the ride…. Oh, and here.” I hold out his jacket.
Jax waves his hand. “Nah, take it. It’s freezing out there. I’ll get it from you Monday.”
My shoulders tense beneath the weight of my bag as my gaze rests on the collar of his shirt and the tip of healed scar peeking just above it. He catches me staring, and I’ve got the door open and my soggy feet on the wet pavement before he can tell me how rude I’m being.
“Wait,” he says before I slam the door.
I shift my weight as he bends toward the passenger seat.
“Your eyes,” he says. “I can’t let you go without telling you how beautiful they are. They’re like…”
“Amber,” I say, all nonchalant, though I’m squeezing the life out of his jacket. “Third-rarest eye color in the world.” I’m trying my best to act normal, but I haven’t been anywhere near that for years. “Thank you…for the jacket.” I slip into it, my autumn irises resting on his chest. I steady my focus, hoping my owl eyes aren’t outing me by dilating independently of each other.
The cadence of Jax’s breathing mimics mine. I stay, giving us a few more seconds to look each other over. It seems to be what we both want.
The rhythmic rattle of the car engine sputters, and Jax breaks away from my gaze.
He rests his hand against his chest. “See you Monday, lab partner.”
My shadow has found me. The raven calls again, and I stomp the toe of my boot against the ground, acknowledging and demanding some peace.
“Monday, then,” I say as the bird swoops skyward before dipping into the woods.
I scan the shadowed spaces among the evergreens lining Julien’s driveway. Closing the rusty door between Jax and me, I sprint to the house, the rumble of his idling car letting me know he’s watching me the entire way.



A GIRL LIKE ME


Flanked by thick stands of poplars and evergreens, the winding road leading to Julien’s conceals an entire world of wild things. Scurries and rustles alert my ears as I run past, my boots thudding against the grainy pavement, splashing slush up my calves.
I’m buzzing from my encounter with Jax and annoyed with how comfortable and uncomfortable he made me feel all at the same time. I don’t need, nor will I ever be ready for, a new friend, lab partner, or any combo of the two. Then again, I am wearing his jacket. How did this happen?
Collapsing against Julien’s front door, I give myself a moment to settle my breath and listen to the sounds that soothe me. Having made his point, the raven has given up and moved on. I will have a job to do tonight, but for now my ears prick to the low drumming of a rooting field mouse. The tiny furball burrows beneath the layers of snow, yards away from Julien’s wraparound porch.
I came to Julien’s because I can’t let him go to his game without a face-to-face apology. I ditched him for my dead girlfriend, again. Now that I’m here, I’m second-guessing myself. What could I possibly say to make things right? There are only so many ways one can lie to their best friend.
Julien’s front door swings open, and I catch myself before tumbling inside.
“Hey! I thought that was you, standing out here in the cold.” Julien’s dad gestures for me to come in.
I glance at my situation, grayish slush clinging to the edges of my boots. “Uh, I’m kind of a mess.” I inch onto the entryway rug anyway, the blast of heat from the roaring fireplace warming me up instantly.
Julien’s house always looks as though it’s photo-shoot ready for a magazine, with its ornate rugs, poufy throw pillows, and framed local artwork. I catch a whiff of the chamomile tea steeping in Louie La Pointe’s cup, and the exhaustion I’ve tried to beat all day finds me again. I almost kick off my boots and hunker down.
“Noche!” A smaller, girl version of Julien in a giant hockey jersey rushes me.
We collide and then a long hug follows, our ritual since she was old enough to walk.
“What’s up, Willow?” I mess with her cropped hair. “I just wanted to see Julien before the game,” I say as their mom sails into the room.
“Ah, Noche.” Yvonne jams a beaded vest into my hands. “Settle this for us. Louie says red and yellow and pale blue are too much. But I say we are Sioux. We go big or go home.”
“On this land we are always home.” Louie buries his nose in his giant tea mug.
“Yup.” Willow high-fives her dad.
I hold up the vest, the intricate beading making it heavier than expected. Like the La Pointe house, it’s gorgeous, and I always find it impossible to know where to look first.
Yvonne rolls her thumb over a few beads, fixing something I never would’ve noticed.
“The spring equinox is only a few weeks away,” she says, fussing over the hem. “Julien will wear this to the celebration.”
Now I’m even more interested. Julien will totally rock this stunning work of art, hockey-hair mullet and all.
I give Willow the eye and she nods.
“Sorry, Louie,” I say. “But I think it’s perfect.” Which gets me a smile and some fast French banter between the most perfect couple ever.
I clutch Julien’s vest and blend into the wall, listening to them chatter. And maybe I get a twinge of sadness that Ma and Papa never learned Spanish from their parents, which means I didn’t either. Papa says it was self-preservation back then. My grandparents wanted their kids to assimilate—fit in. And look at me now. I am a square peg who’ll never fit into a round hole, no matter what language I speak. And my parents, regardless of how hard they may try, will never possess the ability to understand.
Yvonne remembers I’m still here when she goes in for a kiss from Louie.
“Bleh.” Willow covers her eyes.
My face heats up, and now I’m ready to leave before they get carried away.
“Umm, Julien?” I say, holding out the vest.
Yvonne takes it. “He said he wanted to stuff his face before the game, so off he went.” She gestures toward the door behind me. “I’d be insulted, but I know I can’t compete with your dad’s cooking.”
She’s right. No one can.
I give them a wave and Willow another squeeze; then I’m back out into the cold.
A river of pale vapor streams from my mouth as I let out a slow exhale. Papa’s cooking. Home suddenly feels like the right choice.
My boots crunch the last snowfall like Styrofoam as I cross the expansive grounds. My ears don’t appreciate the noise, so I hustle toward the line of trees. When my vision sharpens on the trailhead, I enter the small piece of earth Julien and I have claimed as our own since we were kids.
Heavy evergreen boughs close in behind me, the path zigzagging ahead—two hundred and seventy-three steps between the boy next door and me. I went straight to Julien the night Dante fell beneath the ice. He met me among these very trees, catching me as I fell to pieces. When he offered me a balled-up tissue and pulled me close, I could tell by the stiffness in his arms that he didn’t want me to know he’d been crying too. But I felt the whole of his grief that night. And I see it every time I look at him now. How cruel death is, only revealing how deep our trio of friendship had become after it tore us apart.
I realize I’ve stopped, a newly downed tree blocking my way. Melting snow drops from the branches overhead, plopping onto Jax’s jacket. I brush away the heavy flakes and peer down the path worn flat by thousands of trips between Julien and me—a path that has remained like a promise to always lead us back to each other.
I tap my toe against the giant cylinder of cedar. Lately, no amount of owl vision brings me clarity, my road to Julien obscured by my loss for words and my secrets. Will we ever find our way back to how things were before?
Stepping over the thick trunk, I trudge on. I’m wishing hard for the lightness of my running shoes to make quick work of the journey when the clouds part. The crescent moon fights to filter through the umbrella of evergreens. It’s a losing battle, the forest looming darker than ever.
The dusk critters have gone quiet. My ears struggle for something to latch onto.
I tip my face toward the dense canopy, listening to the soft hush of my cautious breath. A sharp snap at my back, a branch maybe, spins me around.
My eyes are extraordinarily quick to focus. But there is nothing. Only an empty trail littered with my own footprints.
Something sweeps overhead, grazing my hair from behind, leaving not the slightest breeze in its wake.
I duck. I didn’t hear it coming, and the forest didn’t warn me either. I crouch right where I am.
There is only one type of bird with flight this silent—an owl. I uncurl to standing, my vision telescoping between the dark crevices of the trees. The shadows are empty and the sky reveals nothing. But I am aware there are sharp eyes on me—and something else that tugs at my chest, where my heart is beating hard and fast. The base of my neck heats up, chasing away my chills.
I wait, listening for any signs of movement. The forest is usually where I feel most at home. But now, without my feathers, I am very aware of my human limitations and vulnerability. I wrap my arms around my middle as if that will make me smaller, invisible to what I can only imagine is a predator.
When I turn my head, the collar of Jax’s leather jacket squeaks. I hold my breath. The strange sensation in my chest fades, and my body slowly resets. Following my lead, the forest does too, the evening’s foragers moving on with their business.
I kick it into a swift run, hauling my clunky boots over a downed limb and dodging a few others until I’m clear of the woods and onto our property. I am alone—that much I can sense. But the phantom encounter has left me uneasy. I’ve shared airspace with other owls but never had a run-in with one, and most certainly not in my human form. And by the way my Lechuza feathers are poking at my undersides, I can’t shake the feeling that the meeting was anything but random.
My feet want to take me to the edge of the cliff that borders our property. There is another path there, leading down to the lake and straight to the boulder that has been my perch since before I grew talons. I still sit there sometimes when I need to clear my head or fantasize about turning back time.
I listen to the soft sound of Superior’s lazy waves lapping against the basalt below. My heart begins to rest as I watch a lone seagull soaring east over the gray-blue water.
The aroma of smoked meat and coriander perks my nose, and I leave the remainder of my restlessness at the crest of the cliff for a taste of Papa’s carnitas.
Like most of the historic homes surrounding the lake’s shores, ours has a giant porch too. A little peeling paint Ma and Papa will never get to, but still—it’s ours, and I like to think I will always circle back to this nest.
I ascend the steps, running my hand along the cold, wet railing. The pillar anchoring the porch is dirty and worn, but I can still make out the initials Julien and I carved in the wood years ago. N.V. & J.L.
Noche Villanueva and Julien La Pointe. There is no heart around us. Ours has never been that kind of love.
There is weight to the air, like Mother Nature plans to share another round of fresh snow with us. There is also the sour tinge of death on the breeze. My toes flex inside my boots. I take one last scan of the surrounding forest and then go inside.
Julien is stuffing his face when I reach the kitchen. I hover on the threshold because I’m not ready. It’s been like this since Dante left us. I’m desperate to see him, but when I do, it’s so clear something’s missing. He is a constant reminder she’s not a part of us anymore. I need him. I couldn’t get through this without him, and yet sometimes I ache for him to move on without me.
Standing by me has already cost him loads of popularity points, though I know he doesn’t care about things like that.
I pry off my boots and drop my backpack at my feet. “The Zamboni driver is gonna hate you if you barf all over the ice tonight,” I tease, sliding onto the stool next to him.
He gulps down a mouthful and mutters, “Worth the risk.”
Papa shoves a plate my way, steaming shreds of pork piled on top of a homemade blue corn tortilla.
“You hungry?” he asks, saying the rest with a tip of his head. Did you eat today? You look tired. Are you drinking enough water? Are you okay?
Seriously, if Papa’s not feeding someone, he’s not existing.
I nod reassuringly, then pick off a piece of meat. “I could eat a little.” I pop it into my mouth, Papa’s fusion of Mexican cuisine and whatever inspires him making my taste buds happy.
Julien eyes me. “Where’d the badass jacket come from?”
My hands flatten against the damp leather. Funny how I totally forgot I was wearing it.
“Umm, it’s just a loaner,” I say, peeling it off and tossing it onto the chair behind me.
“Who from?” Julien asks, and now I’m getting a curious look from Papa too.
Jax’s name stays trapped inside my throat. Why don’t I want to tell them the truth? It’s not as if there is anything to hide, is there? There’s nothing to tell. I was cold. Jax lent me his jacket. End of the story before it begins.
“Lost and found at school,” I blurt. “I was cold.”
This puts an end to the interrogation, but I can tell by the way Julien’s rapping his knuckles on the counter that he’s skeptical.
Papa scrapes bits of meat from the bottom of his cast-iron pan. “So, is this meal truck-worthy?” he asks. “I’m thinking of making it the special this weekend.”
“Totally,” Julien says. “You know I’d eat at Zara’s every day if it wouldn’t hurt my mom’s feelings.”
I tuck a section of his long auburn hair behind his ear, grinning at his mama’s-boy moment. The thing is, he means every word, and that makes him, like, the sweetest ever. If we weren’t so deep in the “friend zone,” we’d probably lament all over each other about Dante. I mean, I guess he’s generally what most would consider hot. I don’t dwell on that, though. My neurotransmitters are not interested.
“It’s a winner, Papa,” I say. “There’s a reason your food truck has a line down the block even when it’s subzero.”
He winks, then clasps his worn hands together. “Speaking of Zara, your ma’s working a forty-eight. Overtime tomorrow and teaching CPR the morning after that.”
I catch his disappointment. He worries enough with Ma being a firefighter. We both do. And the extra hours don’t help.
“Take her a plate of food for me, eh?” he asks.
“Yeah. I can do that,” I say. “I’m volunteering at the hospital anyway. I’ll catch up with her there.”
“You’ve been volunteering a lot,” Julien says.
I nod, because yes, I do spend a significant amount of my time at the hospital. Just not as much as Julien thinks. And I leave out the part about sneaking down to the morgue.
I can’t with the guilt, so I chance leaning into him. When he doesn’t inch away, I snuggle in, his warm shoulder a perfect fit for mine.
“Sorry I missed you at school today,” I say.
Julien lets out a sigh. “How was it?”
I bite my lip. “It was…doable…survivable.”
Papa bangs around the kitchen, filling the silence.
“I went by your locker, just to check on your fans,” I joke. “You’re all good.”
“Thanks,” Julien answers, and because I know he really means it, I sit up and secretly vow I’ll do a better job of cheering him on.
“You’re coming to the game tonight, right?” he asks.
Papa and I exchange glances before I speak. “Of course,” we say in unison. Though we both know I can’t guarantee anything. The sun has finished setting. I can already feel the lure of a daytime death lying in wait—a sharp ache in the center of my chest. The sensation is different from when I’m close to Dante’s ghost, the longing anxiousness my chest endures every night when I go to her.
Julien hops off his stool, interrupting my thoughts.
“There’s somewhere I want to take you tomorrow night. A surprise.” He pats the top of my head, towering over me.
I tilt away. “That sounds scary. You know I don’t like surprises.”
Julien squeezes my arm, his eyes squinting at the corners. “You’ll like this one.”
Papa tips his chin at me like he’s urging me to go with it.
I squeeze Julien back. “K.”
Julien moves to go, and I stop him.
“Wait! Hair.”
He sits down again. “Have at it.”
I crisscross a tiny braid in the underside of the thick locks behind his ear—our good-luck pregame ritual.
Julien stands, then kisses the top of my head. “See you at the game,” he says halfway to the door. “And thanks for the grub, Papa V. It was fire.”
Papa waves him off, then gets to the cleaning.
Unlike the La Pointes’ museum-style décor, our interior is overcrowded and stuffed to the ceiling with Papa’s and Ma’s collections. I glimpse at the Frida Kahlo clock over the sink, the big hand splitting her bushy eyebrows. I’m pretty sure this explosion of color, Papa’s food, and south-of-the-border tchotchkes are their way of announcing who we are among the handful of mexicanos in Duluth. It’s a wonder Dante and I found each other. We used to joke that we must have zeroed in on the scent of burned tortillas on our clothes—which we both agree is the best smell in the world.
And though my parents never taught me Spanish, maybe there’s something to this saturation of my surroundings. Because Papa’s cooking and the papier-mâché fruit I’ve decided to rearrange kinda ground me. I’ve got roots somewhere, even if I don’t understand them.
The ravens are back, their impatient calls letting me know it’s time. I make them wait.
“Papa…” I dust off the bright yellow banana and place it between the peach and the apple, just like Ma hates because it looks like a penis and balls.
“Mmm-hmm.” He oils his cast-iron pan, then turns on the flame.
I fidget on my stool. “Have you ever wished you’d had…a kid who wasn’t like me?”
He turns around, wiping his hands on his stained apron. He smirks at my fruity design. “You mean one who does her own laundry and doesn’t leave boot prints all over my hardwood? A kid like that?”
I shrug, because we both know we’re not talking about the hardwood.
He sighs. “Where is this coming from, huh?”
I shrug again, because I don’t really know. These last three months have made me question everything. My purpose. The strength of my heart. The fact that I have a pig kidney in my backpack and I’m not grossed out.
“Ahh, Estrella, I know things have been difficult—at times, unbearable. Your life, the one you never asked for…so much death for a young girl to see—for anyone, really.”
My eyes water at Papa using my birth name, something he only does when he’s desperate for me to listen.
He presses his hand to his chest. “I wish with everything I possess that I could take away your pain—and that I had answers. But there is no magic antidote for this part of losing someone. Your sadness will run its course. And I’m here to talk if you need. To feed you…if you’ll let me. And maybe do some crying too. I’m here for you. Your ma too. With lots of chocolate.” Papa breaks off a piece of dark chocolate from an open bar, handing it to me.
I take the chocolate, Ma’s favorite. I’m wishing she was here too. It’s rarely the three of us anymore. And I miss her more when I’m home without her than I do when I’m the one who’s gone.
Papa scrunches his lips when I slide from my seat. My bones are beginning to float beneath my skin, my feet stripped of their weight. Ma and I have more in common than the earthly world will ever understand. I am being called. And like Ma’s first-responder life, mine is predictably dynamic too.
Papa’s witnessed the beginnings of my transition enough to recognize our conversation will have to wait.
We’ve come a long way since that first time. My becoming a Lechuza was as much of a surprise to my parents as it was to me. I turned thirteen, got my period, and shifted into a Lechuza later that night. It was…a lot.
There are no self-help books about how to manage the fact that your daughter is not only a surly teenager but also an owl of death. And forget about any resources for me. Talking about “the change” in health class did not cover my body literally turning inside out.
“I’m just gonna go,” I say as my breastbone presses against the underside of my skin.
Papa turns his back, though he knows my Lechuza side won’t reveal how the magic happens around humans. I can’t imagine the mountain of mess my situation would be if I spontaneously transformed in front of ordinary people.
“Don’t stay in your feathers too long,” he says, redrying a glass with the hem of his apron. “We’ve got a game to go to, remember? Meet you there, eh?”
I nod, though after our conversation last night, I’m aware his worries have nothing to do with the game.
I shove on my boots and make it out and off the porch. It’s been four years since my first time, but the pain of the shift still sets my jaw so tight, I fear I’ll bite through my own teeth. I can delay the change, make the dead wait, which pisses off the ravens. And normally I don’t care what those beady-eyed rats with wings think. But tonight I want silence. I want to do my duty and then get to her—and then to Julien’s game.
I accept the shift.
My bones pulse and stretch, shafts thinning as they morph from solid to hollow. My feet lift from the ground and I begin to spin. Faster and faster, I twist toward the sky—our rooftop, the snowy grounds, all of it smearing with the inky blue above. My eyes fix in their sockets, becoming immobile. I draw in what I know will be my last breath until I’m fully changed.
Chest tightening, my pectoral muscles plump over my rib cage. The hinges of my shoulders loosen, followed by a prickling sensation zipping down the length of my body. My skin peels apart like a ripe banana, and I lose myself in the spin.



A RACE WITH MY LOVE


My heart is as divided as the rest of me. One half wants to go back to the kitchen so Papa and I can go to the game together. The other is all about getting to Dante as soon as possible.
And just maybe, there is a tiny corner at the inferior tip of my left ventricle that pulsates for the new kid. Do I feel Jax there because that is the part of my anatomy that pumps rich oxygenated blood to the rest of my body? Because the few minutes I was with him, I swear I breathed deeper than I have in ages.
I distract myself from it all by making fast work of my delivery, a nice woman who slipped and hit her head in the bathtub. After we say our goodbyes and the sky accepts her, I use all my fast-twitch muscles getting to the shore. The surface of the Great Lake is dull and flat tonight, the moon hidden again behind snow-filled clouds. I sail over a dense patch of pine and cedar, grazing my belly across their tops before making my descent.
My talons touch down on the rocky beach adjacent to where Dante went through the ice. I hop over to our log, flit to the top, and wait. My head rotates the full way around, scanning for her. Heart racing in my chest, I don’t even try to settle it. Because this feels normal, like nothing has changed. Me anxiously waiting for Dante, who is perpetually late for absolutely everything.
I fluff my wings, hoping it’ll make me look less…I don’t know. Never mind. There’s no denying that I am a girl in feathers. Besides, Dante’s always been totally supportive of my choice to wear black on black every single day. I’m pretty sure my ebony plumes look like every other outfit I own.
Soft flakes of snow speckle the air, taking their time reaching the ground. I never let myself think about the details of that night, though it was snowing then too.
The forest is at my back, the lake ahead of me. Superior is a giant pool of liquid with a thin rim of ice around its perimeter. My gaze rests on the place she went down. The hole she made froze over right away, of course. Even though the ice rim isn’t as wide now as it was then, it’s just as smooth and deceiving, like a snare waiting for its next victim.
I look away. They haven’t found her yet. The search was suspended after several days of combing the frigid water. Eventually, the cold made it too dangerous to keep trying. And so my beautiful Dante is still down there, in a place my Lechuza can’t go. I’ve tried, only to discover the power of my wings is stronger than my will. Every attempt I’ve made ends the same—me unable to break the surface of the water, a magnetic force steering me skyward.
I tell myself the lake will reveal her when it’s good and ready, which may be never. Cold water has a way of keeping a body within its depths. I know this because I am the girl forever surrounded by the unfairness of mortality. And Dante is not my first drowning—I’ve had many deliveries where the body had been suspended in the deep.
The word is her parents have hired a private company to search for her when the weather allows. Until then, we wait. Her mother told me there will be no memorial until they have her back. She said this before shutting the door between us, the only closure either of us has had.
I should send the ravens. They’ve proven themselves to be expert finders, because they have tracked me down again, perching in the boughs above and swearing like sailors. They pursue me like it’s their sworn mission, as if they’ve got a say in anything I do. I’d like a moment with whoever picked the most annoying species on the planet for this task. Because these overachievers never miss a chance to tell me I’m terrible at being a Lechuza.
I spring from the log, rocketing toward the loudest one. They scatter, an explosion of black wings erupting from the tallest branches. They choose to leave me alone for now, taking with them a chorus of shrill warnings.
As I land back on my log, the sockets of my wings soften when a faint light illuminates the underside of the ice. Fun fact: spirits can be mischievous little rascals. Even as a Lechuza I can only see them when they choose to show themselves, which has made for some long nights. I’m still cursing the little boy who made me play hide-and-go-seek with him for five hours before he was ready to fly. Yeah, I totally crashed out in Miss Nelson’s class that afternoon.
Tonight Dante doesn’t make me wait too long. She emerges from the frozen lake like a selkie, or a mermaid dressed in running tights and the jacket she took from me with no intention of ever giving it back.
If my beak could form a smile, it would. The corners of my mouth strain against my stubborn will to try to make it happen.
I’ve always felt as if Dante could walk on water, and tonight she literally does, her Nikes lightly skimming the surface of Superior like a graceful dancer as she comes toward me and takes a seat.
I simply gaze at her, no words necessary.
The cross necklace she’s never without glints around her neck, a gift from her parents. There is a cramping in my talons when I look at it. All those times Dante dragged me to church with her, and I kneeled beside her. I asked the saints for answers. I tried to feel something—anything other than the swarm of butterflies in my stomach from my leg touching hers in a place that said we were bound for fire and brimstone because of who we loved.
Dante swore her parents didn’t know about us. But I think that is only what she wanted to believe, because I caught the way they watched us together. And maybe it was easier for Dante to pretend. Maybe it was easier for her parents too. Because I’m pretty sure it was impossible to miss the way Dante’s eyes fixed on me when there was too much space between us, and how she made me radiate when she was near.
She came into my life not long after I shifted for the first time. She showed me how to use tampons, and I told her about becoming a Lechuza. It seemed like an even trade. It took me five times to get the tampon thing right. My new friend was patient with me. And her loyalty never faltered after my Lechuza confession. She believed me without question, though I could show her no proof. She covered for me with Julien. All the times I missed games, dinners, and coffees, Dante took my place; thus the trio of us was born. Feigning migraines was her idea. And it was genius, because while I feel totally guilty lying to Julien, I will always fight to remain human in his eyes.
“You’re earlier than usual, my love,” she says, and I let it go.
I blink. “I’m fast. If I could skate, you’d be in a lot of trouble,” I joke, my words streaming from my mind and into hers.
She laughs with a faint snort, and my whole being aches. I can’t put my arm around her. Even a wing would do, but if I let myself get too close, I feel the pull of my heart wanting to be against hers. From there, my Lechuza would take her skyward, and she’d be gone forever. Neither of us is ready for that.
“Julien,” she says. “Is he here too?”
My head snaps over my shoulder.
Julien? Here?
“Umm, nope,” I say. “Does…does he come here too?”
Dante sighs. “Yeah. But I don’t think I’m supposed to tell you that.”
She seems distant tonight, like she’s dreaming out loud. She swirls her hand in the air, watching the flakes pass through her palm.
“This is cool, right?”
“Yeah,” I answer, all breezy, though my stomach is in a tight knot. I have to ask. “How often does Julien visit?”
“I’m not sure. Time is so strange now. But I do know he only comes when it’s light. He’s not like you, my night owl.” Dante smooths her braids over her shoulders, then clasps her hands in her lap. “And really, he can’t see or hear me. So it’s just me, sitting here and watching him cry. It’s…sad.”
I suck in a quick breath. It is sad, Julien coming here in secret. My best friend cries alone, sandwiched between thick trees and cold water. I’ve only seen him lose it once over Dante—in our forest the night she became a ghost. Why is he so afraid to let me in now? Do I even have the right to be hurt? It’s not as if I’m running to him for support either.
I watch Dante tease the flurries, remembering how perfectly her hand fit into mine, how her fingertips delicately pushed fabric through her sewing machine.
“Jules cries because I’m dead,” she says. “And I can’t tell him I’m sorry.”
My beak creases shut. There are a lot of things I can’t do, one of which is nod in agreement. “This is not your fault,” I say. “You don’t owe anyone an apology.”
Closing my eyes for a moment, I imagine her whole again.
“Okay then,” she says. “How did it happen?”
“How’d what happen?”
“This.” Dante waves her hands over her ghostly body.
Sometimes my feathers have a mind of their own, which is why they’re parting down the center of my back and letting the icy air shock me into stick-straight posture. Dante and I have talked about what happened that night, how she went through the ice and there was nothing I could do to reach her. Why has she forgotten?
I twist my left foot away from her until the rest of my body follows. “Do you remember which dress of yours is my favorite?” I ask.
Dante’s energy warms my back. “The fifties retro, the one I hemmed with midnight blue lace,” she answers.
“Hundred percent.” I sigh and whirl around, finding her with her palms clasped together. There is a faint pinkish-violet aura radiating from her silhouette, like the northern lights we used to chase.
She smiles, her earlier question seemingly forgotten, and I don’t know if that should concern me or be a relief.
Dante jumps up. “Dance with me.” She holds out her hands.
My stomach knots. “You know I want to, but we can’t get that close. And…I don’t even have arms.”
“Oh, right.” Her head hangs as she floats back down next to me, and now I feel even worse.
“Hey,” she says. “School today, right? How’d it go?”
My mind immediately shuts everything out but last period, Jax, and the ride home. I snap my beak a few times. How do I explain something I’m so confused about myself?
Stalling, I shake out my tail feathers.
“That bad, huh?” Dante tilts her head, peering past my nervous blinks.
“Not really. I mean, it’s school. How spectacular can it get?”
She grins, and I can tell she’s not thinking about us. “I don’t know,” she says. “I really miss game days. The hype. The energy, even though the girls’ team only got a fraction of attention compared to the boys’.”
I sink onto my back claws. Here I am, complaining about having to go to school, when Dante will never again meet me at our locker. Gone are her game days and debating with our history teacher about the significance of fashion during World War II.
She perks up. “Well, what kind of agate did you bring me?”
Damn. I totally forgot to stop on the way like I promised.
“Dante…I—”
“You forgot,” she interrupts.
“Yeah.”
“That’s okay.”
“No, it’s not. I’ll bring you one next time.”
Our conversation has switched to quick bursts, like it does when she’s ready to go.
My eyes telescope through her ethereal luminescence. She’s hazier than yesterday, the folds in her jacket less defined. I don’t want to believe what reality is shouting at me. Four weeks ago we talked for hours. Last week she left after a few minutes. And now she’s already wandering into the forest, a stream of iridescent light trailing close behind.
I fly after her. “Where are you going?”
She sweeps her hand through a tree trunk. “I’m going for a run. You wanna race?”
I perk up. “Always and forever,” I say, because another answer does not exist.
My end feathers quiver as the downy plumes next to my skin stand at attention. Somewhere inside us we are still Dante and Noche.
We take to the trail, where we ran together that fateful night. I thought it would be our last, but Dante is proving me wrong. I’d say we’ve gone back in time, and things are how they used to be, because I haven’t run a trail since. But then Dante’s ghostly legs pull her ahead and I flap my wings, surging my speed. Forget normal. Racing Dante’s ghost is by far the strangest and best thing all at once. We’re covering serious ground, racing well past the end of the path. The forest becomes dense, shifting from old-growth trunks scattered amid the spring underbrush to tightly packed evergreens. My agility is pushed to the limits as I pursue her, dodging trees like a swift, airborne serpent. Only when my wing smacks a panel of thick bark am I forced to respect the fickleness of my capabilities. I am racing. Not performing my Lechuza duties. My ability to pass through solid objects abandons me when my passenger does.
“Slow up, Dante,” I call after her. She is widening her lead, and I’ll never hear the end of it. She hasn’t beat me in, well, never. And I am way too competitive to let her win just because she’s dead.
“I’ll catch you later!” she calls back to me, her playful giggle hanging on the wind.
I catch a glimpse of her ducking behind a tree in the distance. When I reach the spot, she has vanished. I circle around, singing out to her.
Dante’s ghostly laugh echoes in the distance, as if it’s coming toward me from every direction. I hover and wait until there is only silence.



SOMETIMES, ONLY YOUR MA WILL DO


Well into the night I exhaust myself searching for any sign of Dante, above and below the trees, out over the water, and along the road following the lake. I tell myself she couldn’t have gone far, when really I have no idea how much she wanders when I’m not with her. Until tonight I assumed she stayed close to the lake, which now seems like a ridiculous theory. This is Dante Fuentes we’re talking about, the girl who couldn’t sit through an entire class without getting up to stretch in the back of the room.
And she was right when she said time is so strange now. I let myself believe I could make Julien’s game, and here I am, still in my feathers, as a bright orange seam rises over the horizon. I’ve been out all night.
My bird brain struggles to hash out what I’ll say to him. The excuses usually come easily to me, but now I’m drawing a blank. Maybe that is because I’ve finally run out of reasons he’ll believe.
I land heavily on a saggy branch, letting the weight of my head hang. I’m so annoyed with myself, if I could roll my eyes, I would. Dante ditched me, and Julien probably won’t be far behind. When my empty stomach won’t let me concentrate on anything else, I give my self-loathing a break and set off for the hunt.
The first time I ate like an owl, I stayed in bed for two days, totally disgusted with what I’d done. After that I overcorrected and proceeded to stuff my human face with everything and anything so my birdbrain hypothalamus wouldn’t beg to scarf a rodent whole.
Lately, no matter what I do, I gravitate toward the raptor method. The chase is half the fun. And though Papa’s rellenos are to die for, they do not light up my center when they scurry off my plate.
My insides ignite and I launch from my perch. Beak down, I drop several feet in a matter of seconds. I am over an open field dusted with new snow. My ear canals are set at the sides of my head, directly behind my eyes. And their asymmetry is helping me zoom in on some rustling beneath the snow—from the sounds of it, my plump, furry dinner. I hesitate, circling my prey, wondering what bio class would find inside me if I were the one pinned to a tray. Would they see a human stomach? Or would they tear apart my gizzard, the organ that allows me to regurgitate the bones and fur of my prey by tomorrow afternoon?
The sun has joined me, reflecting an orangish glow on my belly. In the distance the ravens are causing a fuss again. But I’m bordering on hangry, so I zero in and rocket toward the ground for the strike. I smash and grab before my food burrows any deeper. Snow spatters my face, obscuring my view as I leave the ground with my catch. A murky shadow zips past, striking my tail feathers. I tumble into a spin, righting myself just before I crash into the snowbank. I abandon my kill and shoot skyward—a raven daring to attempt to steal my food. It has to be.
This is war.
Every territorial molecule in my body fires at once, urging me to defend my airspace.
I cover the sky in seconds, anticipating another flyby. But when I return to where I started, I find I am totally alone. Soaring low, I inhale through my nostrils, trying to catch a whiff of the intruder because the rest of my owl super senses are showing me nothing.
There is no way a clunky raven could elude me so seamlessly. Was I just buzzed by another owl? Or was it something supernatural—another Lechuza? The possibility is impossible to fathom. I’ve never met another like me, though statistically I know they must be out there. I can’t be the only one, right? I am not carrying the load of the world’s deaths on my wings. These are things I’ve always wondered about. In fact, most of the time it’s questions like these that fill the empty spaces of my thoughts.
I stake out the area from a high vantage point, waiting and, if I’m being honest, hoping for another round so I can claw out an explanation from my attacker. Soon my lower eyelids rise to close as the night transitions to early morning. I decide I’ll have to let it go if I’m ever going to get some sleep in my human bed.
Dipping down to pluck my dead prey from the snow, I grasp the mouse between my talons and carry it to a flat, stable branch to finish it off. Then I’m homeward bound.




I sleep like a phantom, stalking my dreams from afar as if they belong to someone else. My restless mind struggles to grasp anything that makes sense until I hear Papa in the kitchen, wrestling with the pots and pans.
In a world that is constantly trying to end us, the sounds of Papa brewing his pour-over coffee, the toast popping up, and dishes clanking in the sink relax me in a way only being safe at home can.
My clock tells me it’s noon when I crack an eye open and wait for the wooden rafters of my ceiling to come into focus. I lie still for a while, replaying the night before. I really am living a nightmare. Dante’s on the loose, Julien probably hates me, and for whatever reason, there’s a rogue raptor out to get me.
“Noche,” Papa calls from below.
I sit up. “Yeah?”
“I’m headed to work. I left you breakfast. And remember to come by the truck for some lunch to take to your ma, okay?”
“K. Thanks,” I say, though I’d totally forgotten about volunteering at the hospital and bringing Ma lunch.
Collapsing back against my pillow, I work out how much time I’ve got to waste before my one o’clock shift, because I’m feeling lazy-tailed, as Ma puts it.
The sun casts its midday light through my giant half-moon window. The panes fan across the glass like a spiderweb, casting their faint shadows on my rough floors.
I stretch my arms overhead and manage to reach the switch next to me, flicking it on. Strings of white bulbs illuminate my dusky attic space, instantly transforming it to a twilight sky.
My nineties grunge poster posse stares down at me from my ceiling like they’ve become celestial stars. My gaze shifts from Nirvana’s Kurt Cobain to Alice in Chains’s Layne Staley. I wave my hand through the air like Dante did, wondering if they really did become part of the stars. If there really is another Lechuza in my territory, maybe they will have answers for me? Maybe they will be able to tell me why my shift back to Noche this morning hammered my bones like never before.
My muscles ache when I get to my feet. I shuffle across the room with a solid plan to change into something clean but stop at Papa’s old CD player that’s collecting dust in the corner instead. Flipping through a stack, I pause at an empty sleeve, the Mad Season album I lent Dante because I desperately wanted her to listen to track three and become obsessed.
Never happened.
Slipping another disc from its envelope, I open the player, blow away the dust inside, and set in the CD. When I press play, my insides fire up, and now I’m moving. I pluck a black T-shirt from a laundry basket of clean stuff. It’s wrinkled but smells like bottled outdoors, which will do.
I peel off my Nirvana tee, then press it against my nose. When I inhale, I fool myself into believing there’s a faint essence of peppermint and rosemary. I ball up the shirt and stuff it inside my pillowcase.
I don’t bother changing my jeans. I’ll be exchanging everything for scrubs once I get to the hospital anyway. My Moon Boots are a no-go since I’ll be taking our snow-worthy fat-tire bike into town. Besides, my astronaut cinderblocks don’t exactly cooperate with the shoe covers the hospital requires me to wear.
Scooping up a pair of black tennis shoes, I climb down my hatch.
Our house is huge, most of it still under the renovations that’ll never happen because there isn’t enough money or time in the day. Papa says we got it cheap because it’s a “fixer.” So far the only fixing happening is his food in the kitchen, an Ikea living room makeover, and Ma and Papa’s bedroom.
When I pass by their room, I pause in the doorway. Papa always makes the bed, being sure to keep Ma’s pillows fluffed even when she’s out on duty overnight. I wish she was here for his morning pour-overs more often. Then maybe we could talk about stuff. Because though she saves people and I deliver souls after death, we understand each other like no one else can.
There is a plate of toast smeared with Nutella and a glass of milk on the counter. Papa drew a heart in the chocolate spread, but still I can’t eat it. I rub my stomach, totally full after the hunt. And by the way my gut is squirreling around, I’m close to ridding myself of what my stomach won’t digest.
I down a giant glass of water. The wind rattles the kitchen window. Outside, the trees bend and sway, a thin layer of loose snow skimming across our frozen lawn. I grip the countertop, thinking about Dante out there in the cold. And then I remember she is a ghost, and I am plummeting all over again.
I spot Jax’s jacket, still where I left it, draped over a chair. I go to it, running my hand down the soft leather, then lift it to my face, rubbing it against my cheek. My muscles go soft. I slip into the jacket and shove my hands inside the pockets. My fingers find what feels like a quarter, a dime, a balled-up gum wrapper, and a small piece of paper. I fish out the paper, reading the scribbles.
Dr. Canlis 1:30 Saturday Feb 27th
Canlis. I know the name: a cardiologist on the third floor of Duluth General. And today is the twenty-seventh….
No. I can’t, I tell myself, shutting down any ideas of stalking Jax at the hospital. And for what reason? We barely know each other, and this is none of my business.
Quickly peeling off his jacket, I exchange it for my puffer. My helmet comes with me too, from the hook by the door, and I’m out. I stop midway off the porch. The bike is gone, our van parked in the circular driveway.
Papa took the bike and left me the van.
I lean against the railing. He thinks he’s making things easier for me, when in fact I’d much rather take the bike. Our old white-and-blue van guzzles gas, sounds like a bucket of broken bolts, and looks like a cooler on wheels.
Tossing my helmet onto the porch swing, I go back inside for the keys. I don’t drive much. Julien has way better options, my only one being our van, which Dante affectionately named Vangina.
I get in and start up Vangina. She protests for a try or two and then gives in.
When I pull into the parking lot by the train station, Zara’s lunch rush is in full swing. Papa’s truck has a long line, people bundled up and braving the cold for the Special of the Day, the one he concocted last night.
Vangina rumbles louder as I slow up and park. Papa must’ve heard me coming, because he’s peeking his head out the side door of the truck, swinging a paper bag.
I jump out and jog to meet him.
“Thanks,” I say, taking the bag. Melted jack cheese and picante wafts from the warm package. “Enchiladas?” I ask.
“Yep.”
“I can take the bike and leave the van here if you want,” I say.
Papa waves me off, oblivious to my pleading, then stretches an arm inside the truck to flip something on the grill.
“Nah. I need the exercise anyway.” He pats his nonexistent belly.
“K,” I say, backing away. “I’m heading out with Julien after my shift, remember?” Though I’m not sure anything’s happening now after my no-show.
Papa grins. “I do. For that surprise he’s got planned.” He raises his eyebrows like there’s something heart-eyed about my plans with Julien.
I cringe. “Not gonna happen, Papa.”
He shakes his head, and I catch the disappointment in his eyes. “I’m there in a minute!” he calls to his second-in-command, who is buried in orders. Papa kisses his hand, then presses his palm against the top of my head. “Say hi to your ma for me, okay, kid?”
“Will do,” I say, though I doubt I’ll see her at all. She’s assigned to the medic unit this month, which means she’s always busy.
I go back to Vangina and bask in the glory of her starting on the first try.
At the hospital, I head straight for the ER, punching in the code to open the double doors.
“Noche!” another volunteer orderly calls to me from down the hall. His arms shoot straight over his head like I’ve scored a touchdown.
“Hey, Gus,” I say as I walk past and high-five him. He’s my favorite and he knows it.
“It’s the dream team today, people!” he yells.
I shush him, but a few nurses are already clapping. I guess I should say we are the favorites. The dream team is lightning fast and efficient, and we never complain when asked to help clean up vomit or poo, or to push someone all the way down to radiology, which is on the other side of the sprawling building. And besides, Papa gives all healthcare workers a discount at Zara’s, and Gus brings the good snacks.
He follows me into the break room with two giant bags of Doritos.
“I had to spare my kids from this poison,” he jokes all bright-eyed, reminding me how far he’s come.
As I watch him set up the snacks, I can’t believe he was ever different from the Gus I know. He was assigned this volunteer position two years ago as part of his rehab community service. He’s shared stories about sleeping under bridges in the dead of winter. It’s a miracle I was never called to him in my other uniform.
Gus once told me that even though he has a steady job now, and his wife and kids are back in his life, he’s not ready to let go of the people who saved him. So he stays. And I’m glad for it. Because not only is Gus an inspiration, but he also doesn’t question my own need to escape to the basement morgue.
“What is that glorious smell?” he asks.
I hold up the bag. “Zara’s enchiladas for Ma.”
Gus shakes his head when his phone pings. He glances at it. “Gotta take room five to CT. But you’d better hope your ma gets here before I’m back, or those’ll be long gone.”
I smile. “I’ll bring you some next time.”
“Deal.”
Placing the bag of food on the counter, I scribble a fast note for Ma, adding a small heart in the corner. I fold the note, and I’m about to stick it inside the bag when she opens the door.
“Noche,” she says with a hint of wonder. Glancing at the calendar on the wall, she says, “That’s right. It’s Saturday.”
I don’t say anything. I just fall against her.
She squeezes me tight. Her uniform smells like diesel and rubbing alcohol. She smells like Ma.
“What is this, my night owl?” she asks.
I have no answer. My reaction is as much of a surprise to me. All I’m sure of is the weight of yesterday, and all the confusion it brought, feels manageable in her arms. I guess sometimes Ma is all I need.
“Well, I miss you too,” she says, holding me at arm’s length. “How was school yesterday?”
I shrug.
“That good, huh?”
“You sound like Dante,” I say before realizing.
Ma’s eyebrows rise to perfect points. “Do I now?”
I bite my lip. “Like something she would’ve said, you know?”
She regards me for a moment, which makes me fidget. Her gaze flicks to my half-brushed hair before it rests on the jeans I’m never out of anymore.
“Is that for me?” she asks.
“Yep.” I hand her the enchiladas. “Papa made you lunch.”
Ma doesn’t take the bag. Instead, she pulls out her topknotted hair, redoing it in a tighter bun. “Why don’t you take them? I doubt I’ll have time to eat. I have so many reports to write. I’m down at least four.”
Placing the bag on the counter, I tuck back a few strands of hair she missed.
“I already ate,” I say. “And you need to too. Forget the reports.”
Ma chuckles. “Tell that to my chief, yeah?” She grips the back of the chair next to her. “We had a messy cardiac arrest yesterday. Brought him straight here to the cardiac cath lab. I don’t know…I think he made it.” She’s fishing, and I hate to give her the bad news, but I can see she needs to know.
“Bob was a really nice guy. I’m sorry, Ma.”
She sighs, her shoulders sinking. “Yeah, well…”
“Uhh, you’ll be home tomorrow, right?” I ask. “You’ll be able to chill for a couple of days?”
She opens the mini fridge that’s filled with pop, juices, and milk for the EMS crews. Grabbing a diet soda, she pops the top.
“I should be,” she says, taking a gulp. “After I’m done teaching the CPR class. Which reminds me, doesn’t your certification card expire in May? I’ve got another class coming up in April.”
I blow out a long exhale.
“Noche, it’s an important lifesaving skill. And required for this volunteer position.”
I know when I’m losing the battle against Ma. “K, I’ll get myself in one of those classes,” I say, though I never see the point. We all die, and eventually no amount of chest compression in the world will stop it from happening. Bob is proof of that.
“I’ll save a spot for you up front,” Ma says.
The dark circles under her eyes, and her grayish pale skin from lack of sleep, push me to be blunt with her. “You don’t look good, Ma. You need a break.” I stare at her scuffed boots. “Maybe we could, I don’t know, do something tomorrow. All three of us.”
Ma gulps down more diet pop, then snatches a few packets of saltine crackers from the basket by the microwave. “I’ll get my break tomorrow. No worries about me, okay?”
“Okay,” I say, anxious she’s leaving already. “See you in the morning. Or maybe here again, if you have another call.”
She holds my gaze for a beat, and I see past her tiredness. She grins, the light in her hazel eyes warming my center. “Thank you for the hug,” she says. “It was really nice.”
“Anytime.”
I needed Ma today. I could spill it all, confess about keeping Dante’s ghost, and how I’m dying inside because I lost track of her last night. I could tell her how confused I am about Jax, and how I’ve messed up yet again with Julien.
She leans in and kisses the top of my head. “Be safe.”
“You too,” I say, and watch her go without the enchiladas.



THE SCIENCE OF SERENDIPITY


After changing from my street clothes into my light blue scrubs, I’m called to the sixth floor to wheel a discharged patient to the main floor for pickup. I leave the bag of Zara’s on the counter in the break room, totally expecting the enchiladas to be in Gus’s stomach within the hour.
I punch the up button for the elevator, my own stomach churning in a familiar way. Swallowing hard calms things a little, but I’m kicking myself for giving in to my owl instincts. Because here I am, in a crowded hospital, about to revisit what my conflicted anatomy won’t digest.
Patience is wasted on me, so I push the up button a dozen more times until I’m pretty sure I’ve glitched the entire system.
I go for the stairs, running up several floors until I slam into someone rounding the corner.
“Whoa!” my victim says.
I’ve been in this position many times before, chest to chest with a total stranger. But then I look up. “Jax!” I blurt, untangling myself from his arms.
“Noche…uhhh, hi.” Jax steps back. It’s only for a second, but his hands totally linger in mine, and I’m suddenly all tingles with nowhere to look but at the floor.
“Visiting someone?” I ask.
“Umm.” Jax grips the railing, his chest heaving like he’s out of breath. “The elevator was taking too long, and then we went up one floor too many, so here we are…meeting in the stairwell on floor…three and a half.”
I throw my hands up, amused with his uneasiness. “What are the odds?”
It’s then I realize there’s a woman with him. Someone related, by the way they look so much alike. She rests her hand on his shoulder as if to calm him.
“Hi. I’m Sua, Jax’s mom.”
They share the same warm smile. “Nice to meet you, Sua. I’m…”
What am I?
“I’m Jax’s lab partner, Noche. From school.”
Sua nods her head like she gets it now. “Ah, the lab partner. It’s nice to meet you too, Noche.”
Jax’s face reddens, and he shuffles his feet. He’s nothing like he was he was during our ride yesterday, all his confidence sucked right out of him. And I can’t ignore the blueish tint to his skin, which I wasn’t imagining yesterday.
“You work here?” He gestures to my badge, then yanks his baseball hat down over his eyes.
Why is he being so weird?
I wipe my forehead. “I volunteer.”
Okay, so we’re both being weird. I’m getting all clammy. And then I remember. My leftovers from last night. They’re on their way out. Right. Now.
There’s no time to do anything but beeline down to floor three and fall through the door. I spot a waste receptacle on the opposite wall by the elevators.
I hear Jax and his mom on my heels as I lean over the can marked COMPOST. Well, I’m not wrong.
It’s called an owl pellet, the thing ascending my throat this very moment in front of Jax, his mom, the gods, and anyone else unfortunate enough to pass by. It’s what’s left of the meal I swallowed whole—a slimy gray blob filled with rodent fur, bones, and teeth. And now my lab partner and Sua are going to witness me coughing it up like a cat who’s licked itself too much.
“Are you okay?” Jax and his mom say in unison as I grab the sides of the container and go for it.
I feel a hand on my back and wave it off.
My shoulders arch, pushing my chin forward. I can’t swallow anymore. Can’t talk either.
I cough, one big disgusting retching hack, and the pellet pops up from the back of my throat and into my mouth. I spit it on top of a pile of banana peels, apple cores, and paper napkins.
I feel instantly better, but less so when I catch a glimpse of Jax’s face warped with worry.
Standing up, I brush my hair from my face. “I’m good.”
“Uhh, you sure?” Jax asks.
“Hundred percent,” I say, when really I’m hovering somewhere around zero and totally thinking about bolting.
Jax keeps his distance, his arms crossing his chest like I might barf all over his Stone Temple Pilots shirt at any moment.
Sua steps closer as I put myself between her and the compost can. “Your eyes,” she gasps. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a color. They’re gorgeous.”
“Mom,” Jax says. “She just threw up. Can you not?”
“Right. I’m so sorry,” she says. “Yes. Are you sure you’re okay, Noche?”
Of course I’m not okay. Haven’t been in years. But I’ve gotten good at faking it. So I say, “Yeah. I’m fine. Must’ve been something I ate.”
Mortified, I hug myself after discovering the armpit sweat circles showing through my light blue scrubs.
Jax tugs at Sua’s sleeve, obviously ready to get the heck away from me. “We’ve gotta go. I’m glad you’re all good, Noche. See you Monday.”
“Mmm-hmm…. Monday, then,” I mutter as my phone pings.
“It was nice meeting you, Noche,” Sua says. “I’m sure you two will make wonderful lab partners.”
This last statement sounds loaded, and I’m pretty sure I catch a tiny wink from Sua. And now Jax is practically dragging her down the hall.
I watch them go. When they head straight for the cardiology department, I’m reminded of the scar I saw on Jax’s chest and the note I found in his jacket. I sink into the nearest chair. Fate, simple timing, whatever this was: I wanted to run into Jax today, and then when I decided to leave it alone, we found each other anyway. How did I end up being the one with the big reveal? I just showed him a part of myself I’d like to keep secret from pretty much everyone.
I fall back and close my eyes.
Why do I care? I’ll give him back his jacket on Monday and probably never talk to him again.
“You slacker,” Gus says, suddenly peering down at me.
“I’m having a moment,” I say, fanning my top.
“The kind where you need me to cover for you?”
I stand up. “Yeah. You mind?”
“Nope,” he says.
“Thanks.” I punch him in his giant bicep. “Floor six has a discharge. And the Zara’s is all yours. I left it in the break room for you.”
I press my thumbs into my throbbing temples.
“Sweet. Thanks.” Gus rubs his dry, wrinkled knuckles together. “You all right?”
The way Gus is looking at me, with his eyes all soft and squinty with genuine concern, I want to say screw it and dump all my drama in his lap here and now. He seems like the kind of person who’d know all the right things to say—the kind of person who would be kind no matter what insane tea I’m spilling.
But I’m not that brave. And though my head feels like a thousand pounds on my shoulders, I suck in a breath and say, “I’m totally fine.”
I turn away and head for the stairs leading down.



THE MORGUE


I smell them before I reach the cold metal doors. Unlike full-blooded humans, my nose can detect even the faintest scent of decay, a result of the heightened senses that seem to come with my being a Lechuza. So when I skulk inside the morgue, it’s like a giant odiferous death slap in the face.
I cross the threshold under the harsh glow of the fluorescents. The refrigerated room washes over me like winter in heaven, and I already feel the sweat drying on my face. Creeping around the corner to make sure no one else is here but Yani, I relax when I spot the medical examiner working at his desk. And because you never sneak up on anyone in the morgue, I give a little whistle before I reach the door to his office.
“Hey, Yani,” I say with a wave.
He looks up at me over his glasses. “Noche. Just in time. I’ve got some belongings for you to bag if you want. They’ve already been inventoried.”
“Sure,” I say with way too much enthusiasm.
This doesn’t rattle Yani at all. I’m pretty sure he thinks I’m a strange morbid kid, which is why we totally get each other.
He went to high school with Ma. And I’m suspicious of the crush he might still have on her. But it’s probably why he lets me get away with being here, so who am I to judge?
I make my way to the metal table in the back corner of the exam room. Everyone is tucked away in their drawers, so it’s just me and three piles of belongings. The souls that belong to the bodies in here are long gone to the stars by way of my wings. And for this I’m grateful. The morgue is where I find peace—my zen. There are no nagging ravens here. No lure of a soul tugging at my heavy heart. Just dead silence.
I pluck a pair of gloves from a box mounted on the wall and pull them on.
The first pile belongs to “Jane Doe,” number 238572. She went into my spreadsheet as Woman found under the interstate bridge. Approximate age, 30. A couple of days ago, when I was here, I acquired a piece of yellow yarn from the puffball on top of her hat.
I pause, Gus on my mind. It’s fleeting, but for a moment I believe in miracles. Because somehow Gus made it through two winters under the same bridge.
The next stack is number 238573, a reflective T-shirt and a pair of work pants. I wrote him in as Raúl Gómez. 45 years old. Man in the hole. It was a construction accident. And I have the wrapper from the gum he chewed the entire way to the sky. We connected in a way he’ll never know. Another mexicano, a scarce encounter in my northern Minnesota world.
Last is Bob.
He looked like the plaid flannel type of guy, so I’m not surprised I’m packing up a red-and-black button-up, jeans, and brown boots. There is a loose button on his shirt, and I take advantage. It pops off easily and drops just as quickly into the pocket of my scrubs.
I find nothing from my hospice passenger, because she’s not here. That said, I can’t complain. I got pretty lucky this week. I can’t always collect my mementos from the morgue. Not everyone ends up in this basement. Some people go straight to the funeral home to be embalmed. And I’ve tried talking my way into several of those sessions. None went well. I’m flagged as a “Do Not Allow Entry” at Morton and Sons down the street.
Sometimes a physical body is never found. In both cases, I have to resort to claiming defeat, which is just one more thing I’ve learned to live with.
I’m finishing up with the belongings when I hear Yani’s rolling chair push back.
“I’ve got an interview to do,” he calls from his office.
What he means is he has an autopsy to perform, and I’m not supposed to be here for those. Then again, I’m not supposed to be down here at all, so it’s just a formality when he informs me ahead of time. Because he never kicks me out. In fact, we’ve gone rounds arguing over which is the better first incision—the Y or the I.
Y all the way for me. Once it’s sutured, there’s less chance of its being visible during an open casket.
My mind wanders to Jax. I’ve seen my share of cardiac surgery scars, and after today, watching him go into the cardiology wing, I’m wondering if it’s a good idea for us to be lab partners. Could it be I’m drawn to him because he is sick? I am forever trapped between the dead and the living. Is it then impossible to believe I possess the ability to sense future passengers? When I’m near him, is the flutter inside my chest simply warning my already broken heart?
Yani opens Jane Doe’s door and slides her out. Shaking away my thoughts as if I have my feathers, I roll a bed over, locking it into place next to Jane’s table. I grasp the edges of the tarp beneath her. Yani goes to her top end, doing the same.
“Ready?” he asks.
“Yep,” I say, and we drag Jane and the tarp over to the wheeled bed.
She weighs next to nothing, like she did when I took her above the clouds. Jane Doe, a ghost in both worlds. I close my eyes, imagining who she was when she took air in and out of her lungs, because there is no one here to tell us her story. Jane didn’t offer much when she was my passenger. But maybe she liked the color yellow.
Yani prepares his instruments, and I swipe her matted hair away from her ear.
“Give her the Y, okay?” I say.
“I doubt this one’ll get the open-casket treatment,” he says.
“I know. It just seems like the right thing to do. Just in case.”
Yani doesn’t argue. Maybe it’s because my eyes are beginning to water.
When he starts his cut, my thoughts meander to a place where I’m the one on top of a clear plastic tarp. What would Yani find inside my Y incision? Would I have a dual-chambered stomach like my feathered relatives?
I catch myself tipping my head in a contorted way so I can scratch the top. When I am human, my Lechuza form eternally hovers beneath my solid bones. This is not true the other way around. I can think like Noche when I am in my feathers. But I sense nothing of my mammalian body parts.
In bio class, Miss Nelson lectures about physiology and how the body is like a car engine. The failure of one part causes a domino response, affecting the function of everything connected to it. Is this how I work? Do things that happen to me as a Lechuza impact my human form? If I cracked a wing maneuvering in a tight stand of tree trunks, what would that mean for my Noche arms? Am I truly a being of science or forever a celestial mystery?
I chance it, letting my head swivel past my shoulder to the far corner, where the wall meets the ceiling. There are no windows to the living world down here in the morgue. Only cold artificial light. But after last night, I believe she’s out there somewhere, another like me who carries the answers to what it means to be a Lechuza. Maybe she followed me here? Or maybe she’s walking around on her human legs too, waiting to be called to duty. Either way, my toes are buzzing beneath my shoe covers as I imagine our next encounter and all the things I’ll demand to know.
Once Yani has Jane open, I hand him the bone saw.
He takes his time with this part, sawing through her sternum until he can remove her ribs in one piece like a plate of armor.
We both lean in closer when her organs are exposed. I start where Jane’s trachea bifurcates, my gaze tracing the right main stem of her bronchi to where it connects to her lung. The science, the puzzle of digging into the physiology—examining the human body grounds me in a world where half of my existence is a supernatural enigma.
“It’s no wonder she didn’t make it out there in the cold,” Yani says, examining her skin and the layers beneath. “Her body fat composition is next to nil. I don’t need a calculator to know her probability of survival was the same.”
He sighs with a frown. Yani does this. Talks to himself more than me when he’s letting in the gloom.
I peel open one of Jane’s eyelids, though I remember what color they were. Aqua-green. I smooth her lid back to sleep mode.
“Anterior mediastinum organs are unremarkable at first glance,” Yani dictates to the phone recording on the table next to us.
Unremarkable. Is that what I wish my insides to be?
All my usual morgue warm fuzzies abandon me, leaving more questions. Jane was born with ordinary physiology, and yet, as with the other two tucked away in their metal drawers, I witnessed her supernatural flight to the ceiling of our world. My brain hurts from how twisted it all is.
I take a step back from Jane.
My phone vibrates, and I jump.
Peeling off my gloves, I fish it from my back pocket.
GUS
Hey. We’ve got a twofer in the ER going to the floor for admit. You good to go?
NOCHE
Be there in five.
“I’ve gotta go,” I tell Yani. And for once I’m ready to get my butt aboveground. “The belongings are bagged and tagged.”
He nods as he pulls back the bottom half of Jane’s liver. “I’ll let you know if anyone comes in for this Jane.”
“Thanks,” I say, grateful Yani gets that I need to know.
He doesn’t ask why. He doesn’t have to. Because though he’s hyperfocused on the task at hand, I see how carefully he’s examining Jane’s organs. The dead deserve compassion too.
The stairs to the ER are deserted. No one wanders down here unless it’s the cops or family members.
Gus is waiting for me at the top, as if I need a lookout. Nevertheless, my cold skin warms at the sight of his infectious grin.
He smells like Zara’s.
“How did you find the time?” I ask.
“For what?”
“To stuff your face?”
Gus chuckles. “There’s always time for Zara’s enchiladas.” He rubs his full belly.
We make our way down the hall toward the stairs leading to the ER. I slow up at the cardiology department. And then again at the hospital chapel. Heat radiates from the small sanctuary, and I stop, fanning out my arms to bask in the warmth. The sun has come out, bright yellow light streaming into the hall from the diamond-shaped stained-glass window.



GRAFFITI GRAVEYARD


After showering and changing into a fresh pair of jeans, I wait on my front porch for Julien. He hasn’t texted me back or anything, so I’m waiting on faith that he’ll be here. I’m beginning to get that this is his version of being mad at me. Ghosting, then being totally late when he never is. And now I’m all nerves, waiting outside like a jilted prom date.
The ravens circle our house, though I don’t feel the lure of a recent death. This troubles me in a way that makes my hands shake, but I’ll have to let it go. Tonight, I swore to myself, I am all Julien’s.
I’m about to send him a “what’s up?” when I hear his truck coming down the driveway.
He stops at the bottom of our steps, and I hop in.
“Hey,” I say, fastening my seat belt.
“Hey,” he answers.
His scruffy hair is tied back like it was a rush job, which means he’s been “working.” I glance at his stained fingers all smudged with paint—light blue, grassy green, and ghostly white.
Julien must not be in a hurry, because we’re going nowhere. He clutches the wheel of the all-electric Rivian his parents just bought for him. This is the first time I’ve been inside, and it’s all sorts of weird, mostly because this truck contains no memory of Dante and never will.
I’m thinking I should apologize for my “headache” last night. And maybe that is what he’s waiting for. But then my defenses perk like the hair on my arms. Yeah, I lied. But I’d do it again to keep us us.
“Are we going somewhere?” I ask.
Julien messes with the flatscreen, changing the color scheme to earthy tones. “I’m feeling like shit because I’m mad at you for something you can’t help.”
My muscles seize. “What do you mean?”
“Your migraines. I know they’re out of your control. But I really wish you’d been there last night.”
I wince, folding my arms around my middle.
He rubs his chin, his fingers running over the scar from the stitches he got last year. It was a high stick to the face during another game I missed.
He presses his forehead against the wheel. “I know it’s crappy of me to make it an issue. But we had a packed arena. And it’s…it’s so empty without either of you there. With Dante gone, everything’s different, you know?”
I do.
I move to touch him, but he flinches.
Julien’s never been big on emotions. So this whole thing is throwing me off our steadfast axis. He rolls down his window, letting in the cold, clayish scent of earth attempting to thaw early.
I collapse against the back of my seat, pick a spot of bark on a pine tree, and stare at it until my eyes hurt.
We hardly ever talk about Dante. I guess I always thought we would eventually when it got easier. But now so much time has passed, it’s threatening to become like she was never part of us. And that hurts like hell. About as much as my best friend visiting Dante’s place of death and not telling me about it. It seems we’re both keeping secrets.
The top layer of snow managed to melt from the sunburst earlier, revealing the AGUA DE VIDA sign Dante painted for the ancient water pump in our garden.
“I miss her too,” I say, and it’s never been truer, sitting with Julien in the driver’s seat and Dante gone from her center backseat perch.
He fiddles with the screen again.
“Remember when she’d leave us hanging in the thread?” I ask.
Julien grins, and I swear the world instantly rights itself. “I still have the last one. It was about the sea. And hell if we figured it out, because she banned us from googling it.”
I laugh, and the way it knots up my stomach feels so good. “I still don’t know the punchline to that one.”
“Me neither.” Julien laughs too, and once he starts, we’re both totally gone. His rolling voice comes at me like winter storm waves on Superior. I’m overpowered by his undertow, eyes blurring, stomach cramping from all the belly cackling.
“Do you remember the one about the wiener dog?” I spew between chuckles. “The one with the…the thing?”
Julien nods furiously, totally reduced to short, wheezy bursts of air.
We wind down. I wipe my wet cheeks with the back of my hand.
When all is silent again and the night ravens begin their squawking in the distance, I tell Julien what he deserves to hear.
“I’m sorry I missed your game. I wish I could’ve been there.”
He nods again, this time closing his eyes like he’s found a bit of peace.
“Do you ever wonder where she is?” he asks. “I mean, if she’s somewhere else now?” Julien cracks his knuckles, something he does when he’s nervous. “My parents say they believe what our Sioux elders do, that the spirit walks for four days, westward, to the place where souls dwell.”
He shakes his head. “I don’t know. Maybe there’s just a whole lotta nothing after this, and Dante’s just a blank space where her energy used to be. Do you think it’s that?” He’s looking at me now, eyes wide and pleading, as if I have an answer that’ll disprove his last theory.
I shift around in my seat, unable to get comfortable. Yeah, I deliver the dead to the sky. But what comes next? A four-day journey? Purgatory at the pearly gates of heaven? I have no idea, and it’s clear Julien has been losing sleep over it as much as I have.
I swallow hard so I don’t start bawling. This new Julien, filled with sadness, is blowing my heart into smaller pieces.
“She’s still here, Jules,” I say, and for a nanosecond I’m thinking I’ll tell him everything.
But then I take a good look at my best friend, and the dark circles under his light brown eyes. He’s struggling more than I realized, and I haven’t been there for him. His truck is spotless, everything in its rightful place—sunglasses, pens, and packs of gum arranged perfectly in his center console, just as he needs things to be. Julien would never find a way to organize the chaos my Lechuza confession would bring.
“She’s everywhere, you know,” I continue. “In the locker I can’t bring myself to use anymore. In the text messages we save.” I run my hand along the dash. “Maybe not in here, though. Because this new car smell is smothering.” I fan my face.
Julien grins. “She would’ve sprayed that wildflower perfume she wore everywhere.”
I smile, though inside I’m tightening up again. Wildflower perfume. Julien was paying attention.
He puts the truck in drive, and we’re going.
The mood shifts as we coast down the lazy curves of the interstate. Julien’s leg bounces like he’s heading to a big game.
His new ride is totally silent, like my wings. Nothing like Vangina, Dante’s beater, or…Jax’s car.
As we make our way back to the city, my eyelids become heavy until I’m suspended somewhere between dreamland with Dante and vivid nagging memories of riding with Jax. I crack an eye open, half expecting to see a tape deck in place of Julien’s flat screen.
“You look nice tonight,” Julien says, bringing me back around.
I scrunch my lips. “Thanks.”
I’m seriously in wrinkled jeans, but I’ll take it. Because Julien is smiling as he slows to a stop at the Historic Union Depot.
We park.
“Wait here.” He jumps out, going to the tail of the truck.
It’s almost dark, the train station deserted. I take in my surroundings while he rummages around the back. The depot is quiet, tentacles of empty tracks funneling toward the old building and then away again, heading to the vast unknown.
I’ve rarely been anywhere outside of Duluth’s surrounding areas. I am linked to northern Minnesota, an unexplainable, physical connection anchoring me here like the museum ship that never sails from the harbor. What happens to my Lechuza if I leave my home base for too long? I’ve been too afraid to find out. But as I trace the paths of the rusty rails, my body lurches forward. I squint, then focus again, calling on my owl vision to let me see as far down the tracks as humanly possible.
My door opens, Julien offering his hand. I hesitate, then take it and step out.
“I can’t wait for you to see.” He drapes his arm around my shoulder.
“The train station.”
Julien steers us toward the empty tracks. “Not exactly.”
“Tell me,” I whine, slowing up a bit.
“You’ll see,” Julien says, all giddy. He takes my hand, pulling me along.
I don’t know what’s happening here, only that my feathers are standing on end beneath his touch. This “surprise” almost feels like…a date.
I’m scrambling to find any combo of words that’ll let Julien down easy. Something that says I love you, always, Julien—but only as a friend.
As he hikes up the backpack he pulled from the bed of the truck, I start to sweat. No matter what I do or say, there’s no way this won’t change our entire world. I’m a tornado inside with nowhere to take shelter.
I force my brain to focus on where we’re going, which appears to be nowhere good. We cross the tracks and head under the freeway overpass. The air is instantly cooler, the stench of rotting trash stinging my nose.
The night closes in around us, but my sight easily picks out a shadowy figure lurking in the distance. Gus is immediately on my mind, my chest aching.
I dig in my heels. “Okay, you’ve gotta give me something, Jules. This is…” I scan my surroundings, my raptor instincts taking over when the tiny squeak of a rodent rooting in the garbage piques my interest.
“This is your surprise,” Julien says, handing me a headlamp he’s just fished from his pack.
I take it. “What I’ve always wanted…a headlamp. Thanks.”
Julien socks me in the arm. “Put it on.” He stretches the band of his light over his wispy hair and switches it on.
“Whoa!” I block him with my hand until he looks away.
“Sorry,” he chuckles, pointing the beam over my shoulder.
I make a show of it, strapping on the light, though I can see perfectly fine without it.
He aims his forehead at a small cavelike opening in the concrete, our destination if I know Julien. He’s been under his share of freeways, painting his art on Duluth’s grayish urban concrete. Dante too. And maybe that is why we’re here. The girl may have been into hourglass dresses and sweeping romances, but she was keeping more than our relationship secret from her conservative parents. Dante was Julien’s graffiti-artist partner in crime.
“Come on.” Julien tugs at my sleeve, his eyes fixed on the cave ahead.
Now that I’m paying attention like the BF I want to be, I can say I haven’t seen Julien this excited in ages. His enthusiasm is so infectious, I’m ignoring how much I hate surprises.
We navigate the land mines of trash, making our way to the figure in the shadows.
Fast tires whir overhead, screeching like landing gear on a runway. My nostrils itch from the stench of hot rubber and diesel fumes as a semi truck’s brakes hammer, startling me out of my skin.
Julien tucks me under his arm.
My heart picks up speed, and I melt into his side. I don’t want to give Julien the wrong idea, but I’m into how good this feels, being this close to another living, breathing being.
My eyes fix on the shadow man and the dark hole as we walk toward the eerie cavity leading to a darker shade of black.
A meandering river of ice flows from the concrete entrance, spreading across the trash and tall weeds outside the threshold. The man appears to be waiting for us, making skittish eye contact with Julien now and again. Up close, I can see he is a man of the streets. More than likely, he’s wearing every article of clothing he owns, his posture hunched into the C shape of someone much older than his years probably claim.
“It’s all good, J,” says the man. “Ready when you are.”
“Thanks, Z.” Julien pulls out a smaller pack from his bag, handing it to the man. “I got the toothpaste you like, and the socks in there are the best. They keep my feet totally warm for a whole game. And remember, your tab at Zara’s is always open.”
Z nods, his gaze flitting to me, then back to Julien.
“This is Noche.” Julien sweeps his hand, presenting me like I’m a celebrity or something.
“Hi.” I stick out my hand, but Z only stares.
“You did a good job on her,” Z says. “She looks perfect.”
My face heats up. Julien nods as Z lumbers on his way.
I take it all back. Bring on the surprise. Regardless of his intentions, I’m here for it. Because I’m all pops and buzzes, anticipating what Julien has waiting for me up ahead in the dark.
He leads me through the arch of the doorway and then we stop. He’s obviously super nervous by the way his fingers are fumbling with a set of earbuds.
“Put this on.” Julien gives me one, stuffing the other in his ear.
I do as he says. “This is getting interesting.”
“Just wait.” He plucks his phone from his pocket. “Ready?”
Though I’ve asked the dead to wait it out tonight, my heels are bouncing off the ground, as if I’ll take flight.
“So ready,” I say, squeezing his arm in anticipation.
He switches off his lamp. My eyes adjust to the dark faster than Julien’s—I can tell because he loses his footing, bumping into my side.
I catch him. “You good?”
He links arms with me. “Yeah. Just straight ahead a little more.”
We shuffle along. We’re in some kind of trench with grayish walls and columns. I make out the curves of the cement, their surfaces scarred with dark lines on all sides.
Julien produces a match. He strikes it on the wall. It sizzles, illuminating a bruise above his eye I hadn’t noticed before.
I touch the purple bump.
Julien draws back. “The game.”
I’m bummed all over again about bailing. And then he hovers the flame over a ledge to my right. He lowers the match. A sharp crack startles me onto my heels.
Julien steadies me as bright pink fire shoots down the entire length of the ledge. My first instinct is to get us the hell out. And then the melodic synth of the Psychedelic Furs’s “Pretty in Pink” invades my ear—Dante’s favorite old-school movie.
We follow the rose-colored flames. Radiant heat warms the side of my face, the scent of some kind of accelerant stinging my nose. The concrete channel swallows us whole, giving me the second I need to take in my surroundings. Every wall, every column, even the ceiling, is covered in what must be decades of graffiti. It’s got to be, like, the mothership for Julien—Dante too.
And then I remember her talking about this place. The Graffiti Graveyard. But no one is dead here tonight. I am very much alive. And I see Dante is too when Julien steers me to face a massive mural to my left.
I clutch his arm, inhaling until my lungs burn in protest. Julien was right and I refused to believe. She has been fading from this world. Because what I’m looking at is more beautiful than I remembered. She is far from the transparent wisp I’ve been holding hostage. She is bright, and solid, and gazing back at me with those smooth brown eyes of hers. Dante Fuentes, resurrected in an underground graffiti gallery.
My gaze sweeps over the entire painting in one go, and then again, slowly, to take in the smallest of details.
Julien captured every essence of her, even the parts of Dante I thought were mine alone. My girl, with her long black hair fanning over her shoulders, her flowery dress just translucent enough to give a glimpse of her silhouetted muscled legs. She stands atop a hill, tall grass billowing against the infinite blue behind it like she’s a character in the romance books she’d devour. I step closer, my eyes making out the tiny mole on her collarbone.
Suddenly, I can’t breathe.
The painting flickers with bright pink hues. The signature, For D, Jules, written in the corner, a tiny lady’s slipper flower embellishing the letters, Dante’s favorite.
“Do you like it?” Julien asks, his question seeping through the music. “I know it’s not her favorite heaven spot. I wanted to paint her there. But that would’ve been even more of an ordeal getting you there. It’s sky-high.”
My secret feathers stand erect. Heaven spot. Julien once told me it meant a dangerous place to paint, because if you fall, you’re going straight to heaven. He and Dante had a place like that—together?
I look at him, my eyes stinging. And though the flames have reduced to a lazy glow, I can still make out every curve of his face as he gazes at his greatest work yet.
My gut cramps from the punch. It’s so obvious now, I can’t believe I didn’t see it before. This night was never about Julien’s feelings for me.
A drop of sweat forms at his hairline while he chews his bottom lip like he’s done since we used to share ABC gum.
He wanted to surprise me.
Julien was—is—in love with Dante.
I turn around before I cry. I’ve done enough of that for a lifetime. I grasp the nearest solid thing, a sticky wall covered with who knows what. But I’m so tired of being sad, completely exhausted from raging until every muscle in my body aches.
“Hey.” Julien’s hand is warm on my shoulder. “I’m so sorry, Noche. I thought you’d be ready. Maybe this is too much?”
There’s no way I can look at Julien when I ask him what’s eating away at my heart. “Did she love you back?”
His hand stiffens, then slides from my shoulder. “What?”
“How long?”
The flames at my back pop and sizzle.
I spin around because I’ll never believe Julien will lie to my face. “How long have you been in love with Dante?” I ask.
The space darkens, the fire becoming dim and sleepy. Julien stares past me, his welling eyes glistening in the last of the light—and I know. This was more than a crush. And I don’t want to stay and find out if it was the same for Dante.
“I’ll get back on my own,” I say.
He only protests a little when I turn to leave, which makes things so much worse.
My stomach growls, empty like the rest of me.
“Z was right. She looks perfect,” I say as I walk away from Julien.
I don’t bother with my headlamp on the way out, navigating through in the darkness until I’m on the upside of the tracks.
Only then do I give in to the ravens and the nag in my chest that’s been badgering me all night—the call of a waiting soul. I spin into the air, every revolution releasing a little more weight until I let it all go—the Graveyard, Julien, Ma and Papa, anything and anyone who’s ever lived inside my heart.
When I emerge a Lechuza, I am free of the living. And it’s damn scary how good it feels.



TORTILLAS IN MY POCKET


During one of her good days, and one of my bad, Ma once told me that Dante and Julien were lucky to have me in their lives—and that someday my Lechuza duties would become easier to balance with the lifelong friendships I’d made. Ma was probably just telling me what I needed to hear. Because in the real world, could anyone truly understand what my Lechuza duties steal from me every time I’m called to flight?
I left Julien at the Graveyard, only to deliver a passenger, then spent the rest of the night searching for Dante. And again on Sunday. I left behind a ringed reddish agate, poised on a flat knot on our log. Even so, she is either lost or a ghost unwilling to show herself to me for whatever reason. The possibility of either curdles my stomach with panic.
By Monday morning I’m skulking in my room, sifting through our conversations to find what I might have said to spark her disappearance. Then again, she could simply be disoriented, or messing with me. She has been confused lately. And now I am too. About everything.
I stretch out the hinges of my arms, my gaze landing on the cutout in the wall that serves as my closet. I don’t want to see it, but it can’t be helped—the dress Dante made for me to wear to prom. I whined about going, formal anything never my thing. At the time, the dance seemed so far away and doable because of how much I loved her. But now here we are: it’s happening at the end of May, and I am alone.
I stare out my window, the world suddenly so much bigger than it was before. Anywhere is where Dante could be.
Running my hand along the silky material, my heart stings from the hit I took two nights ago in the Graffiti Graveyard. And I guess I’m into torturing myself, because though I’m bruised beyond repair, I wish so hard that ridiculous dance could happen. We’d planned to go with Julien because the guy is, like, so picky when it comes to girls, and he swore he’d go solo if it weren’t for us.
Hrmpf….
I stuff the dress behind the rest of my clothes, then snatch the framed photo of Julien, Dante, and me at Split Rock Lighthouse from my nightstand and do the same. I’d never been so far away from Duluth. I was a nervous wreck the entire trip, being forty-five miles past my comfort zone. But I pulled it together long enough to make it through the entire day. Because we went there for Dante. She wanted to see the eighteenth-century costumes she’d made for Frontier Days in action. And thanks to Julien’s charm, we ended up getting a private tour to the top of the lighthouse.
It was a good day. It is a good memory. I immediately fish the photo out from the back of my closet and set it face down on my desk.
My vision blurs, and I sink into my desk chair. I’m fine staying just like this, unable to see things clearly.
When my eyes have stung and puffed to pathetic proportions, I decide to add my newest passengers to my spreadsheet. There were two last night. Then, grabbing my jeans from behind me, I search the pocket, retrieving the button from Bob’s shirt. When I open my drawer and add it to the rest of my collection, Ma calls up.
“Noche! I can drop you on my way in if you’re ready in five.”
My fingers grip the edges of the drawer. “Yeah! I’ll be down in a minute.”
My phone pings and I glance at it, though I already know who it is. He’s been trying since Sunday morning, and I’ve been just as good at ignoring him.
JULIEN
Hey. Need a ride?
NOCHE
I’m covered.
Stuffing my phone into my back pocket feels satisfying, cramming Julien’s messages somewhere dark and out of my sight. Because I can’t stop thinking about the thousands of times Dante was my stand-in when I couldn’t be there for Julien, and all the times they went on graffiti missions to heaven spots together. Did Dante have feelings for Julien too? I basically set up two amazing humans. And like Jane’s body on ice in the morgue, this is science, the probability calculations so predictable, I should’ve seen it coming.
When I make it to the kitchen, Papa is the distraction I need, a kaleidoscope of fast hands and pots and pans. His sleeves are crusted with dried bean juice, his apron splattered with something green. I’m pretty sure he’s been at it for hours. He gets like this sometimes, after he wakes up with what he calls a “culinary epiphany.”
Normally I’d race to text Julien. And he’d run over just as fast to get first crack at the taste test.
Instead, I collapse against the doorframe. “Maybe pass on that fifth cup of espresso, Papa?”
He wiggles his eyebrows, then wipes his glistening brow. The TV gets cranked—the only one we have in the house. The Barbie-sized big screen is a formidable ten inches across and mounted beneath our cabinets. Papa is watching replays from last night’s Minnesota Wild hockey game, the only reason we have one in the first place.
When I move closer, he tousles my hair, leaving behind the aroma of cilantro and lime juice.
“Whatcha got going on here?” I ask, sniffing my hair, getting a hint of something more—coconut, maybe?
“It’s a masterpiece.” Papa’s wild eyes are dancing like the day Zara’s was featured on the local news. “I’m tellin’ ya, Noche, you’re gonna melt into your plate.”
The heart is an unpredictable organ. A minute ago mine was deflated. And now, with my hair smelling like a Mexican fusion restaurant and Papa’s infectious spirit high on caffeine, I feel a robust thump on the underside of my ribs.
It will never get old, watching Papa make tortillas for Zara’s. I track his skilled hand as he dunks it into the flour bin. He calls it guesstimation. But I say the handfuls of flour he uses are more precise than any measuring cup would ever be. Because no chef could ever duplicate Papa’s anatomy, the way his palm forms a deep scoop and his thumb curves awkwardly inward because he broke it playing street hockey when he was ten. Papa’s special hands are the reason his tortillas at Zara’s are sold out by noon every day.
He stops kneading, holding out a bagged lunch for me to take. “Gotcha. And I warmed up some tortillas for your pockets. It’s cold out there.” He hands me two triangular-shaped foil packets.
I can already smell the melted butter and cinnamon sugar. And Papa really does expect me to pocket the tortillas, so of course I do.
Ma sails past in a rush. She pauses to rearrange my phallic fruit art from the other day, flashing me a crooked glance.
She is not a Lechuza, but we must share the same affinity for functioning on little sleep—or maybe after a while, first responders and Lechuzas alike get used to the deprivation. She’s got some brightness to her skin, having caught up on rest yesterday.
We both say our goodbyes to Papa and head out.
When we pull up to the drop-off at school, I hesitate to get out. Dante’s Corner has been cleaned up after my tantrum, and I swear this is the last time I’ll look at it.
Ma touches my hair, then my cheek. “I am in awe of you, Noche, always. You will be okay, you know that, right?”
I should say the easy thing back. I would if she were Papa. But Ma and me, very few see our view of humanity. There’s never been any point in dancing around the realities.
“No, I don’t,” I say, picking at a line of dirt beneath my fingernail. “I don’t know anything.”
She turns to face me. “What can I do? I want to help you. I—I wish I could help you.”
And there’s classic Ma—forever the fixer. But the ways she can relate only go so far, something I know brings her much heartache.
“You can’t fix this, Ma,” I say, and for a second I’m so close to asking her what I should do about Dante.
But then I’d have to admit I’ve failed at being a Lechuza. And I can’t unsee how she’s looking at me now, her eyes brimming with hope that I’ll find my way.
I grasp my backpack and the tote carrying Jax’s jacket. “Thanks for the ride.” I adjust her crooked badge on the breast pocket of her uniform shirt.
“See you tomorrow morning, then,” she says, tapping the top of my head. “Try to have a good day, huh?”
“You too.” I leave the warmth of Ma’s car and step into the bitter cold.



I’m not going to say I avoid Julien all day. Nor will I admit I’ve been wondering why I haven’t run into Jax yet either. And when I take my seat in AP Bio, I’m totally not checking my reflection in the window. I’ve got both feet planted firmly in the nineties: boots, overall shorts over black leggings. It’s almost like I put some effort in this morning.
The science room is all buzzy about what else—the game at the end of last week. And I’m a black, iron anchor in the bottom of a sea of Duluth High red and white.
A cheerleader up front parades around with a homemade poster. The room goes wild. Julien’s photo is dead center, surrounded by a bunch of confetti and glued-on streamers. I’d normally be annoyed, but it’s pretty spectacular, watching him be so celebrated, no matter how big a gouge he carved in my heart.
The girl hands the poster to Miss Nelson, and she tacks it to her wall of fame next to the others.
“Okay, seats, please,” Miss Nelson calls out over the commotion. “Next to your lab partners for the test.”
I glance at the empty chair next to me. Jax is a no-show. Fishing out a pencil from my bag, I settle in to take the test alone, which is how I claimed I wanted it in the first place.
The door opens and Jax rushes in. He’s clutching a giant plastic binder and scanning the room. When his eyes rest on me, my skin heats up without my permission—and my talons flex when the girls up front ogle him as he navigates the room.
I pretend I’m digging through my bag, when really I’m trying to catch a glimpse of what the fuss is all about—Jax, in his faded jeans and thin black jean jacket in the dead of winter. My feet curl around the tote with his leather jacket inside.
“Sorry I’m late,” he huffs, taking the seat next to me. He sets down his binder, then shakes an arm from his jacket.
“No worries,” I say, scooting closer to our table.
He smells like fresh air and soap. I drop my pencil and we both go for it, totally finger grazing like a scene from every slow-burn rom-com Dante made me watch.
“Thanks,” I say, snatching my pencil back. “Oh…” I slide the tote with my foot toward his feet. “Thanks for letting me borrow it.”
Jax peers inside the bag, then back at me, which stirs the space between my hips.
“Anytime,” he says, then rubs his hands together when Miss Nelson begins passing out trays with the dissected fetal pigs.
“Ready for this, partner?” he asks, adjusting his glasses.
“Born,” I say, my moment of weakness gone. Because though I didn’t crack open my laptop this weekend, I’m gonna smoke this test. Maybe.
“Is that a…Trapper Keeper?” I ask, eyeing Jax’s old-school red, blue, and yellow file folder.
“Yup. It was my mom’s when she was in high school.” He tears open the main flap, the crackling of the Velcro alerting the entire room.
“Maybe it should’ve stayed there, vampire boy,” slurs the lippy guy next to us. “You know, some sun might wash out some of that baby blue.”
Jax smiles. But I’m ready to throw a punch.
“Are you kidding?” Jax says, holding up his binder. “This thing is bombproof. I’ll probably give it to my kids.”
And now why am I blushing? Seriously.
Miss Nelson sets a numbered sheet of paper to each of our tables.
“The test is simple,” she instructs, flipping over a student’s phone as she passes by. “As a team, write the correct name of each numbered organ part of the specimen’s anatomy and organ function. You have thirty minutes.”
Jax yawns, sliding our paper in front of him. “I’ll write. You point?”
“I can do both, if you want to take a nap.”
I feel his radiating grin, so I look straight at him.
Total mistake. Up close, Jax is annoyingly hot.
“Time starts now,” Miss Nelson announces.
Jax slips my pencil from my fingers, leaving behind a trail of pins and needles.
The pig is in front of me, splayed out with tiny pin flags with typed numbers. I should be halfway done with this cakewalk, but I’m frozen, desperately trying to ignore the surge from my limbic system.
I straighten up. The tortillas in my pockets have become cold and hard, exactly how I need to be if I’m going to get through this. I have no business getting this bothered over a cute guy I barely know. I have no business thinking about anyone but Dante. She is my whole heart, always and forever, the end.
“Time’s a-running.” Jax taps the pencil on my arm, sending a zinger all the way up to my shoulder.
I clear my throat and pick up the metal stick inside the tray.
Pointing to the brain and the first marker, I start at the top. “One, cerebrum, left hemisphere. Two, cerebrum, right hemisphere. Both control conscious actions and the five senses.”
Jax begins writing—in cursive.
“Really?” I say, peering closer.
“What?” he says. “Too much?”
I pluck the pencil from his hand, correcting the curlicue on his capital H.
“Sweet.” Jax takes back the pencil. “Next?”
My eye is drawn to the tiny cone-shaped structure in the halved brain.
“Three, hypothalamus,” I say, pointing to it. “Responsible for body temperature, heart rate, and…hunger.”
Jax nods, the tiny hairs on his arm flirting with mine.
“Why were you at the hospital?” I blurt, because this is ridiculous.
He finishes writing, taking care to perfect the H this time. “I was seeing someone,” he says. “The rest is top secret.”
Jax grins like he’s joking, but I take the hint that it’s none of my business.
“Four, pons.” I point at the small cauliflower-like part of the brain. “Unconscious processes such as sleep and breathing.”
Jax nods, drawing in a deep breath, his chest expanding, then contracting. His pons is working just fine. His penmanship is too. My mind goes all zen, watching the curvaceous lines his pencil leaves behind.
Skipping the rest of the upper anatomy, I go straight for the heart, pointing to it. “Heart. Cor in Latin. A muscle responsible for blood circulation.”
“Umm, I guess we’re supposed to list the chambers,” Jax says.
I pick at the upper right of the tiny organ. “Okay, right atrium—”
“I got it,” Jax interrupts, quickly writing the four chambers of the heart on our test paper.
He’s wearing a scarf today, and I’m suddenly back in our car ride last Friday, and the scar he’s obviously not comfortable discussing.
Jax pushes up his glasses.
“You said it was just you and your mom here?” I ask curiously. Because humans like Jax don’t just drop from the sky and end up sitting next to me.
He finishes writing his description. “I was being recruited by a gang in Saint Paul.” He rests his hand super close to mine.
At first I think he’s kidding. But then he continues, his mouth turned down at the corners.
“We’d already lost my older brother because of them, so my mom thought moving was the best solution.”
“Oh….” The rest of what I want to say hovers between us for a moment. I use the pointer to reposition the pig’s brain. “I’m really sorry. Death can be—”
“He’s not dead,” Jax says. “Just—not the brother I once knew.”
Whoa. Julien is the closest I’ve ever had to a sibling. I’ve gone one day without talking to him and I’m about coming out of my skin over it. I can’t imagine how Jax is dealing.
“His name is Hli, after my dad who is dead.” Jax doodles on our test paper. “It means moon in Hmong, so my mom used to read us this book all the time. It had these two rabbits saying ‘I love you to the moon and back’ at the end.”
Jax’s olive skin blushes. “Ah…I don’t know why I told you that.”
“I know the book,” I say, remembering Ma reading Guess How Much I Love You to me too.
“Anyway…” Jax puts the finishing touches on an impressive sketch of three-dimensional shapes. “Anything else?”
I glance at our filleted pig, so not into this test anymore.
A faint third scent wafts from Jax. “You smell like…oil,” I say, sniffing way too close to his face.
Jax leans away, his thin eyebrows crinkling. “That’s specific.”
“I’m a born smeller. It’s a gift.”
“Well, you smell like…” He touches his nose to my shoulder, inhaling.
I stay just as I am, frozen and bug-eyed like the baby bunnies I eat for dinner.
“I’m getting flour,” he says. “Tortillas, maybe?”
Whoa!
I cover my pockets. “Okay, we both have the power.”
When I laugh, I realize long-lashed eyes from the front are fixed on me. The new kid sniffing my shoulder seems to be worthy of some jealousy. That, and I’m sure no one in this entire school has seen me smile since Dante died. The attention feels way better than it should.
“Fifteen minutes, beautiful humans,” Miss Nelson announces, tipping her head at Jax and me.
I pick up the pointer, thinking it’ll help me focus.
Jax leaves his pencil on the table. “I’m working on rebuilding an engine block. That’s what you’re picking up on.”
“You mean like in auto shop?”
“Yeah. That’s where I came from before here. I like car stuff. It’s a lot like anatomy. Everything’s gotta work together. And it’s meditative. And sometimes requires mathing, which is my version of cool.”
“Hmm, I never thought about cars that way. But I get it.”
It’s also clear we’re not going to finish the test when I glance at the clock.
“That’s how I feel about music,” I say. “When I listen, I go somewhere else.”
And now I am someplace else, far away from AP Bio and the test I need to pass. Because Jax’s velvety eyes are locked with mine. I don’t want to believe it’s there, but it is. A familiar but long-lost flutter, coming from deep inside the place I’ve reserved for Dante alone. And as I let myself be taken with his stare, my yearning to be with her becomes a little less.
And then I’m killing the moment. My sabotaging hand dips inside the pocket of my jeans, pulling out a foil triangle.
“You were right. Flour and a bit of lard, butter, cinnamon, and sugar.” I balance the foil in my palm, staring at it as if it’ll tell me what the hell I’m doing.
Jax plucks it from my hand. He unwraps it and takes a bite. “Mmm, so good,” he murmurs.
What else is there to do but fish out the other one and hand it over? “Papa makes the best.”
“Agreed,” Jax says.
He studies our pig. “You still got the other kidney in that backpack of yours?”
There’s no hesitation when I retrieve the shriveled organ and nestle it in its rightful place.
Jax checks my work. “A little more inferior.”
I scoot the kidney down, like, a millimeter, and he sits back, satisfied.
He swallows, then wipes his mouth. “Umm, a vintage record place just opened downtown. You wanna go after school on Friday?” he asks.
“Yes,” I say instantly, and I promise the stars above it’s only because “vintage” and “records” are my mothership.
“Sweet,” he says. “Should we finish acing this test?”
“I doubt we’re acing anything.” I jab a finger at the clock over the doorway. “We’ve got five minutes.”
Jax snatches up the pencil. “O ye of little faith. Go.”
I rattle off the anatomy while Jax writes at the speed of light. I only wish I had my wings this very moment. Because I am one kidney lighter. And it’s been ages since I let anyone new in. I’m not even sure that’s what’s happening here. But my feathers are fanning out beneath my skin, like they do when I let the sky take the reins and I soar above the dark clouds.



THE MOTHERSHIP TO UTOPIA


The rest of the week flies by, leaving me with serious jitters. By Friday I’ve covered every possible reason to be anxious. Julien and I have never gone this long without talking, which caused me to do a stealthy check of the action at his locker this morning. He was there, with plenty of red-and-white cheer skirts for support. I think he saw me—his eyes flicked my direction for a moment. I quickly ducked into the bathroom. It’s the most interaction we’ve had all week.
Dante’s got the eluding thing down too. She hasn’t come back, or maybe she has and I am unable to see her. The last two nights were dead calm, no deaths, which meant there was no trigger to shift into my Lechuza. Sitting on a log for hours in my human bones is not as comfortable as perching on my talons. I can’t see ghosts when I am human, but sometimes I can sense them, and the essence of Dante hovers heavily over the lake. I’m beginning to wonder why I’m not transforming twenty-four seven if her spirit is still here. Maybe this is why when I do transition, my shifts back to Noche seem to be getting harder. Am I at risk of getting stuck inside my Lechuza feathers? If only there was someone to help me sort out the unwritten rules of life after death.
With five minutes left of bio class, I’m ignoring my assignment and gazing out the window while I massacre my thumbnail. Jax is absent. Today was the day we were supposed to go to the record store. I should probably be relieved. I’d be lying if I said I haven’t been losing sleep, perched on my roof contemplating whether going anywhere with him is a good idea.
I could ask myself what I’m afraid of. But I know the answer because of how he unravels me when he seals the edge of his shoe against mine beneath our table.
The bell rings and I haul myself out of my chair and outside. I’m planning on taking the bus to the record store anyway, and then Jax pulls over in his rusty Honda.
This time I don’t hesitate to get in. When I plop down, he reaches across me to stretch out my seat belt.
“I got it,” I say. My hand grazes his when I take the buckle from him, and I’m praying to the gods he can’t feel my heart racing.
He pushes up his glasses. “Sorry about ditching class. I had a…dentist appointment.”
I crane my neck to face him. “Smile.”
I shouldn’t have asked him to do that. My skin is already nothing but goose bumps.
“You didn’t think I forgot, did you?” he asks with a toothy grin.
“Umm…”
Jax flashes me a look that challenges my ability to keep my blushing at bay. When he shifts into gear, I melt into the warmth of my seat. Why is it like this with Jax—all my troubles packed neatly away so I can just be?
We park in front of the record store, scoring a rock-star spot. I get out, the wind ensnaring anything that isn’t nailed down, so we’re quick about it.
We run to the entrance, both falling inside the door as a strong gust slams it on our heels. The whole of the store looks our way.
“As you were,” Jax announces with a flamboyant sweep of his hand.
I can’t care about the unwanted attention, because the gates to heaven have finally opened and let me in. I turn a circle in the music library called SPIN CYCLE, according to the neon sign over the front counter. We’re in an ancient building with high ceilings, skylights, and a loft built over one half of the space. If I could fly right now, I would. Straight to the laddered-up top row of records next to the sweeping staircase.
I tear off my hoodie and tie it around my waist, ready to get serious. “This is incredible,” I exclaim, already flipping through albums in the Indie category.
“Hold that thought,” Jax says. “This way.” He leads me toward a row of stacked washers and dryers on the far wall.
It’s then I notice the drawstring bag he must have grabbed before our mad dash from the car. He swings it on top of a machine, then takes out a credit card, swiping it.
“Ah, it all makes sense now. You invited me to do your laundry.” I laugh, though I’m seriously wondering.
Jax dumps the clothes into the machine, adds soap, then closes the door. “My mom’s laundry. She works a lot, and I figured since I’m already here…”
Crossing my arms, I regard Jax, searching for any hint of bullshit. Because no one is this sweet.
Jax taps his toe against the machine. “My mom’s under a lot of stress, with her job and stuff.”
“Yeah? What does she do?”
“She’s an air traffic controller. We thought it’d be better in Duluth for her too. Smaller airport. Turns out smaller doesn’t equal less stress.”
The urge to squeeze Jax’s hand inches me closer. “My mom’s a firefighter paramedic, so I hear you.”
“It sucks having a superhero for a mom sometimes, doesn’t it?” he says, undoing his scarf and slipping it from around his neck, his scar just visible between the notches of his collarbones.
This feels like trust, so as I nod in agreement, I look everywhere but straight at him.
But then, of course, I can’t stop myself.
“I like your shirt,” I say.
His faded Jane’s Addiction tee is so tattered, the collar and sleeves look as though a moth got ahold of them. Dante would’ve said it’s unintentionally distressed and therefore cool.
Jax pinches the chest of his shirt. “It was my brother’s.”
“Ah,” I say. The rest is stuck somewhere sad.
“Well, umm, we’ve got thirty minutes,” Jax says, hanging his laundry bag on the handle of the machine.
When he drapes his arm over my shoulder and steers me toward the music side, I hope he understands this is reciprocated trust. Because I haven’t let anyone touch me like this in—well, since Dante.
Jax’s palm is warm, his heat radiating through the fabric of my T-shirt. I’ll never tell Papa, but this is way more effective than tortillas in my pockets. I relax against Jax and take a deep whiff of the strong coffee brewing in the adjacent café.
“A laundromat, espresso, and vintage LPs. It’s genius.” I stop at the Metal section.
Jax lets me go and I’m instantly chilled. He plants himself next to me, and we flip through the records.
“Uh, sorry,” I blurt when the side of my boot grazes his Converse.
“No worries,” he says, though he totally doesn’t move.
“Oh my god, this.” I draw out a Metallica album.
“There are listening rooms upstairs,” Jax says, pointing to the loft.
I don’t have to answer, because we’re already making our way there.
Jax touches my arm at the bottom of the staircase. “Latte?”
“Vanilla with a touch of cinnamon,” I answer.
“Meet you up there,” he says, and goes for the café.
Halfway up, I pause to take in Spin Cycle. Soapy bubbles swish in the window of Jax’s machine. He’s ordering our lattes. The barista’s cute and obviously thinks the same of Jax. I get this annoying grating in my eyeballs when her gaze lingers on him a bit longer than necessary.
I shake it off, taking in the valley of music below. My feet press firmly into the soles of my boots. Is this what normal feels like? I’m seventeen years old and doing regular seventeen-year-old things—with someone who knows nothing about where I’ve been or how many hockey games I’ve missed.
And then my raptor tendencies shatter the façade. I totally can’t help but track Jax’s moves like he’s my juicy prey.
He walks to the end of the bar.
My chest swells as my muscles become ensnared in tension and heat when he helps a waiting customer with the drink covers.
Is this how I was with Dante, all dominant and stalker-like?
Jax leans against the counter, chatting it up with the barista. I zero in on how close his hand is to hers when she sets down our coffees. Is he flirting with her? I mean, not that it matters.
He spins around, catching me looming. When he waves, I know my face is a few shades redder, so I leave him hanging.
On the second floor, I’m that much closer to the sky, which gives me a front row seat to the ravens who have decided to join me. There are at least eight or nine by my count, way more than usual. They tap their beaks against the skylight, their aggressive cursing seeping through the glass. I grip the railing in front of me, caught off guard by my uneasiness. My heart speeds up. Then a strong gust swipes them away.
I let out an exhale filled with relief. I expect they’ll be back. But for now there is peace.
I peer down the row of glass cubicles. It’s quiet up here, each enclosure housing its own set of listeners, who move their bodies to whatever they’ve got going on inside their headphones.
I choose the closest vacant room. Inside, I get the Metallica record set up on the player, grab two sets of headphones from the wall, and plop down on the overstuffed couch.
“You’ve done this before,” Jax says, suddenly leaning against the doorframe.
“Only in my bedroom,” I say, and immediately want to shove the words back into my mouth.
Jax has this sly grin, and I can’t even pretend to look away.
He hands me my steaming latte, which smells like utopia in a paper cup.
I take a healthy sip, totally stoked that not all my cravings for human consumptions have disappeared.
“This is so good,” I gush.
Jax tosses his jacket and scarf onto the empty chair and sits next to me. “I asked for extra cinnamon.”
I bump his side. “Yeah, you did.”
“What?” He raises his hands all innocent-like.
“She’s cute. You should ask her out.”
He rests his arm on the back of the couch. “Should I now?”
I turn my cup in my hands, then point to the barista’s swirly cursive on the side.
I’m off at seven. Drea ♥
“Drea writes old-timey like you,” I tease. “It was meant to be.”
Jax laughs. “Maybe that was meant for you. It is your drink.”
“Pfft. I’m not ready for that.” I sink into the soft upholstery, resting my head against the back. “You, however, were putting out all the vibes at that counter.”
“Because you were totally watching me,” he says.
My cheeks fire up. Jax sure placed himself close to me on this plush piece of furniture.
I tap my knee against his and shrug. “I mean, yeah, maybe we’ve flirted a little.”
“That was flirting?” Jax jokes. “I guess the tortillas in your pockets were a unique move. And then there was the epic pig kidney incident.”
I’m cracking up and totally embarrassed all at once. But I’m laughing for, like, the tenth time today. Contrary to what I believe, my body is determined to remind me it’s okay to have fun.
But then I scrunch my lips. “Jax.”
“Yeah?” He’s still smiling, so I am too.
“I’m feeling like you want to ask me out, and…and I’m gonna go ahead and say no—preventively.”
“We are out,” he counters.
“Doing your mom’s laundry.”
“And drinking awesome cinnamon lattes and about to listen to some Metallica.”
“So according to that big brain of yours, this is a date? Your deductive reasoning skills are waning.”
“You think my brain is big?”
I’m willing my face to not turn red again. I set aside my drink. “Did you leave behind a girlfriend in Saint Paul?”
Jax shakes his head. “Nope.”
“Boyfriend?”
“No again.”
“Well, when you leave someone behind…someone you loved…you don’t just move on. It takes time. Maybe forever.” I focus on my feet, desperately wanting some soothing Metallica blasting in my ears about now. “And you’ll do just about anything to keep them alive…in your heart, I mean.”
Jax sits back, nodding. “Hmmm. Forever’s a long time.”
“It is,” I say, my heavy head reminding me just how exhausted I am.
“I don’t think moving on is a fair way to look at it,” he says. “I’m not moving on from my brother. Just keeping my best memories of him safe up here.” Jax points to his head.
It’s so naïve, it’s adorable. Still, I jab a finger at his chest. “What about in here?”
Jax flinches, then gently moves my hand away. His scar. I forgot all about it, and now I’m totally staring.
“One life,” he says. “That’s all we get. And I’m not going to trash mine like my brother did his.”
He catches me cringing.
“I know I sound like a righteous jerk,” he continues. “But once we’re gone, we’re gone. So why not make the best of every second? Wouldn’t Dante do the same?”
Now I flinch. Hearing Jax say Dante’s name sounds…I don’t know how it sounds, because I’m slipping the noise-canceling headphones over my ears.
I don’t want to tell him how wrong his theory about life is. I don’t want to talk about Dante or lost brothers anymore either.
Jax takes the hint. He removes his glasses and puts on his headphones.
I press the start button on the player. The arm clicks, lifts, then rotates to the edge of the record. The needle hits the disc, and oh my god, I’ve never needed “Enter Sandman” more.
We sink into the couch, bobbing our heads. Jax starts air guitaring, hitting all the beats perfectly.
I do the drums, allowing normal to creep in.
The chorus begins, and Jax grabs my hand, yanking me from the couch. We thrash in our glass house, slamming into each other like we’re in an old-school mosh pit. My hair has a mind of its own, whipping and plastering to the corners of my mouth as I dance myself into a sweaty mess.
Jax takes hold of my hands, spinning me around and around. My vision blurs like it does when I shift. But today I am only Noche—on a nondate with a boy who feels like a warm summer lake enveloping my skin.
When the music fades, we stop twirling, coming to rest still grasping each other. Jax’s palms are sweaty and warm. I watch his chest rise and fall until his ragged breathing matches mine. His lips are tinged blue, more so than only a moment ago. I should let Jax go, make sure he’s okay, but I can’t move. Thinking clearly is impossible. Because as I gaze into his wild eyes, it’s as if I’m falling into them, to a place where there is only us. I struggle to guess what he’s thinking, and whether what I’m sensing is that he wants to kiss me. There are so many things I want from this world. Could a kiss from Jax live among the rest of my wishes?
He leans in, and I pull away.
When I swipe away the hair pasted to my cheeks, I’m quickly reminded that creatures like me have no business making wishes. A familiar force builds beneath my thrifted overalls and leggings. I clutch the bib, catching a flash of something in the skylight overhead. The ravens are back, only this time they have doubled in number.



WHEN WORLDS COLLIDE


“I’m not feeling the greatest,” I say, ripping off my headphones, then quickly scooping up my stuff from the couch. “Could you just drop me home?”
“Uh, yeah. Of course.” Jax glances at the skylight, squinting his eyes at the gathering of ravens. “Noche, I’m sorry if I—”
“Can we just go?” I leave the listening booth, red-faced and fighting back what’s threatening to become a stream of embarrassing tears.
Thankfully, Jax leaves it alone, and so do the ravens. They scatter the moment I make my move for outside.
I wait in Jax’s car while his mom’s clothes finish drying, which gives me ample time to stress about what happened inside. I just danced with someone who wasn’t Dante. And it felt like the sun was rising from my chest and the earth would pull me under from utter betrayal all at once. Am I making something out of nothing? Maybe it was only my imagination, the way Jax made my heart jump just now. We were only dancing. Dante is still my whole heart and will be ever after.
The driver’s door opens and Jax tosses the bag of laundry into the back, charging the car with the aroma of dryer sheets.
He gets in and hands me my cup.
The paper sides are hot against my skin.
“I got you a new one,” he says. “The other got cold.”
I ignore my imagination and the way it wants me to believe my skin is taking on heat.
Closing my eyes, I take a sip. The warm cinnamon and vanilla seep from my esophagus down into my belly.
“I checked our grade from Monday online,” Jax says as he starts the car. “We aced that bio test.”
I’m guessing he’s trying to distract from my weirdness in the listening booth, and I’m totally here for it.
“Yeah, we did,” I say. “Thanks for not dragging me down.”
He chuckles, then puts on his glasses. “Where to? I don’t know where you live.”



When Jax pulls in front of my house, he parks, then gets out when I do. “So you live next door to Julien, the Wonder Kid.”
“Since we were five.” I stretch my arms over the top of the car.
Jax comes to my side.
“Whatcha doing?” I ask, all suspicious.
“Walking you to your door. My mom claims it’s essential.”
“Maybe. If this were a date,” I say. “Which it’s not.”
“I respect your perspective.” Jax offers his arm like we’re not of this century. “Friends, then. The kind that hopes we’re all good.”
I pause, just long enough to get lost in my new friend’s honeyed gaze. I loop my arm through his, telling myself again I feel nothing, and the tiny spark happening in the core of my heart is just a remnant, a scar that love left behind.
At the top of the stairs, Jax squeezes my hand.
I don’t pull away.
“Can I see your phone?” he asks.
I take a long beat, then fish it from my pocket, handing it over.
He types for a sec, then gives it back.
“Pfft,” I exclaim.
His number, under the name Lab Partner (Friends). It’s perfect.
“Just so you’re aware, the name is a variable,” he says.
I nod, matching his wide grin.
“Okay, I guess I’ll see you when I see you,” he says.
“Mm, K,” I reply, but neither of us moves until I start to fidget.
We’re alone. In the almost dark with the moon just bright enough to reveal this prolonged goodbye that has nothing to do with friends in parentheses.
“Thanks for the coffee,” I say. “Two coffees. And the Metallica.”
Jax messes with his scarf. “Don’t forget about the laundry.”
I nod. “How could I overlook that?”
I’m waiting for what comes next, Jax spewing something nerdy about friendship probabilities—me going inside and closing the door between us.
The cool breeze makes itself known, and I am overtaken by my roiling hormonal biology. There is no other explanation for it. That, or I’m simply testing myself to prove there is nothing between us. I pop up to my tiptoes and kiss Jax on the cheek.
He tastes like salt and smells like cinnamon. I step back, studying his half-lidded eyes, my heart racing.
“That was…” Jax shuffles his feet. “That was the best kind of unexpected. Like, I couldn’t have predicted the probability factors—”
I hold up my hand, putting a stop to his rambling.
“Right,” he says. “I’ll stop talking and go now.”
“Good idea,” a voice interrupts from the shadowy corner of the porch.
My muscles seize.
Julien steps out from the shadows, his tired stare fixed on me.
I realize Jax is clutching my arm.
Sliding his hand away, I say, “You should go.”
He pauses, scanning Julien and then looking back to me. “You sure?”
“Yeah.”
When Julien sits on the porch swing and hangs his head, Jax nods, then goes like I asked.
I perch on the wide railing next to the swing and sigh.
“So, you and Jax?” Julien asks.
“Lab partners. Friends,” I say with conviction.
Julien peers up at me. “That’s not what it looked like to me.”
I grip the peeling wood, angry he’s pointing out what I already feel guilty for.
“You have no right to question anything I do. You’re supposed to be my best friend. And now I’ve got to find a way to live with the fact that you had feelings for my girlfriend.” I jump down from the railing, jabbing a finger at my chest. “And for how long? If I think about how many times the two of you were together…without me. It wrecks every part of me, Julien; it breaks me.”
He rests his head in his hands. “You haven’t exactly been around much lately, ditching me all the time, the excuses coming in one- or two-word texts.” He sits up. “You haven’t made it to a single one of my games this season.”
I throw up my hands. “The games? Seriously, this is about hockey now, is it? Can’t think of anything better—”
“No,” Julien interrupts. “That’s not what I meant. I’m just saying—she was there. Dante was always there when you weren’t. And I don’t have to tell you what that’s like, her presence…the way she’d smile at me…everything about her….” Julien’s voice trails off.
I’m imploding inside. I’m quite sure I’ve shrunk to a pile of dust.
I’ve been shoving aside Dante’s part in all of this. Until now, I couldn’t let myself believe her heart was divided. But after today with Jax, I’m beginning to see how it might be possible.
My stomach churns in painful twists. I wrap my arms around my middle, my gaze resting on the dark path between the trees, where Julien has made his way here for the ten thousandth time.
He rocks the swing with his feet planted. “Yes, I loved her,” he admits. “I was…in love with her. But nothing happened, Noche. It was all me, okay? All me, I promise.” He moves to stand, but I hold my hand up, stopping him.
“You say that, but why should I believe you?”
“Because she’s gone…and I don’t want to lose you too. I can’t. I won’t.”
My temple rests against the post, Julien’s confession reigniting my anger. Only this time it’s coupled with a heavy sadness that anchors me to the porch where Julien and I carved our initials to declare our undying friendship.
I exist in the wake of pain—a constant witness to the unfairness of the fates, if there are such things. My wings envelope passengers for flight, and I do the same with the sound of tears. I save them for later—for my drawer. And then I leave it all there.
Julien may not have a secret drawer, but he does have secrets. As I regard him now, it’s devastatingly clear his broken heart was the real surprise the other night. Because I’m looking at pain with nowhere to go but onto the walls of the Graffiti Graveyard.
Still, I can’t grasp how to comfort him. Because I am half human, and my best friend secretly pining for my girlfriend is—a lot.
“What can I do?” Julien asks, peering at me, his eyebrows pinched together.
I swallow hard. “Just—respect that I need some space. I can’t talk to you anymore, at least not right now.”
Julien nods, then gets up. “Yeah, okay, Noche, I can do that.” He descends the steps, turning around. “When you want to talk…when you’re ready, I’m only two hundred seventy-three steps away.”
I squeeze my eyes shut until the crunch of his footsteps fades into the silence.
The light is on in my parents’ bedroom, a warm yellow glow illuminating the panes. I feel the pull of Papa inside. And though I am seventeen and supposed to be on the brink of being all grown up, I want to rush inside to cry on his shoulder, because I know he’ll tell me everything’s going to be all right.
But my Lechuza half has alerted the ravens. They’ve descended, stirring up a whirlpool of energy in my center. There are more of them now, so many I’m afraid they’ll catch Julien’s attention and he’ll come running back.
I hop from the porch and give myself over to the shift, flying toward another death and away from my nest.
My owl eyes pierce the darkness. Though my irises are a warm amber, my dilated pupils are fixed, hard and cold, on the lake. Superior glistens below. Dante’s out there too. She’s waiting for me. At least I hope she is. And when I find her, I’ll ask her about Julien and tell her nothing about Jax.



A BATTLE OF WILL, FEATHERS, AND TRUTH


Intentions are unreliable. At least mine are. Dante thankfully found her way back to our meeting place, and though she continues to vanish for days at a time, I never miss a night at the lake. I will wait for her always, my only dependable objective besides keeping my friendship with Jax to myself. He is the light in my days, and Dante brings the stars to my nights.
For the next few weeks, Dante and I share the evening skies. Some nights she speaks to me only in Spanish, as if she’s forgotten her English. Other times she begs me to tell her about what Papa cooked for dinner—down to every last detail. Of course, I do as she asks, just as I did when she was alive. I ask her nothing about Julien. Every time I think I’ve got the courage to go there, she does something so Dante, I’m mush in seconds. And really, I’m beginning to wonder: Is ruining our moments together worth interrogating a ghost?
I’ve dodged Julien for so long, I’m certain he’s given up on our friendship. The text I intended to send him stays unsent. We see each other at school—yesterday, for example, physically bumping into one another. I blurted out a congratulations for winning the championship game the weekend before, a game I told him I watched with Papa. Julien only nodded, then rushed off to his next class.
April is putting up a good fight, giving northern Minnesota the warmest temperatures in over ten years. Flowers are in bloom, grass is turning green, and Papa’s garden is sprouting with new life, which means hunting has become a whole lot easier for me.
I’m rubbing my full belly, breathing in the mossy air on a Saturday morning. I swing my bare feet from the porch swing. I’ve become less inclined to stay indoors. The walls of our old house loom closer, the high ceilings sink lower.
My ears perk up to the gravelly sound of a car creeping up the driveway. I spot Jax’s Honda. Though I’ve managed to keep things in the friend zone, I’m compelled to check out my reflection in the window. Late-morning crazy hair, sweats, and a hoodie will have to do.
He parks and I sit up straighter. Jax and I have spent a lot of time together lately, listening to music, doing homework. It’s been nice, peaceful—easy. He doesn’t press me to talk about Dante, and I don’t bug him about his scar. He’s in planning mode for college, and I’m flying from one day to the next without any ideas about the future. It’s inevitable that we will eventually go our separate ways. Which is why the moment I see him emerge from the driver’s seat, I am painfully aware that the more we circle each other’s space, the more I can’t imagine my world without him.
He’s walking toward me—with a bouquet of flowers.
My heart tumbles, having zero intentions of keeping up the friend façade.
“What are you doing here?” I ask, grasping the edge of the swing.
“Bringing you flowers.” Jax sits beside me, handing over the colorful bouquet. “I picked them myself.”
I take a whiff. “Tulips are my favorite,” I say.
“Good guess on my part, then.”
We swing, Jax wringing his hands in his lap.
I clutch the flowers, convinced the heat radiating from my face must be obvious.
“Do you want to go to prom with me?” Jax blurts.
My feet stop the swing. Prom? In an instant, my mind goes to the black dress stuffed in the back of my closet. There is no universe where I ever imagined going to prom without Dante.
So why do I want to say yes?
“I can’t,” I answer quickly. And the moment I do, relief and regret crumple my insides.
Jax hangs his head. “Okay. I get it. Really, I do. I just thought it’d be fun. So I thought I’d ask.”
I touch his face, the pink in his cheeks masking the blue I know is there.
Jax gets up. “Well, I should go.”
“Are you sure?” I ask. “We could—”
“That’s okay. I’ve got some stuff at home waiting for me.”
When Jax walks away, I recruit every muscle to keep me from running after him and giving him a different answer.
I do want to go to prom with you, Jax, I admit inside my head, as if he’ll read my telepathy. But my confession stays locked away. Just where I tell my heart it should be.
Later, when the sun has gone too, death takes me to the edge of my territory. I say this only because I’ve never been called farther than the borders stamped on my internal GPS. And I am aware that this must mean there are more out there like me. I’ve been isolated for so long that discovering the truth about who I am, what I am capable of, and all the other vast unknowns has become scary. I’m unsure if answers will bring me the kind of clarity I want.
Now I bank into a sharp turn, my end feathers splaying in an uncomfortable way. Tonight I’m weighted with loneliness, my wings struggling to span to their fullest. My shoulder hinges tense as I near Superior’s shore.
There is a vast swath of night sky between us, but I’ve got eyes on her from my distant vantage point. Dante is a luminous, graceful shape, drifting along the length of the shore. With every foot of my descent, my anxiety subsides, and solace overtakes anything that happened before this moment.
She stretches her arms overhead as I sail closer. I call to her, then set down on our decaying log. Lifting a talon to scratch behind my plumicorns, I follow it up by tucking my wings in, as if hiding away Jax’s prom proposal.
She comes to hover next to me.
“I forgot to thank you for my agate,” she says, waving a glimmering hand over the ringed red rock I left for her ages ago. “I love it. The color reminds me of those shoes I used to wear with…with the…Gosh, why can’t I remember?”
I cock my head. “The jumpsuit you made, the one your mom hated because she said it was too tight.”
Dante laughs, her head tipping back toward the sky. “Ah, yeah. That one. It’s all coming back to me now.” She touches her temples, her gaze fixed on the faraway.
Her ghost appears to fizzle when she moves, her figure effervescent and more transparent. I scoot closer; either my vision is waning, or Dante is fading.
“You disappeared for three days this time,” I say. “I was worried.”
“I was right here. Like I’ll always be.” She looks at me, a crinkle between her eyebrows. The russet brown of her irises has been replaced by a shade of pale bluish white.
I take in a deep breath, filling my chest with the warm evening air. The urge to tell her how many hours I’ve spent waiting for her is strong. But what good would that do? Dante is here now. What could possibly matter more?
“What have you been doing?” she asks. “It’s, umm, Friday, isn’t it? Julien’s game?”
I’m in awe of how the luminosity of her spirit communicates. Her apparition stirs, becoming more dense, brighter, as if she’s suddenly found her anchor to the living world.
All I can do is answer with the truth. “The game was a week ago. They won, five to two.”
“That’s amazing! He didn’t tell me.” Dante’s shape sinks. “I don’t think he’s been here for a while.”
“I’m sorry. I’m sure he would come if he could.” I gesture toward the sprinkling of stars above the murky horizon as if reaching for help, because now I’m making excuses for Julien. “I don’t see him much either, so…”
“Hmm,” Dante considers. “Can I ask you something?”
“Always.” I blink three times, then remain still.
“Do you have anyone you can talk to? You know, besides Julien and me.”
My talons grasp the rotting bark. Is this my opportunity to tell her about Jax? What would she say about prom?
“You sound like you’re worried about me,” I say.
“No. Yes…maybe. I know you’ve always liked your alone time. But we all need someone now and again, yeah? Even you.”
I’m looking at all I will ever need.
Dante floats from the log, dancing with the air until she’s directly in front of me. “Sometimes a person comes into your life, and instantly you know they’re going to be special—like, you know they’re going to mean something to you.”
There is a long pause between us as I try to decipher her meaning. Is Dante giving me permission to move on? Or is she merely giving herself permission to have feelings for Julien?
“You are that person for me,” I say.
“Ditto. I know what it feels like to be loved by you, and to love you. Don’t keep all that passion to yourself. Don’t be afraid to show people the best parts of who you are. And I’m not talking about your Lechuza. I mean Noche, the girl with the burnt sienna eyes.”
I inhale, as if my breath will draw her into me. It’s wild how Dante can be so childlike one moment and then say something entirely mature the next. I study her face. Though the deep color has faded from her eyes, I can still read them. Dante remains earthly enough to understand what the passage of time means for those of us left behind—the longing to turn back the clock and pay attention to every single moment.
“And let’s not forget your rockin’ style,” she adds, lightening the mood. “You wear it well, babe.”
My head jerks toward my chest feathers. “I have style?”
“Yes. And I will love it everlong.”
I couldn’t be more enamored with Dante. She remembered my favorite Foo Fighters song. When I flit into her space, she zips aside.
“Sing for me,” she asks.
I scoff, because she is painfully aware how terrible my singing voice is; and yet here she is, asking me to torture her with it—just like she used to do when we’d dance in my attic. I seriously don’t understand what she gets out of hearing me squawk.
“Do it,” she urges, whirling around. “The Ed Sheeran one, please.”
It’s clear she’s not taking no for an answer. I cough, bringing up a remnant of fur. When she laughs, I begin. I sing her favorite Sheeran song—our song, “Kiss Me.” And maybe it’s because I’ve never sung in my owl form, but my voice doesn’t sound half bad—pretty good, actually.
I revel in watching Dante sway her hips, my chest aching from wanting her so bad.
She spins, creating a funnel of glitter. She spins so long, I’m thinking she’s forgotten I’m here. Then, just as suddenly as she began, she stops—and so do I.
“Come on,” she says. “I want to show you something.”
At this point I’d follow her anywhere. She is more present than she’s been in weeks, and I don’t want to lose out on a second of it.
It takes me a beat to realize this will be another race. Dante’s off like a starry rocket, and then I’m chasing a radiant serpentine as we weave through the forest.
We’re covering ground, just like we had when the snow was fresh. Only this time we are traveling way past my comfort zone, to a part of the forest I don’t recognize. The trees transition from a mix of deciduous and cedar to mostly evergreens. The remaining snow is lightly packed; the only tracks grazing my belly are a smattering of rabbit and rodent.
Dante glides into a clearing, letting me catch up. When I do, she’s smiling at me the way she does when she’s about to throw in something unexpected.
“And the blue ribbon goes to…,” she shouts, jabbing her flowy arms over her head.
I fly a small circle around her. “Only because I let you win,” I say, my gaze taking in where we’ve ended up.
We’re under a dome of thick timber, where the heavy boughs have deprived the ground of sun, preserving the dead of winter. The air is stagnant. I open my beak, my throat puffing in and out.
Concealed beneath an umbrella of pine needles, the shadows stretch and warp, leaving a boundary of eeriness that scratches down my spine. I spin around in midflight, checking my back and then overhead.
“Isn’t it amazing?” Dante gushes. She whirls just a whisper above the soft carpet of snow.
Though my uneasiness is spiked, I land to check things out from a lower vantage point. “You’ve been here before?”
“Yes. I like it here. It’s quiet.”
I blink. To my ears, the forest is alive and teeming with nocturnals doing their thing.
Dante drops her arms. “You hate it.”
“No…no, it’s cool. Thank you for showing me,” I answer, though I’m confused about how and why Dante is drawn to this place. “So, quiet time, you say?”
“I can’t hear the sky here,” she adds.
I hop closer, my head swiveling on the diagonal to peer up into the starry space. “The sky?”
“Yes. It calls my name.”
“You hear your name…from up there?” I ask, my skin chilling beneath my downy undercoat. “Since when?”
She shrugs. “It’s hard to say. Time kind of mushes together. But I think, at first, it was only occasionally. Like a whisper when I’d wander. But lately it’s happening all the time.”
I strain to hear past the wild things that surround us. “Do you hear it now?”
She floats toward the underside of the branches. “No. What do you think it wants?”
“I don’t know” is my answer. When really I’m stumbling over my suspicions.
The sky is calling to her. The ravens are doing the same to me. We are challenging what the fates have already decided. Can forever even exist for us? Dante has been forgetting things, wandering farther, her gaze often fixed on something I can’t see. Is she losing her grip on this world? Am I watching her drown all over again?
I could take her this very moment: press my heart against hers and get lost in her presence one last time. But then I think about saying goodbye and losing her all over again, and—I can’t.
My wings sink into my sides. Am I truly okay with my girlfriend wandering the woods rather than taking her to some possible peace? What kind of person does this make me? I glance at my feathers, then bury my talons in the cold earth.
“Dante—”
“Noche.” Her intense gaze locks onto something in the distance.
I spot a shadow, or maybe I feel its presence first—a strange twinge deep in my core. My protective instincts kick in, and I rocket toward Dante, landing in front of her. The shadow grows as it nears, confirming that what I’m looking at is a large bird in flight—a raven, maybe.
I can’t allow the invader to come any closer. Springing from the ground, I give chase. This works: the bird makes a quick change of direction. I zero in on their tail, noticing the wide, owllike feathered fan, not the arrowhead shape of a raven’s.
Swooping back down to Dante, I shout at her, “Get out of here! Now!”
“What?” she questions. “Why?”
Frustrated, I sweep my wing through her transparent body. “Listen. If we’re ever to see each other again, you’ve got to hide. Somewhere no one will find you. I will come for you, okay? I promise. Listen for my call.” I flap my wings, making myself as big as possible as the other owl circles above. “Go!”
“O-okay,” she says, her gaze tracing the feathered stranger.
Dante zooms around the clearing, leaving me open-beaked and encircled inside a ring of iridescent light.
“Te amo, mi Estrella,” she sings out, then slips between the trees and vanishes, my soul trailing her heart.
There’s no time to say anything back. She’s gone. And I am furious. I launch skyward, beelining for the owl. They spare me no time, thrashing their wings as they hurtle toward me. It’s battle on—a deadly game of chicken. I lock into my joints, bracing for a collision. I’m suddenly like Dante in the rink, tearing toward a nosebleed-producing attack. My heart is hammering inside my chest, moist, hot air spitting from my nostrils. Just as our impact is imminent, the bird stops short, hovering in a way only I can do as a Lechuza.
I’m sucking in stinging breaths, suspended a few feet away from a set of fierce amber-orange irises. It’s impossible to process—like looking at myself in the mirror but gazing at something alien all the same. My keen animal senses are now aware she is female. My brain is scrambling for answers. Could this raptor really be another Lechuza? Then I take in her glossy black feathers and the way her closeness fires up my insides, and I am certain.
She swivels her head, revealing a bright purple stripe down her left temple. Okay, so we’re not clones. Her owl form is taller and slimmer than mine, and I wonder if she’s the same in her human body.
Do I know her? Where did she come from? Does she go to my school? Or is she older—maybe even younger. A strange connection radiates from her to me, like when I hugged Abuela the last time I saw her—distant, but familial nevertheless.
“Who are you?” I manage to ask, taking a chance she can hear me.
She blinks, then flaps her wings, hovering above me like she means business.
My muscles brace for another go. Then she opens her beak and lets out a harsh screech, one my brain immediately interprets as a warning.
If the color could drain from my feathers, I’d be a ghost too. My secret is out. I curse the ravens, convinced they are to blame for alerting the stranger to my negligence.
The purple-streaked Lechuza flies a short distance away, as if she’s unsure what I’ll do. When she takes off like a missile, I tear after her. If she’s going after Dante, she won’t get far.
We duck and dive, then emerge above the clearing, darting above the trees. Every muscle in my body is wound tight, ready to defend my love. I lean into the curve when she does, the torque of our sharp turns twinging the hinges of my wings. She lets me believe I’m gaining ground as we clear the forest and race on, following the shoreline road. She shifts into a higher gear, the one my maker must’ve forgotten to give me, because in a flash I am alone in the sky.
Exhausted, I soar to a nearby light post and manage a clunky landing. It’s too late to curb my panic. My body is already swathed in pins and needles, my heart pumping so fast, my vision begins to darken. I have no idea if another Lechuza can swipe my passengers, and I’m suddenly thankful for Dante’s wandering.
Long into the night I clutch the metal light post, scanning my surroundings for signs of Purple Lechuza. For once, I am relieved to see the ravens. They’re staking me out, a dozen sets of wings peppering the dawn. I cling to my theory that Dante is still here. A flock of ravens means she hasn’t been taken to the sky by another. If the ravens were alerting me to another death, there would be only one, right?
My belly begins to churn, and I realize I can’t remember when I last ate. I take one last look around, the breeze slapping me with an unforgiving blast of cold air. Spreading my wings for a good stretch before takeoff, I abandon my post.
As I head for home, there’s a nagging part of me that hopes Purple Lechuza will follow. I’ve just met another like me.
Wait, I’ve just met another like me!
I’m desperate to believe there was more to our encounter than an attempt to snatch Dante. She could have done it easily before tonight, and she hasn’t. If I truly think about it, I’ve been aware of her nearness for weeks, which can only mean she’s been on to me for just as long.
My flight home is swift and scattered with tumbling loops and dives. I clench my talons as if I am grasping the events of the night. My mind sifts through what this could mean, for me—for Dante. This stranger could be the key to understanding everything about the mystery of my existence. If she hasn’t taken Dante yet, maybe she’ll help us. How, I don’t know. All I’m aware of is how fast my heart is racing.
I top off my journey with a quick bite, just a small vole to shut down my screaming hunger, and then I touch down beneath the shelter of our porch. Papa opens the door, but he can’t see me. I hop aside, watching him scan the yard. He’s looking for me, and now I can’t be human fast enough.



WHICH SIDE WILL YOU FEED?


Springing into the air, I rotate into a spin, only to plunk back down onto the worn decking. I try again, this time letting out an earsplitting shriek in frustration. Papa jumps back, then shuts the door. This seems to be what my system needs. I shift, though it’s not a smooth transition. I give myself a quick check to make sure I didn’t bring back my beak or a tail fanned with feathers. It takes more than a moment for my eyeballs to loosen up and become movable. I blink over and over, my eyes watering until I can roll them in their full range of human motion.
“Papa,” I exclaim, stumbling inside the front door. My feet drag along heavier than usual, something that doesn’t go unnoticed.
He scrunches his face, then pours me a cup of coffee before picking up the Sunday paper from the counter. “All night is becoming too long, Noche. Even night owls need their rest.”
I kick off my boots. “It happened, Papa.” I dump my jacket at my feet and rush as best I can to the kitchen.
“What happened?” Ma asks, suddenly in the room. Her hair is braided like she does when she’s assigned to the engine. She says her hair fits under her helmet better this way. But I think she should always wear it like this. She looks so vibrant, ready for anything.
I take my mug, then down a giant gulp of hot coffee, dashed with cinnamon and sugar. It burns my throat, but I’ve got to get my words out.
“I saw another Lechuza last night.”
Papa whirls to my side of the counter. “Say again?”
I swallow another gulp. “Well, more like almost crashed into her and then had an intense staring contest. At least I think she was another Lechuza. She had amber eyes and black feathers. She looked at me like—like she knew me—as if she wanted to say something.”
Ma’s arms drop to her sides.
“Another Lechuza?” Papa gasps. “What do you think she wanted to say?” He paces, and I can practically see the cogs in his brain spinning out. “Why is this happening now, after all this time?”
I’m pretty sure I know the why, but that part of the story I am not ready to share, so I just shrug.
“This is amazing.” Papa clasps his hands.
“The screeching wasn’t,” I say. “Do I really sound that horrible?”
His eyes widen. “I won’t lie. You can make a spine tingle.”
I plop onto a stool. “Sorry.”
He taps my head. “Don’t be. It’s who you are.” He goes to the window behind the sink and peers out. “This is what we’ve been hoping for—someone who can help you figure all this out. But why show up now?” He spins around. “What do you think she wants?”
I can’t look at Papa or he’ll see my lies. How disappointed in me he’d be; Ma too. They love Dante like a daughter, and I am refusing my duty by keeping her earthbound.
“I don’t know what she wants.” I twist my hair into a tight spiral. “But I have a feeling she’ll be back.”
“Yeah?” Papa’s eyes brighten. “Like a…like a Lechuza connection feeling or something?”
“Yeah. Kinda like that. It’s weird, but it felt familiar—like family, I guess.”
Papa claps. “This is such good news…such good news.” He comes to me, sweeping me up from the floor into a big embrace, reminding me how much I still need Papa’s bear hugs.
“Hmm, a whole new family, then,” Ma adds.
She’s been so silent, I’d forgotten she was here. When I turn around, her vibrance has faded.
“Well, I wouldn’t say she’s family,” I say. “Just someone who could possibly, you know, give me some Lechuza pointers.” I’m trying my best to sound nonchalant about the whole thing, when really I’m like Papa, a massive ball of questions mixed with excitement.
Ma goes for her jacket. “Ah, of course. Well, I am happy for you, Noche, truly.” She kisses the top of my head, then goes for the door.
“Ma,” I call after her, but she leaves anyway.
I glance at Papa.
“Give her some time, night owl.” He slides a frosted roll in front of me. “She’ll come around. Your ma is a fixer. This Lechuza stuff is something she can’t help you with. And that is very difficult for her…for me too. All we can do is be here for each other, however we can, yeah?”
I pick at the roll, licking the icing from my finger. “I should’ve toned it down a bit, huh?” The sweetness of the frosting overwhelms my tastebuds, and I about wipe my tongue with the kitchen towel. There’s no way I’m going to be able to choke the rest down, even though Papa’s rolls used to be my favorite.
He touches my hand. “You should be excited about this. That is your right. No one around here is in your shoes…or talons. But you can feed both sides, no?”
At this I smile, though I’d have an easier time eating my roll if it had fur and a rubbery tail.
“Now,” Papa says, his tone deep and serious, “I hope this other Lechuza comes back. I want you to get your answers.” When he pauses, I wrap my hands around my warm mug. “We try our best to comprehend what your duties require, but your ma and I don’t like you being out all night. And it’s been happening a lot—too much.”
“But—”
“Stop there, Noche, before you tell me something I know isn’t true. Do what is required, and then we expect you home. Sleep in your bed, eat that roll, go to school tomorrow—”
“You mean do human things.” I take an obligatory bite of my roll.
This is a weird moment for Papa and me. My parents usually leave me be. I’ve never had a curfew or endless lectures about making good choices, like Dante had to endure. Coming at me with a hard parental glare is throwing me off.
I shift around, wobbling the legs of my stool.
Papa sighs. “All I’m saying is be a kid. It all goes by so fast. Don’t miss out on this part of your life. Don’t let others miss out on knowing you. Human relationships ground you with the living, no? That is important.”
I stop chewing, blood racing around my veins, turning my skin warm. Papa paraphrasing my dead girlfriend is up there with the wildest thing to happen to me within the last twenty-four hours. I must consider—could they have a point? I take in a deep breath, my lungs giving way more than yesterday. Air fills the corners of all five lobes as I envision the tiny sacs called alveoli stretching to their fullest. Is this what courage feels like? Or maybe I’ve stumbled into my kitchen and straight into an epiphany.
“I hear you, Papa,” I say. “I really do.” I slide from my stool, plate and coffee in hand. “I’m going to take this to go…for after my nap.”
He squints his eyes. “It’ll be cold.”
“It’s all good.” I wave my cup, then head for my attic.
I am not planning on eating the roll. I am planning on sleeping. When I’m finally crawling into bed, Dante, like always, crosses over from my conscious mind and into my dreams. Only this time there is another raptor circling above us, and a boy with a rainbow handful of tulips waiting on the fringes of my reality.



ANGELS IN THE CEMETERY


I text Jax when I wake up from my long nap.
No answer.
I text him before school Monday morning too.
Then again when he doesn’t show up for class.
And the rest of the week in his absence. I even resort to calling him, which goes straight to an auto voicemail.
I get nothing back. Not even a quick emoji. When Saturday morning comes around again, Jax’s prom proposal feels like a long-ago memory, something I almost convince myself I imagined. I barely remember what his voice sounds like. And now, huddled in my room, I feel like a total fool for trying so hard.
From the very beginning, being with Dante felt meant to be, from the first time she joined my eighth-grade classroom to later that day in the lunchroom—my brown bag contained tortillas smeared with butter, cinnamon, and sugar; hers were filled with jam. We never left each other’s side from that moment on. We are the same and yet couldn’t be more different. We balance the scales, our hearts fitting together like three-dimensional puzzle pieces.
I bury my head in my pillow, suddenly angry at Dante and Papa for pushing me to wear my Noche shoes. Humans are a thousand times more complicated than following my Lechuza instincts, an existence where I eat when I’m hungry, sleep when my eyes close, and fly when I need to get somewhere, no Vangina or rusty Honda required.
The rhythmic taps of water dripping from the eaves and onto my sill lull me motionless. April is almost half over, and spring is closing the door on winter.
I called for Dante all week too, taking the huge chance we’re safe, flying the length of the shore from Canal Park to the northern border of Duluth. She seems to be nowhere, and neither is the other Lechuza. The vast night sky has planted a seed of uneasiness in my gut, leaving me alone and struggling to grasp how small I am against the backdrop of endless midnight blue.
I twist around to rest on my back, my arm joints aching in protest. I’m noticing that the longer I stay human, the more my wings tug at my center to be set free. I’ve taken to waiting on my rooftop to be summoned by the ravens. They’ve kept their distance, mostly gathering over the lake. But their numbers are still with me, a single bird separating from the rest to swoop in and alert me to a new death now and then.
Julien and I remain distant. He hasn’t reached out, and I haven’t made a move either. Time is digging its claws into our friendship and tearing us apart, and yet I can’t bring myself to walk those two hundred and seventy-three steps to get back to him.
I sigh and close my eyes. I should be cataloging my newest trinkets, having spent extra time at the morgue this week. It seems the only place I am fully understood, the dead giving me their undivided attention, while Yani and I listen to the stories their bodies tell. What would they say to me if they could speak, now that their spirits have the answers? Would they tell me I am doomed to remain a ghost vessel, forever longing for a connection with a beating heart?
When I hear the front door open and close, my bones sink heavily into my mattress. Papa gave himself a rare day off from the food truck to take Ma out for a matinée movie date. I am alone once again and almost desperate enough to run after them and beg to go with. Crashing my parents’ Saturday date—this is what it’s come to. I cover my face and scream into my palms, then get up and head out.
The last thing my body wants is to be surrounded by a shell of metal, so I roll our electric fat-tire bike down the stairs and off the porch. I pedal through the city and then trudge up a hill that rivals those I’ve seen photographed of San Francisco. Duluth is melting. Mother Nature is ushering in spring on a sprouting green carpet.
Slush splashes up the backs of my calves, splattering my jeans. As I near the address I’ve put into my phone’s GPS, my heart quickens. I’m not proud of how I got my hands on Jax’s address. It was a moment of weakness, telling the office secretary at school I needed it to deliver his homework. The entire story sounded so old-school, I was sure she’d call my bluff. But then she looked it up and handed it over, and that was that.
I slow up in front of a small white house with a screened-in front porch. Double-checking the address, I confirm I’m in the right place. The sun warms my back as I press my forehead against my handlebars. What am I doing here? Jax made his wishes crystal clear. Lab partners and “friends” in parentheses would have answered my texts.
Just as I’m about to pedal away, the screen door cracks open.
Jax sticks out his head. “Noche?”
I swirl the soaked toe of my shoe around the slush because I didn’t think this through. “Yup. It’s me. Just passing through,” I say.
He comes all the way out, tiptoeing in his socks to the end of the sidewalk. “Just in the neighborhood, huh?”
Jax wraps his arms around his chest, then flashes me that smile of his. I grip my handlebars as my knees soften. He’s wearing a pair of gray sweats and a white T-shirt. It’s weird, seeing him in what I imagine to be his jammies. Regardless, I can’t ignore his unbelievable beauty, especially the way his dark hair falls over his slight eyebrows.
“So you know where I live now?” he jokes.
“I have friends in high places.”
He nods, and there’s a thousand years of silence. I’m pretty sure we’re both thinking about that day on my porch.
“I was on my way to…” I look around, getting my bearings. “I’m headed to the cemetery,” I blurt. And if he truly knew me, this wouldn’t cause a bit of alarm.
“Ah.” Jax glances over his shoulder, then back at me. “Can I come?”
“You want to come to the cemetery…with me?”
“Yeah. Why not?”
My grin quickly fades when I notice how tired and pale Jax appears, his lips a blueish gray.
“You sure?” I ask. “Do you have a bike?”
“No bike. But I see yours has some mods that could work.” Jax points to the large rack mounted on the back of my bike, something Papa retrofitted to carry supplies to Zara’s.
I’m smiling again. “You’d have to trust me.”
“Done,” he says. “Meet me around back in two.”
Jax bounds up his front walk, then slips inside. As I roll around the block and down the alley, I’m wondering how this is going to go.
I wait by the loaded garbage cans. The stench of turning meat makes my stomach grumble, and I’m regretting not eating the toast Papa left for me.
Jax emerges from the back in jeans and his leather jacket. He scuttles toward me as if he’s making a run for it.
“Go!” he hisses, straddling the rack.
I guess we are dashing. I don’t ask, just dig my toes into the pedals. It’s a slow start, way too slow for a getaway.
“Push with your feet,” I tell him while my thumb scrambles for the electric assist button.
Jax gives us the boost we need, and I pedal, the front wheel swerving until we’ve got enough speed to keep balanced.
We lean into the corner. “Did I just break you out of jail?” I ask.
“Kind of,” he says. “My mom doesn’t want me to leave the house. I’ve got a—a cold.”
“Hmm,” I mumble over my shoulder.
We coast down a long, gradual decline and then it’s all uphill from there. Jax’s hands slide against my flanks and settle cautiously around my middle. My breath catches. I can’t feel the handlebars.
I’m sure the wind is blowing my hair straight into his face. But Jax says nothing about it, only grasps me tighter as I pump the pedals to make the climb. I’ve never been more thankful for the electric feature on my bike. Even so, my heart is pushing past its limits. I glance back at Jax, the hue to his skin making me grateful he isn’t riding his own bike. He may stick to his story about having a cold, and I’m trying my best to let it go. Because I know what it’s like—the need to keep secrets close.
We take one last turn, then come to a stop in front of the open gates of the cemetery.
I hop off, steadying the bike for Jax.
“Whoa,” he exclaims, taking in the expansive grounds. “This is pretty cool.”
“I think so.” I roll my bike alongside, leading us inside. “There are a lot of seriously old graves here…and some newer ones too.”
Jax helps me push the bike up a small hill. “Is Dante here?”
I stop when he asks this.
“Sorry,” he says. “I thought—”
“She will be.” I point to a spot below a stand of evergreen trees in the distance, large patches of tenacious snow dotting the property. “When they find her body. Her family has a plot here.”
“Oh.” Jax inches his hand closer to mine on the handlebars.
I keep walking, and he follows. The snow is thicker beneath the trees, the first signs of green poking through the exposed rolling hills. I read the headstones as we pass, some so familiar I can still envision their ghostly faces. Others are crooked and worn, marking spirits long gone, the mossy concrete placed here before my time, when there must have been another Lechuza bound to a duty like mine.
My shoes are soaked through, but like with my talons, the cold rarely penetrates my feet. I glance at Jax, his gaze somewhere beyond the very last tombstone.
“Why didn’t you text me back?” I ask.
He sighs.
“Never mind,” I say. “You don’t have to tell me.”
“It had nothing to do with prom,” Jax interjects. “I want you to know that.”
“Yeah?”
Jax hesitates, resting his hands on the back of his neck. “My brother’s been texting me, asking me to come down to Saint Paul. My mom found out and took my phone.”
“Seriously?” I steer the bike toward a tree and lean it against the thick trunk.
“She loves my brother,” he says with a twinge of defensiveness. “But she doesn’t love how he’s living.” He shoves his hands inside his jacket pockets. “She worries about me. She worries she’ll lose me too.”
I cross my arms, my gaze flicking toward his chest and the scar hidden behind his jacket. “Should she be worried?”
Jax turns his back. “Nah. I’ve got no plans to be like my brother. But I do think she should trust me enough to let me talk to him.”
“Did you tell her that?”
“Yeah…I mean, I plan to.”
When he spins back around, I regard Jax for a moment—the boy with a plan A, a plan B, and a few more after that. What would this kind of projection do to a creature like me? Sounds like a whole lot of stifling disappointment.
I take a few steps toward a double headstone beneath the nearest pine tree. “We’re here,” I say.
Jax kneels next to the headstone, studying the engraving. “Fuentes…grandparents?”
“Yeah. And someday Dante…somewhere around here, anyway. And eventually, her parents, I guess.” I peer up at the weighted boughs, clusters of pinecones dotting the branches.
Dante brought me here when her grandfather died. It was autumn then, pinecones littering the grass, the aspens bordering the road, plump with golden foliage. How beautiful it was. We held hands in the back of the crowd, neither of us suspecting our time would soon come to an end—and that she’d be the next Fuentes underground.
I wonder if Julien knows about this place. Maybe he comes here too. After all, he is the one person on this earth who knows how I felt losing my girlfriend. It’s subtle, but the part of my heart that belongs to him begins to soften a bit.
“Hmm,” Jax mumbles, taking a few paces just to one side of Dante’s grandparents. “I kind of like this spot.” He chooses a small swath of remaining snow surrounded by muddy new grass and lies down.
He peers up at the sky. “It’ll get nice shade in the summer and an awesome view of the sunset.”
I bite my lip. Have I made friends with someone as morbid as me?
I join him, taking my place next to him. This feels nothing like the last time I was here. My nerves are steady, the blood in my veins warm and moving at an easy pace.
“You’re right,” I say, waving my hand across the pale blue horizon. “It’s perfect.”
“It’ll do for me when I kick the bucket,” he says, then folds his hands over his chest.
The wind swipes away my breath.
“Kick the bucket?” I manage to ask.
Jax bumps my hip with his fist. “You know, bite the dust, six feet under, or, umm, buy the farm.”
I swat Jax’s shoulder. “Stop!” But I’m laughing about death, and it feels…okay, a little bit like relief.
“I’ve got one—I’ve got one,” I stammer. “Pushing up daisies.”
“Meet your maker,” Jax counters.
“Dead as a doornail,” I shout back, my voice falling flat against the headstones.
“Sleeping with the fishes!” The second the words leave Jax’s mouth, we both freeze. He turns his head, fixed on whatever my reaction will be. “I—I’m sorry. That wasn’t cool.”
Shaking my head, I shrug. “It’s okay,” I say, though now I’m thinking about Dante.
Jax draws me into his gaze, soft serenity radiating from the golden flecks in his eyes. My body melts into the cold ground. I turn my attention to the sky, and suddenly I’m back at the lake on a snowy December night.
“Dante said she had to rest up for the game that weekend. But I wanted to go for a run, even though it was super cold—even though I knew she was tired. But I pushed, and she caved, like she always did.” I claw at the grainy snow beneath my fingertips.
Jax covers my hand with his, the protective heat warming my chapped knuckles. “Hey. You don’t have to,” he whispers.
I know this. But I swallow hard and keep talking. “We ran to the end of the trail, to the shore of the lake. I almost let her win too, which totally amped her up…. There was ice on the lake, ‘like a frame dusted with powdered sugar,’ she said.”
Jax squeezes my hand, and I let his fingers slide between mine.
My mouth is as dry as my eyes, a sour taste erupting inside my cheeks.
I swallow again. “She slid out over the frozen lake, though I begged her not to. She held out her hand, asking me to follow. But I stayed put, watching her pretend to play hockey while she made imaginary goals with her wicked slap shot. It sounded like a crack. We both heard it. There was no time to do anything, I swear. Dante looked at me, like she knew…and then the ice broke and she fell through.”
My insides are twisting and cramping, but my eyes refuse to cry. I’m convinced there is simply nothing left. I can barely hear Jax breathing at my side. I’m afraid to look at him.
Now it’s my turn to squeeze his hand, if only to confirm we’re still here, because the rest of me has gone completely numb.
“I’ve never screamed like that before,” I say. “Never. I tried to get to her. I made it halfway while she struggled to stay on top of the water. I crawled across the ice. I heard it cracking under my weight—the warning. Then Dante disappeared. And I just lay there, flat on my face, trying to see into the dark water through the ice. It was so quiet, the only sound the call of a raven, circling the sky.”
As my heart begins to slow, I am overcome with exhaustion. I hear Jax exhale. My head flops his direction. There it is again—serenity, stillness, and utter presence.
“I’m sorry, Noche,” he says. “I really am.”
It’s then I realize we’re still holding hands. I slip mine from his and shove it inside my pocket, guilt heating up my cheeks.
“I don’t know why I just told you all that,” I say, because really, I haven’t spoken about that night since the police questioned me—not to my parents, not even to Julien.
“She sounds like she was a pretty cool person,” Jax says. “A runner, a hockey player—”
“An amazing seamstress,” I add. “She is—was so creative. She could make an haute couture dress out of a garbage bag.”
“That I’d like to see.”
The mood has suddenly lightened, and the corners of my mouth curve into a soft grin as if Dante’s sitting right beside us.
“I’m really glad you have friends in high places,” Jax says.
“Me too.” Our faces are so close, I can see the freckles on the tip of Jax’s nose, trace every seam in his lips. His gaze carries me away, above the trees and straight to the stars as if we both have wings.
Jax clears his throat. “I could use some Spin Cycle about now. You?” he asks, breaking the spell.
I scramble to sit up, glancing back at him. “Umm, yeah. But won’t your mom be worried?”
“I left her a note.” Jax’s hand comes to rest on the small of my back, and I promise the universe I’m not wishing for more.
When I move to get to my feet, Jax stops me. “Wait.” He grasps my arm. “We probably shouldn’t go without leaving her some angels.”
Jax says this like it’s what people do. And maybe that is true. I wouldn’t know. Dante is my first love—and my first loss.
“But there’s barely enough snow,” I point out.
Jax is already poised for his angel, his heels extending past the grainy snow and into the grassy mud. “Ready?” he says.
I nod, then drop down next to him.
We sweep our arms and legs over the last of the frozen ground, my hands and feet lingering with the damp spring earth. My shoulder blades press against the snow, as if my wings will push through my skin at any moment and take me skyward. Jax’s fingers and toes tap against mine as we make our marks, the slight nudge of his touch disturbing my center, but exhilarating all the same.
When we’re satisfied, he carefully peels himself from the ground, then holds out his hand to help me up.
We check out our work. The angel imprints are far from flawless, brown and smudged with dirt around the edges. But their placement is perfect, exactly where the tree will shade the morning summer sun and the sky will turn orange in the west.
“Flawless,” Jax says, wiping off his hands, then draping an arm around my shoulder.
For a fleeting moment I imagine Dante here. And, yes, it shatters me. But I’m beginning to see how coming here to visit her body could bring about serenity—and how my broken pieces may fit back together someday.



RAINBOW BRIGHT CIRCLE OF LIGHT


Jax and I leave the cemetery, headed for Spin Cycle. As I pedal us through downtown, I am lighter than when I wear my feathers. I’m reminded again of something Dante said. Time is indeed strange. Because a week ago I was set on keeping my friendship with Jax a secret from her. Now I can’t wait until we meet again. I will promise to always make snow angels for her. And I will tell her about my lab partner.
There is a pair of warm hands burrowed under the hem of my jacket and nestled between the layers of my clothes. Human touch. There is truly nothing like it.
We park my bike outside Spin Cycle. Jax holds the door open for me, something I always insisted on doing for Dante.
“Latte?” Jax asks, already working his way toward the café.
“Please,” I say, halfway to the Alt Rock section.
I watch him go, hoping he doesn’t know I’m totally staring. I would ask myself if it’s possible to become this comfortable with someone so quickly. But I know the answer—Dante and I are proof of the feasibility.
I flip through the albums, some worn at the corners from hundreds of plays. Pulling out a close-to-brand-new Foo Fighters, I tuck it under my arm.
“The B-side on that one is killer,” someone says from across the island of albums.
I look up and my breath seizes. And it’s not because of the river of violet cascading down the left side of her bobbed hair. It’s the way my heart is twitching inside my chest. I don’t know why this is significant, only that I am working on pure instinct.
It’s her—Purple Lechuza.
There’s no need to consider any other rational explanation, because the ravens are back, pecking away at the skylights. And I’m beginning to believe the two go together.
Purple says nothing further. She is swift and already swinging open the door leading outside. The ravens are going wild overhead, circling the rectangles of glass. I follow her, dodging record displays like they’re tree trunks in the forest. I shove past a couple coming in, catching a glimpse of Purple about to duck into an alleyway.
“Wait!” I yell.
She glances over her shoulder, fiery amber eyes boring straight into mine. Then she disappears around the corner.
My feet skid around the concrete bend as I dash down the empty alley, heart hammering against my ribs.
Empty alley.
Impossible.
I was right behind her.
I still smell her—espresso and…smoked fish?
She’s here. I feel her presence overlapping with mine, weighing down my shoulders.
The vintage brick is slippery beneath my feet, so I slow to a walk. The sun is having a tough time reaching me here, sandwiched in the shadows between two tall buildings. I cross my arms tightly around my middle, as if it’ll make me small and stealthy.
Black streaks of graffiti mar the walls, amateur tagging that would have Julien and Dante cringing. A string of full dumpsters messes with my nose. I exhale, warding off the stench of rotting Chinese food and overfermented fruit. I stop and take a minute to regroup. Purple isn’t in front of me. I spin around. Not there either. But she is a Lechuza. And Lechuzas have…
My gaze trails upward, coming to rest on a girl perched on the lower balcony of a fire escape, her bare legs dangling over the edge.
“Took you long enough,” she says.
For a moment I’m at a loss for words. She is a confusing mix of exactly what I expected and nothing close at all.
“You could’ve waited,” I say, my voice quivering. “Or done the human thing and introduced yourself in the record store.”
She jumps down from her vantage point, landing like a deadly arrow in rainbow-colored running shoes. “And crash your date?”
“It’s not a date.” I step back when she approaches.
“Hmm. Maybe you should tell Mister Hottie Spectacles that.”
I’ve lost sleep over who this owl girl would be. Now she’s right in front of me and I’m arguing about my nonexistent social life as if we’ve known each other forever.
“Okay, I want a name and why you’re clearly stalking me,” I demand, my fist poised out in front of me as if I’m wielding an imaginary weapon.
She’s way taller than me, which is not difficult to be. When she begins circling like a hungry wolf, my hidden quills stand erect, ready for anything. Then I glance at her pink sweatshirt with the bizarre graphic on the front. I’m thinking it’s a cross between a unicorn and a mosquito.
My fist lowers as I read Minnesota Unisquito across the bottom.
“I am like you,” she says, shoving her hands into the pouch pocket of her sweatshirt. “Or maybe I should say, you are like me? But I think you already feel that. ¿Tengo razón?” She taps her chest.
A tiny explosion erupts beneath my skin when she confirms my instincts. It’s unsettling how much I need to look over the entirety of her, manners out the window.
She tilts her head, like she’s checking me out too. When she grins and her sparkly rose-colored cheeks plump, I swear I’m staring straight into the eyes of the feathered version of her from the other night.
My brain flips through all the searing questions I’ve filed away for this very moment.
Are we related?
How did I become a Lechuza?
Are there more of us?
Can we use our telepathy in our human forms?
I tilt my head too.
Can we?
“Okay. I’ll go first.” She hops forward, narrowing the gap between us. “My name is Evie.” Her silver bracelets jingle when she points at me. “And you are ruining my perfectly good spring.”
“Me? How?”
“Dante, that’s how.”
All the air leaves my lungs. When I can breathe again, I choose my words carefully.
“Did you take her?” I ask.
Evie shakes her head. “Can’t. That’s your job.”
As if on cue, the ravens descend. But like most scavengers, they are easily distracted by the stink. They land on the edge of the dumpster and start rooting for treasure.
“I’ve been summoned to make sure you understand the assignment,” she says.
“The assignment?”
“Your onus to the dead,” Evie explains dramatically. “¿Deber?”
“¿Deber?”
Evie fishes out a stick of gum from her pocket, popping it into her mouth. “You really are on your own,” she mumbles through all the chewing.
I shake my head. “I have…people.”
She moves in closer, peering straight into my watering eyes. This whole encounter is making me want to scream—so many feels at the same time.
I smooth back my wild hair, Evie tracking my hands.
“What?” I demand.
She’s got this look on her face as if my head is glowing or something. “It’s just, I’ve never met one before,” she says.
“One what?” I glance over my shoulder.
“Una primogénita.”
When I tilt my head, Evie sighs.
“A firstborn,” she says. “Man, you must be all sorts of messed up.”
I cross my arms. “Thanks.”
Evie brushes her fingers across the fringe on her ripped jeans. “Sorry. That was uncool of me.”
“Yeah, it was.”
Her gaze softens. “Just do your thing and let that girl go.”
I scratch my toes across the bricks. “You said summoned? By whom?” I ask.
Evie gestures to the ravens, who are fighting over a stringy piece of something that used to have eyes.
“Them?” I wave my hand over the ridiculous scene. “You’re joking.”
Evie sighs. “I wish I was. But those pests are kind of like our handlers. The universe must have a sick sense of humor.”
The winning raven flies off with the catch, the others pursuing, gifting us with silence.
“They follow me everywhere,” I say, peering at the gray sky. “Especially when I take my time getting to my passenger.”
“Passenger. I like that,” she says.
“What do you call them?” I ask.
Evie glances around, then sighs. “We can do better than this dank alley. Monday morning you’re gonna come to my house.”
She walks away, and of course, again, I follow. I’ve never had a sibling, but this is how I imagine it would feel, the energy between us endearing one second and aggravating the next.
“Be there by eleven a.m. There will be food—the human variety.” She whirls around, catching me on her heels. “Whoa. Air, please.”
I back up. “But I have school,” I say, as if a Minnesota blizzard could keep me away.
“Ditch.”
“Why not tomorrow?” I ask.
“Because I say Monday.” Evie rests her hands on her hips.
I bite my lip. “I don’t know where you live.”
“Grand Portage Agate Souvenirs and Smoked Fish. Knock on the blue door around back.”
“As in almost all the way to Canada?” I ask, wringing my hands. “That’s, like, really far.”
Evie blows a giant pink bubble until it pops. “Not if you fly.”
Fly?
She hops back a few good lengths and then she spins, in the daylight and right in front of me. Evie is totally shifting. And watching it as an outsider is both fascinating and utterly terrifying.
I can’t move, and I’m sure my mouth is hanging wide open.
Her colorful sneakers and pink sweatshirt blur like a hazy rainbow as her rotations pick up speed.
“But I can’t shift during the day!” I yell as Evie bursts out of her transformation, an owl. “Evie!” I call after her.
“Who’s Evie?” Jax asks, suddenly behind me.
I about jump out of my jeans. “How long have you been standing there?”
“Long enough to hear you shouting at the sky.”
Evie banks around in a circle overhead, her “See ya later” cries piercing my ears. It’s clear, when Jax doesn’t react, that he can’t hear or see her.
My stomach sinks as I watch her soar northward—to freaking Grand Portage, apparently.
“You okay?” Jax asks, clutching two coffee cups.
“Yeah,” I say. “Just needed some air.”
A glint on the ground catches my eye. A bracelet, one of Evie’s. It must have fallen off during her shift. I scoop it up and shove it onto my wrist—a perfect fit.



COPILOT


Monday morning, I’m frazzled from a night of talkative passengers, followed by endless searching for Dante. The ravens tailed me from a distance, gathering now and then over Superior’s glassy waters to fly in a tornado-like formation, only breaking out of it when I’d duck into the forest to call for her.
My stomach has gone empty for a few days, and now I am paying for it with terrible hunger cramps. But I can’t eat. Not while Dante is still out there. Every night I strain to feel her presence, getting nothing in return. She is eluding me. Or worse, totally lost, wandering the deep, dark woods with no memory of her life before she became a phantom of the forest.
Maybe she drifted all the way to Canada. Dante had this massive plan to road-trip it across the border when we turned eighteen, after which, according to her, we’d come home fat and happy, filled with poutine. And I’d fantasize about agreeing to go, after which I’d convince her to camp under the stars and the whole of the moon.
But none of this ever happened.
I never applied for my passport like Dante did. And now I’m sneaking off to test my invisible boundaries without her.
I’m downing coffee after two nights spent awake, trying to put my worries about Dante on hold for the daylight.
I don’t tell Ma or Papa why I want to take the van to school. Mostly because I’m not going to school. But also, if Papa knew the real reason, he’d stow away and come with me, Ma too. Villanuevas are here for each other, as Papa said. But this is something I need to do alone, even if I can’t steady my hands when I grab the keys for Vangina.
Outside, I pause on the porch, reconsidering what I’m about to do. Ditching school to drive over three hours to a purple-haired stranger’s house is totally off-brand for me. I need Jax and his probability calculations. I’ve resorted to texting him every hour without a response. But I’m doubting his mom will give him his phone back anytime soon. Not after I sprang him from home the other day. She was camped out on their porch, all bundled up in her winter coat, when I dropped him off after our afternoon at Spin Cycle.
My stomach grumbles, three cups of coffee apparently not enough. Evie left me with the promise of human food. Nothing else. How likely is it I will leave Grand Portage with life-changing clarity? There is a chance I’ll learn I am a horrible monster of death, or worse. Maybe I’m driving toward a Lechuza ambush to force me to deliver Dante to the sky.
Evie suggested I fly to Grand Portage, which implies I can
fly during the day even without the calling of a death. I’m about to push Vangina’s engine to her limits—one hundred and forty-five miles, to be exact, according to my navigation. I pause before getting in, turning the silver bracelet in a circle around my wrist.
And then I’m giving myself some room.
I suck in a deep breath, fanning out my arms like fake wings, which is totally ridiculous because this is not necessary when I shift for a death. It’s always been the same—a raven calls, and I go. The transformation part just happens.
I start simple, jumping straight into the air as if it’ll somehow trigger the change. My feet land with a flat thud. Several more leaps without success and I double over, trying to remember how Evie began. But my memory offers nothing, the awe of the event clouding everything but the sight of another Lechuza circling the sky.
I swipe the sweat from my upper lip, struggling to decipher what my body wants. Lately my feathers have been less than willing to give way to my human form. Last night was another struggle, shifting back.
Collecting myself, I roll my shoulders and stretch my arms. I’m not proud of it, but I decide to spin like an old-school Wonder Woman. My clunky feet cross over each other in the slippery slush. I rotate faster, my vision losing its grip on anything stationary. I trip, dumping like a bag of sand. My knees are screaming, my palms pressing past the snow and into the spring earth.
So I’m not flying to Grand Portage.
I unfold, get up, and brush myself off.
Dante used to say if Vangina were human, she’d be that cool chick who wears vintage and looks like she travels the world, when really she curls up with her streaming app and a giant bowl of popcorn, and she wears a hydrating mask every night.
I’ve got this on my mind when I open Vangina’s squeaky door and climb in. I pet her dash, knowing I’m asking a lot. It’s a bit early for both of us, but I’ve mapped out everything on my phone, giving myself extra time to get there. I am ready.
“We’ve got this, girl,” I say, coaxing her to turn over.
She protests for a few seconds, as if she snuck a peek at the GPS on my phone. She gives in just as our front door opens, Papa emerging with a small cooler bag.
I roll down my window as he dashes across the driveway.
“I made you lunch and snacks,” he says, dropping the cooler bag into my lap through the window.
“That’s quite the banquet, Papa.” Setting aside the cooler, I swallow down the sour taste of guilt. He thinks I’m going to school early to help set up the lab for bio and then across town to the university’s library with a group from school to study. Really, I’m shocked he’s not suspicious.
College and me? Impossible.
Group things? Nope.
Tilting my phone face down, I conceal the map to Grand Portage. “But thanks. You didn’t have to.”
“It’s nice to see you getting out…meeting other people.”
I grip the steering wheel.
Papa hugs himself, fog puffing from his nostrils. He tips his head. “Have fun, night owl.”
I nod. Vangina clunks when I put her in drive.
“Take it easy on the turns. The van is about ready for some new tires,” he says.
“Got it,” I say, and we touch thumbs like we do.
Papa watches me go, and it isn’t until I turn the corner and I’m out of sight that I relax. I am an expert at concealing things. But this is different. This is flat-out lying. I wonder how Julien did it for so long. And Dante…
Punching the gas, I race the waves of Superior as I follow her shores north. And I’m totally fine until I get to the spot—the road sign marking the exit for Split Rock Lighthouse.
Pulling over, I let Vangina take a breath while I hold mine. This is the place. Beyond the Split Rock is the great unknown. Once I drive past, I will be the farthest away from home I’ve ever been.
And then I’m doing it, lurching forward and pulling out and into my lane with the sign in my rearview.
My pulse is racing, hands grasping the wheel as if it’ll tilt back like I’m piloting an airplane.
I roll down my window, reaching my fingers toward the sky. “Whoo-hoo!”
I’m pushing Vangina faster than ever, leaning heavily on the gas. The thrill I get when I soar with the wind finds me here. I am flying, in my half-broken-down van with balding tires.
The miles in my wake click up on the odometer, and I’m convinced Vangina is just as into it as I am. She sputters and clanks as twenty-five miles turns into fifty, and then one hundred. I close my eyes like I do when my wings take the wheel, the breeze skimming my face.
Suddenly I’m jolted off-kilter, my eyelids snapping open just in time to catch Vangina drifting toward the edge of a ditch. I slam on the brakes, and the van skids into a fishtail. There’s a loud pop. My hands flail as the wheel jerks to the right beneath my grasp. I manage to stop, balancing on the edge of the ditch. The engine sputters and then dies.
I take a moment to collect myself, my thrashing heart pulsing at my temples.
I pet Vangina’s dash again. “Sorry, girl. Thanks for having my back.” I crane my neck over the passenger seat, catching a glimpse of the deep ravine we’ve barely escaped.
“Okay, so…moving on,” I say, turning the key with shaky fingers.
Vangina won’t start.
I plunk my forehead against the steering wheel.
My stomach churns after a quick check of my phone. I’ve got about forty-five miles left in front of me and one hundred behind—Grand Portage vs. home. My head rotates over my shoulder until I’m peering out the frosty back windows—a whole lot of empty road.
I’m trying not to panic. I lied my way into this mess, and now I’m not going to make it to the reason—or worse, back to Papa and Ma.
A car approaches, then rushes past. I glance at the sky: not a single cloud, pale blue as far as my eyes will take me. I shiver, the planet so much bigger than it seemed only seconds ago. I’ve waited so long to find out how I fit into it all, and now it seems I’m being tested by the sky.
Glancing at the seat next to me, I wonder what my forever copilot, Dante, would tell me to do.
I consider her probable worst suggestion first, hitchhiking, which has serious horror movie possibilities. Hard pass.
Then I think about running. Until I glance at my shoes. Love my Converse. But my shins won’t after an ultra-marathon in them.
Sigh.
My gaze rests on the passenger seat again. If Dante were here, her plan C would be to call Julien for a ride.
Sigh.
My eyes flick to my phone. I scroll past Julien’s number to Papa’s but can’t make the call.
I scroll up, stopping at Lab Partner (Friends).
Crossing my fingers, I try Vangina once more. She starts.
“Yes!” I throw her into drive. She rolls forward with a thunk.
I get out and do a walk-around, finding the problem. Vangina has blown a tire. After checking for a spare and coming up empty, I take a breath and tap on Jax’s number, though I’m expecting no answer. I’m sure his mom still has his phone locked away.
After the third ring, my gamble pays off.
Jax answers.
“Partner,” he says.
“You got your phone back!” I exclaim.
“Yeah. I talked to my mom like you suggested, and it worked. So thank you.”
“Umm, you’re welcome.”
“What’s up?” he asks. “Can’t wait until bio to hear my voice?”
I laugh, all nervous and quivery. “Actually…I need a favor.”
“Shoot.”
“Can you pick me up?” I scan my surroundings for a landmark.
“From your locker?”
“From about one hundred miles north of Duluth.”
“That’s a long way to go before third period starts.”
“My van has a flat, no spare, and I’ve got to be in Grand Portage…and I can’t call my parents.”
There’s a short pause, tinny sounds of Duluth High’s crowded halls in the background.
“So—pick you up, then head to Grand Portage?” he asks.
“You know what?” I shake my head. “Never mind. It’s a lot. I shouldn’t have asked.”
The background racket quiets. “I’m already headed outside,” Jax says. “Can you drop me a pin, so I know exactly where you are?”
Everything beneath my skin takes a breath.
“Yeah,” I say.
When I put my phone on speaker and send Jax my location, he stays. Eventually, I hear him opening the squeaky door to his car and firing it up. I’m not even sure he realizes I’m still on the line.
“Thank you, Jax,” I say. “Really, this is above and beyond.”
“Hey, it’s what lab partners do.”
“Who knew?” I say, resting against my seat.
I expect him to interrogate me about why I’m skipping school and sneaking off to Grand Portage. But instead, there are some rustling sounds on his end, and then he asks, “Alice or Mad Season?”
I wrap my arms around myself. “Mad Season.”
“Mad Season it is. But I’m fast-forwarding to track three, because it’s killer.”
My hands grip my sides. If Jax were here, I’d hug him and maybe never let go.
We listen to the song and a playlist of others, neither of us saying a word until Jax breaks our silence.
“I’ve got eyes on you.”
I pop up, spotting him in my rearview. Hopping out, I wait at the back bumper for him to pull over.
When Jax gets out, he surveys Vangina’s precarious position. “You’re either a really good driver or very lucky.”
“Maybe a bit of both?” I head for the passenger side of Jax’s car, not wanting to waste another second on the side of the road.
Jax goes for Vangina’s tire.
“Umm, can we just go? I’m so late.” I pause. “That is, if you’re still okay with driving me to Grand Portage.”
Jax reaches inside his open door and produces a brown paper bag. “Brought my lunch to share on the road.”
Just then I remember Papa’s care package, the one he put together for my supposed study group. I go to the van, grab it, and relock the door.
“My papa took care of the road food.” I open the cooler bag, then grin, holding it up for Jax to see.
He takes a whiff, closing his eyes. “I’m getting cilantro, pineapple? Lots of garlic, and a hint of roasted something. Maybe this road trip was meant to be.”
Hurrying to the passenger side of his car, he opens the door for me. I slip past him and into the seat.
My gaze follows him as he passes the front of the car, going to his side. Jax looks different today. His hair, maybe? Or maybe it’s his jeans? They’re perfectly creased down his midthighs. It’s almost as if someone ironed them.
He gets in. “You’re checking out my jeans, aren’t you?”
“No.” My face fires up as I fasten my seat belt.
Jax sighs. “My mom ironed them. I told her not to. But she thinks it’s her way of paying me back for doing her laundry all the time.” He runs his palm down the faded crease on his upper leg, trying to smooth it out. “I didn’t have the heart to tell her no one irons jeans.”
I laugh. “Maybe she’s paying you back for sneaking out the other day.”
Jax hesitates. “Never thought about that. Damn.” He shakes out of his jacket, tossing it into the backseat.
My gaze gravitates from his blushing cheeks to his chest, his thin black T-shirt perfectly fitted. His medical alert bracelet dangles from his wrist, just like my silver find.
They almost tumble out of my mouth—every burning question I’m dying to ask about his heart and what I imagine it’s been through, surgically and otherwise. I hate that I have this need to know. Partly because it’s Jax’s business and not mine. But mostly because I fear this curious part of me is the reason I’m destined to screw up our newfound friendship.
He catches me staring and covers his chest with his hand. “Someday, Noche. But not today, okay?”
Jax doesn’t need to say anything more. And I’ll leave the subject alone. I will be patient. Because let’s face it, everything else in my life seems to have a ticking clock attached to it. When he’s ready, maybe he’ll tell me more of his story. And maybe I’ll share these wings of mine. But for now, as we take to the road and head north, I will be grateful for what my lab partner is doing for me. He’s not my ride-or-die, Dante. The dull pain in the pit of my stomach is a reminder. But today that hurt stirs with the rest of me, as if my grief is molding my memories and shaping who I am all at once.
My copilot in the driver’s seat switches tapes, then turns up the volume—Mad Season again. My sharp gaze searches every inch of the landscape as we follow Superior’s shore toward someone who is ready to give me some answers and, hopefully, help me find Dante.
I fidget the entire way to Grand Portage, thankful for the music we’re blasting and for Papa’s snacks, because maybe they’re distracting Jax from noticing. He drums along as the road in my side mirror gets longer.
When we’re about three miles out, I’m hyperaware when he rests his hand on my shoulder. “Where to from here?”
This is the first time he’s asked me where we’re going. I hesitate. This guy I’ve known for only a blip in time just drove me and my baggage almost all the way to Canada without needing a reason.
“Can you pull over for a sec?” I ask.
“Uh, yeah, sure.” Jax pulls over onto the shoulder. “Car sick?”
“Come on,” I say, and get out.
The crest of a flat cliff overlooking Superior draws me toward it. The soles of Jax’s shoes crunch the frosty gravel as he follows close behind. My heart thumps at raptor speed, my breath deep and ragged. When I reach the center of the rock, I peer below, the waves crashing against the shore mimicking my tumbling insides.
I’ve never seen this part of Superior. And though I’m aware these are the same waters as in Duluth, it seems infinities away from everything beneath it back home. The tether anchored to my center unravels as Jax sidles in close.
“It’s beautiful,” he says. “The lake, I mean.”
I face him, our fingers grazing. “No, you didn’t.”
His gaze is velvety and tender. “No, I didn’t. Is that okay?”
My hands find their way into his. He wants to kiss me. I’ve seen the look before. I wonder if I appear the same to him. I’ve fought my feelings every which way I know how. And though every part of my heart wants to deny it, I want his mouth against mine.
“What if I kissed you?” There. I said it. And now it’s out there.
“Then I’d kiss you back,” Jax says, his face suddenly so close to mine.
My heart flutters, swift and true. “What if it makes everything different?” I ask.
“It will.”
“What if it’s not like…?”
“Like kissing Dante?” Jax says, caressing my palms with his thumbs. “It won’t be. And that’s okay, because that would be a little weird, right?”
“This is weird.”
“Is it, though?” Jax’s lips brush mine, and I swear, my knees buckle.
“Total weirdness,” I huff. “I haven’t kissed anyone but Dante in three years.”
Jax’s warm fingers graze my cheek. “I understand.”
Carefully, I rest my hands on his chest, needing to feel the drumming of his heart beneath my palms. Jax stays as he is, breathing in and out like the waves rushing the shore.
“Three years is a lot to live up to,” he says.
“Then we’d better make it a good one.” I lean in, and my mouth presses against his.
Jax kisses me back—like, I’ve waited an eternity for this, kisses me back.
And it is different. Everything is. The places his hands go, how his body feels beneath my longing grasp.
I’m kissing Jax and comparing every detail to how it was with Dante.
I’m kissing Jax, wondering if Dante was like this with Julien.
I’m kissing Jax, and the misery and the utterly breathtaking tangle together like Jax’s fingers in my hair.
His body quivers as he exhales into my mouth. I’m on fire in my secret dormant corners. I’m touching him in places I’m afraid to admit I’ve dreamed about. I slide my arms inside the warmth of his leather jacket as he gathers me against him. I hold on tight and let Dante go. I promise her it’ll only be for a moment. For now, let there be only Jax, me, and the roiling surf of Lake Superior below.



GRAND PORTAGE AGATE AND SMOKED FISH AND THE CASTILLOS


I kissed Jax.
I kissed Jax.
I promised myself I’d never press my lips against another’s after Dante, and now I’ve thrown myself at a guy after a couple of bio tests and a handful of cinnamon lattes.
The worst part? I’d do it again. In fact, as we make our way into the town of Grand Portage, I’m having a terrible time not doing it again right here and now.
Jax squeezes my hand and I squeeze his back, my chest doing the cliché flippy thing.
“Here?” he asks when we pull up to the Agate and Smoked Fish shop across the road from the lake.
“Yeah.” I peer out the windshield, spotting the walkway leading around back.
I know I’ve got to let go of Jax at some point. But it feels so good having someone to lean on. Reluctantly, I slip my hand from his.
“Thanks for the ride,” I say. “Umm, you don’t have to wait. I’ll find my way back.”
Jax leans away. “You’re kidding, right?” He jabs a finger at the colorful shop, the peeling wood siding painted turquoise. “The chances of me leaving you here alone are zero. They don’t even look open. What’s this all about?”
“I can’t say just now.” I glance at his chest. “Understand? But it’s all good, safe, believe me.”
Jax shakes his head. “Yeah. That’s why you couldn’t call your parents, huh?”
I let out a short, impatient breath, totally not needing his overprotective vibe. “Okay, here’s the deal.”
“Lay it on me.”
“Stay. But out here. I’ve got to go inside by myself.”
Jax rubs the worn steering wheel, his brow crinkling with worry. “I don’t know, partner. This feels a whole lot like I’ve been here before…with my brother.”
Crap. I totally see how Jax would go there.
I rest my hand over his. “I promise this has nothing to do with anything like that. This is just rocks and fish. That’s all.”
Jax peers at the shop again. “And super-cheesy T-shirts.”
He’s right. In the display window is an assortment of touristy tees, like the Unisquito shirt Evie was wearing at Spin Cycle.
Jax touches my face, and I nuzzle in like having him close is suddenly part of us. My heart is breathing again, which is why I won’t spoil it with tales that would give him nightmares.
“I’ll wait over there,” Jax says, pointing to the park across the street. He glances at the shop, perking up. “Do you think they have blue agates? My mom would be stoked. And some of that spicy smoked trout they sell at the marina?”
I smile at his mention of agates. “Blue and spicy. Got you covered.”
I break away, getting out before I stay for another epic round of my tongue in Jax’s mouth. As I make my way toward the shop and he pulls away, I wonder what his brain is coming up with—his probable reasons for my being here.
Once I’m around back with Jax out of sight, the reality of why I’m here sets in. Spotting the blue door, I square my shoulders, my knock barely audible.
The door swings open instantly, the aroma of maple syrup and cedar wafting from within.
“Elevensies is not lunch,” Evie says, checking her Mickey Mouse watch. “You’re late.”
“I’m sorry.”
Evie crosses her arms, leaning against the doorjamb in another cheesy shirt. This one has a moose in a yoga pose on the front with the caption Namoostay.
I’m starting to sweat, though the temp up here is at least ten degrees colder than in Duluth. “My van broke down, or I would’ve been here on time. And I’m not hungry anyway, so don’t worry about food or anything.”
“I wasn’t worried,” Evie blurts. “You fly with your van?”
“No—”
“Evangeline María Ortíz Castillo,” a woman’s voice shouts from the bowels of the house. “¡Deja entrar a la pobre chica!”
Evie motions for me to come inside. I pause, then slip past her and into what looks like a cozy living room.
A young girl rushes me all wide-eyed like I’m Taylor Swift. “You’re here!” she gushes. “This is so cool. Are you really una primogénita?”
Evie nudges her out of the way. “Geez. Give her some space, mija.”
“You wanna see my room?” the girl asks.
“No, she doesn’t want to see your room,” Evie interrupts.
But the cutie already has hold of my hand, tugging me toward a long hallway.
“It’s okay,” I say. “I’d love to see your room.” My heart aches when I pat the girl on top of her head like I do with Julien’s little sister. I miss the La Pointes, including Julien.
The girl peers at me like I’m walking on water as we make our way to her room. I glance down at my “I gotta be me” fashion choice. Shabby jeans, Converse, and a cropped, black, long-sleeved T-shirt.
“What’s your name?” I ask.
“Emiliana. But everyone calls me Emi.”
“Ahh, we have something in common then. My name is Estrella. E names rule, right?”
“I thought your name was Noche.”
I grin because she knows this. “It is. But my given name is Estrella.”
“Eres una estrella,” Emi gushes again.
Scrunching my lips, I nod and smile bigger. It’s better than admitting I have no idea what she just said.
“All right, Emi. Let’s see your lair.”
We leave Evie’s impatience behind and the racket from what I’m imagining to be a kitchen full of people I’m soon to meet.
My guts are churning and nervy. Then Emi straightens her fiery red jumper dress and opens her bedroom door.
“Whoa!” I exclaim, stepping inside.
Turning in a circle, I gulp at the scene. Emi’s room is goth–meets–nature–meets–I’m-still-a-kid.
She motions to a fuzzy beanbag chair in the corner, and I gladly plop into it. Her walls are painted a midnight blue, bordering on black, the ceiling twinkling with warm yellowish lights.
Emi’s bed is on stilts. She scrambles up a ladder, clutching a giant pillow resembling a s’more with eyes.
My gaze locks onto the posters lining the walls. Gorgeous works of art—translucent owls superimposed over human forms.
“That one’s my sister Paulina.” Emi points at the first poster.
Next to Paulina is unmistakably Evie, with the trademark purple streak in her hair.
“Evie’s your sister too?” I ask.
Emi sighs. “Sí. Ella es una gruñona.” She must notice my brain struggling, because she grumbles and pantomimes having claws. “She’s a grouch. But Mamá says that’ll smooth out with her years.”
“I see. And who’s that?” I ask, gesturing to the third painting.
“Mamá. When she was, like, Evie’s age, I think.”
There are more, fifty-one at my count. They look like giant trading cards, with names and stats bordering the bottom edges. I get up to peer closer.
“They’re dates,” Evie says from the doorway. She joins me, pointing out the numbers. “Their Lechuza birth date, also known as la primera transformación. And then the day they died, for those of us who have.”
The look I’m giving Evie reveals my thoughts.
“Yes,” she says. “We die. Just like everyone else.”
Emi leaps from her bed, then drags a plastic box to my feet. She opens it, plucking out a card, a smaller version of the painting of her sister Paulina. “I have all the best ones. Way more than my cousin Clara. And she’s been collecting them forever.”
“People collect these?” I ask, accepting the card from Emi.
“Um, yeah,” Emi exclaims.
Turning it over, I read the text.
Lechuza Paulina:
Stellar soaring abilities
Photographic memory
Dreams of becoming the lead singer for the glam rock band Dove and Sprockets
Lechuza birth date: October 10, 2010
Top flight speed: 40 MPH
Beak strength: 80 pounds per square inch
Largest prey: Brahma chicken
Favorite fare: Mushroom and sausage pizza and spring moles
Morning person or night owl: Night, always
What’s on her playlist: Bowie, T. Rex, and anything metal when she needs to blow off steam after a long night
“Whoa,” I say, flipping the card face side up.
“It’s a Lechuza thing.” Evie rolls her eyes. “You can thank my aunt for it. She paints the portraits, then prints them into cards and posters.” She laughs. “And she makes a killing. If the trading card shops only knew they were inspired by actual shifters.”
“I’m going to be one after I have mi primera transformación,” Emi says, her chest puffing with pride.
Evie shrugs. “Yeah. With a bag over your head.”
Emi giggles when Evie roughs up her sister’s hair. I suddenly feel like a third wheel, so I shrink back, letting the siblings have their moment.
I take in the rest of the posters. “So, I was right to call myself a Lechuza,” I say, thinking back on my tireless research in the beginning and my thirteen-year-old self, convinced I had a mysterious illness.
“Google diagnosis?” Evie asks.
I shrug.
“Come on.” She tips her chin my direction. “My tía’s in the kitchen, waiting to pester you about a sitting appointment for your portrait and stats.”
I rub my temples, my head weighty from my mounting questions. “Beak strength? Flight speed?”
“It’s easy,” Evie says. “Just wear a smart watch and set it to running. It’ll clock you like a cheetah.”
“¡Señoritas!” a voice calls from outside the room.
“¡Ya vamos!” Evie answers back.
My phone pings, and I know who it is before I look—Jax.
LAB PARTNER (FRIENDS)
You good?
NOCHE
Yeah. This’ll take a while.
Please don’t feel like you have to wait.
LAB PARTNER (FRIENDS)
I’m getting comfortable on the hood.
This view is sweet.
Did you know seagulls can pluck an entire bag of Mexican food from your hands?
NOCHE

“Ah, ¡mírate!” a woman in a flowered dress sings the moment I reach the kitchen. She comes at me with dancing eyes, the thin wrinkles in the skin surrounding her amber irises resembling rays of the sun. “¿Estás cansada de tu viaje?”
“Umm.” I nod, unsure at what.
The energy in the room bounces off me, and I realize that what I felt with Evie in the alley was only a fraction of the Lechuza connection. My gaze lands on another woman, who must be the aunt, because she’s clutching a clipboard. She clicks a photo of me with her phone.
My hand goes up, instinctively. “Oh…”
Evie scolds the woman in Spanish, shooing her away. “You all are annoying,” she says. “It’s like you’ve never seen one of us before.”
My skin breaks out in goose bumps. One of us. Is that what I am?
The kind woman in flowers reaches for me again. “Siéntate.” She pulls out a chair from the table. “Siéntate, por favor.”
“She doesn’t speak Spanish,” Evie blurts. She snatches a pastry from the plate in the middle of the table.
My shoulders stiffen. “I understood that one,” I say, then sit in the offered chair.
Emi steps up, pointing at the photographer. “This is Tía Yamille.” She squishes up against the woman in flowers. “Y mi mamá, Xo.”
Xo comes forward, kissing me on my cheek. “Bienvenida, Noche.”
“Uh, okay,” I say as my lips brush her cheek. She’s about Ma’s age, but without the weariness in her eyes.
A pot of something smelling like nutmeg is heating on the stove. A variety of pastries, the kind Papa buys from the one small Mexican store in Duluth, is passed to me. A few weeks ago I would’ve scarfed down the entire plate. Maybe it’s my nervous gut, because I pass the plate without taking one.
“¿Te gustaría un café?” Emi asks in Spanish, and it feels like a friendly dare.
I decide to be brave. “¿Café? Umm, sí, gracias.”
The room floods with smiles and chirpy tics and flutters, though there isn’t a feather in sight.
Xo brings me a cup of coffee, waving her hand at the others. “Don’t mind us. You speak whatever language you’re comfortable with.”
“Okay,” I say as she lines up a row of bowls and scoops in what appears to be white rice, cream, and raisins.
She doles them out to each place setting, and without a word, everyone sits at once, as if I missed some sort of secret signal. My stare fixes on the bangle around Xo’s wrist, and I see similar ones on Yamille’s and Emi’s too. They all wear the same silver bracelets, like the one I “commandeered” from Evie.
I pick up my spoon, but I don’t eat because I’ve been given some breathing room to check out the rest of my surroundings. The kitchen is well used and stuffed to the gills with wooden planks, metal trays, and a few vacuum packer machines like the one Papa uses to get more life out of his special spices.
A roll of stickers with the words Grand Portage Spicy Smoked Trout catches my eye, and I wonder if Jax is still hanging in there, outside alone in the park.
Taking a whiff, I draw in the scent of cedar and ash. “You smoke the fish here?” I ask.
“Yup,” Emi answers with her mouth full.
Xo wipes her youngest daughter’s cheek. “Aye, mija.”
Emi squirms beneath Xo’s fussing and I shift my gaze, Ma suddenly on my mind. There is a part of me that wishes she was here too.
The kitchen quiets but for the sounds of Castillos stuffing their faces with rice cereal laced with raisins and spices. They are sitting together. Eating together. They have eyes like mine. Skin like mine.
My backside settles into my chair as if this is where I belong. A new kind of guilt washes over me. It has nothing to do with sadness and everything to do with how much I hate to admit I’ve yearned for parents who were born knowing what it means to be a shifter. How much easier this all would be.
I take a tentative bite of my rice, my stomach so empty, it’s over being hungry.
“You’ve got to find a balance in your diet,” Evie says, and shovels in another mouthful.
“What?” I set down my spoon.
“You’re losing your taste for human food, aren’t you? Too many spring rodents. Not enough Cheetos.”
The faces in the room fix on me, waiting for my answer. Yamille snaps another photo.
I scoop up a giant portion, getting it down in one gulp. “Mmmm,” I murmur.
Emi giggles, but Xo is all serious, glancing at Evie, then back at me. “You’ve been on your own, Noche, which has been very frustrating and confusing, no?”
I nod, brushing away a speck of nothing from the flowery oilcloth covering the table.
“We are here to answer your questions,” she says, breaking a pastry in half and handing a bit to Emi. “This is a safe space. Now is the time to ask what you want to know.”
What I want to know? Papa would be all over this opportunity. I’m pretty sure he’s got a list. All I can do is stare at my bowl. It’s impossible to choose where to begin. So I go for the most pressing. Because I hear them outside the double windows over the sink: the ravens, cawing from the other side of the thin glass.
“Okay. Why me?” I ask. “Why am I a Lechuza?”



MUTANT


My question hangs in the air until we’re in the awkward zone. Clearly I’ve asked the one thing the Castillos don’t have the answer to.
“Why you?” Xo finally says. “We do not know. There have been, of course, other primogénitas, but not for a very long time.”
“Like, forever ago,” Evie jumps in.
Yamille leans back in her chair, clutching her clipboard. “There is very little known about them.”
“Una primogénita?” I ask.
“That means, in your family, you’re the first mutation of the celestial gene we all carry.”
“I know how mutation works,” I say, clasping my hands together. “And you say very little is known. But the information must be out there, so where are these records? Because other than helping me piece together what to call myself, Google and the local library have been a total bust.”
Xo takes the lead again. “Understand, our history is passed down orally. It is safer for all. Our identities, our abilities, these are not shared with any human unless there is total trust. And even then there is risk of exposure. None of us know what is beyond the limits of this universe, only that we are the guides. That said, can you imagine what humanity would do if they knew about us—about Lechuzas being the key to the afterlife?”
I can’t. Because I’m still stuck on trust. What is that, anyway? All the times I leaned on Dante about my Lechuza responsibility, the duty I never asked for. Meanwhile, I drove her closer to my best friend. Then she had the nerve to die, and now she’s gone into hiding. Okay, because I told her to hide, but still.
Xo stands, bringing out a colorful plate of sliced fruit. “We haven’t heard tales of una primogénita for hundreds of years. But this does not make you different from us, Noche, or an outsider. We are here for you, to guide you, to teach you what you could not learn on your own.”
My insides tumble. I’m actually sitting around a table of Lechuzas. My heart is circulating chambers I never knew it had. I’ve heard of found family. Is that what this is? Can I have both? Can I have Ma and Papa and the Lechuzas? I twirl the silver bracelet, catching Evie’s stare. She gives me a tiny nod of approval, and it lights a fire in my belly.
“Okay,” I say, straightening my spine. “Confirming I am an anomaly, an unexplainable creature of a secret order of death birds, which translates to: I am a mutant spirit sweeper.”
“Can I use that quote?” Yamille asks with a huge grin.
I consider, then answer, “Yeah. Go for it.”
The room erupts with laughter, Emi the loudest of them all.
“Speed round?” I interrupt.
Evie seems to be the only one who gets it. “Go,” she says.
“Are you all Lechuzas?” I ask.
“Yes. All female Castillos,” Evie answers. “Give short-pants here a few more years, though.”
“How do you know she’ll be one too?”
Evie points to her orange eyes, giving me a wink.
“The hereditary aspect,” I say. “How does it work?”
Xo and Yamille exchange glances. “It is passed down from the maternal side,” Xo says. “Our mother was a Lechuza, and hers before that, and so on.”
My brain wants to dwell on Ma and the painful awareness of Ma’s struggle with her own mystery genes. Instead, my focus wanders elsewhere, to a framed photo of a man nestled in the center of a small altar. Beads, plastic fruit, and candles surround the picture. “Who’s that?”
Xo goes to the altar, pinching a shriveled bud from a vase of flowers. “My husband, Joe. He went to the sky a year ago, but the kitchen is where he stays in this house. It’s where he felt most at home.”
My skin buzzes as if Papa is sitting beside me.
“My Evie surrendered him to the afterworld,” Xo continues. She touches her daughter’s shoulder, and Evie’s jaw sets.
The room seems to darken when the light fades from Xo’s brilliant irises. “We don’t choose who we’re called to deliver,” she explains before I can ask. She kisses the top of Evie’s head, and I blink away the sting in my eyes.
My days have been saturated with I’m sorrys, which is why I don’t say it now to Xo, or to anyone else in the kitchen.
“He looks very happy in the picture,” I say.
Yamille grins. “I took that photo the day the shop won the award for best smoked fish.”
Evie pushes back her chair. “Next question,” she demands.
So I go for another. “Shifting. I can do it without a death?”
“Yes,” they all gush in unison, even Emi.
“How?”
Yamille clutches her clipboard. “You must channel every part of you. Your Lechuza, Noche, and everything in between.”
I press my hand against my chest. “There’s more to me than Noche and my Lechuza?”
“Of course there is,” Yamille answers. “There are many facets that make up who we are, human, supernatural, or otherwise. Open yourself up to all of it. Accept who you are—recognize and celebrate it. Only then will you shift upon your own will.”
Yikes. Self-acceptance? What does that even look like? An owl, apparently.
“What she said, only with less drama,” Evie chimes in. “And off-duty shifting gets easier the more you do it.”
Easier—to shift into an owl? I haven’t thought this through. Showing my whole self to the universe sounds kinda terrifying. I’ve left the ghost of my girlfriend wandering the earth. The stars may just spit me back out.
“What if I can’t shift back?” I ask.
Evie’s fiery eyes flick to her mother, then back to me. “We’ll get to that in a bit.”
I wring my hands. “So if I do this off-duty shifting thing, then I am a plain old owl, able to fly wherever I want?”
“Yup,” Emi says. “I can’t wait!” She spreads her arms like wings and she’s off, soaring into the living room.
“Not exactly,” Evie adds. “You are an owl minus the Lechuza part. But still supernatural. Like, you can choose to remain invisible to humans. And you still have spirit vision.”
“Which means…”
“Your owl eyes can still see spirits, hence run-ins with the occasional wandering ghost waiting for nightfall and their Lechuza.”
I gasp. And now I’m remembering how Jax couldn’t see Evie yesterday. My head is spinning. How am I supposed to make sense of a legacy the Castillos have had generations to learn?
I squeeze my temples. “The ravens. Are they shifters too?” I ask as one lands on the sill outside the window.
“Thank the universe, no,” Evie answers. “Just plain old annoyances who signal a death.”
Xo shakes a finger at Evie. “Do not underplay their role, mi amor. She needs to know what we know.”
“What we think we know,” Evie corrects.
“I’m listening,” I say, leaning heavily against the table.
Xo sits, Yamille too. When Evie scoots in, I’m getting this is serious.
Xo draws an imaginary line across the table with her finger. “As I said, our history is oral, information passed directly from Lechuza to Lechuza, as it’s been done for centuries. Here is what we know about the issue at hand.”
My jaw clenches. I’ve been here thirty minutes and already become an issue.
“Los cuervos will keep coming,” Xo continues. “Multiplying in numbers until you deliver the soul you are holding on this earthly plane.”
Dante. Of course they know. I shoot Evie a killer glare.
“What?” she blurts. “You think I like being your shadow? I just turned eighteen. I have some serious adulting planned.” She chomps on her gum, then blows a giant bubble until it pops. “And now those pests are following me too.” She jabs a finger at the beady eyes at the window. “They are here to make sure I make sure you follow through. El qué suerte la mía.”
Crossing my arms, I’m suddenly a stubborn child. But I don’t care. Until today I’ve had to navigate this alone. Having a room of nosy birds telling me what to do is all kinds of annoying.
“And if I don’t?” I challenge.
Xo remains the calm in the restless room. “If you don’t? Your defiance will have consequences. It already does. Evie tells us your human spirit is fading.”
It’s impossible to mask how this hits me. “My human spirit?” I ask, when really I’m only thinking about Dante. She is innocent in all of this. And now I’ve made her a consequence of my selfishness.
“She means your human existence,” Yamille says. “Evie says you hunt for your food, and you’re having a hard time shifting back to Noche when you’re done with your dead. And Dante. She is waning too, no?”
“Yes. I’m afraid she is.” I scrunch my lips. “What else did Evie tell you?”
“That following you for the last two months has been the longest year of my life,” Evie chimes in. “It’s like watching one of those telenovelas you swoon over, Yami, I swear.”
“¡Mija!” Xo grasps Evie’s arm. “Enough.”
I clutch my chair.
Slipping off the bracelet, I leave it in the center of the table. I thought coming here would…I don’t know what I thought. But I’m starting to regret it.
When I move to stand, Xo’s warm hand on my shoulder sends a message to my core. I’m certain I hear her heartbeat over mine.
“Please stay,” she says, then hauls out a giant book from a crowded shelf.
“Oh boy, she’s got the map,” Evie says, and everyone scrambles to slide their dishes out of the way.
Xo slams the book onto the table between our bowls, rattling the porcelain. “You belong here,” she says, waving her hand around the kitchen. “Don’t let anyone tell you any different.” She opens the book to a map of México, then waves her hand over the vast country. “This is where all Lechuzas descend from.”
I lean closer. “Okay?”
“And though we are all over the world now,” Xo continues, “your roots began in México. You are part of us. And we help each other, yes, Evie?”
I don’t know what Evie says in response, because I’m stuck on the map of México as if I’m seeing the country for the first time. My skin warms beneath my hoodie. I trace my finger through the deserts, along the ridges of the mountains, and then out to sea.
Emi sweeps into the kitchen and hands me a drawing. “It’s you,” she says, pointing at a black feathery owl wearing shoes that resemble my Converse.
I’m done for and she knows it, coming in for a hug.
“Thank you, Emi. This is amazing.”
“I know.” She puffs out her chest as if she’s already worn feathers; then she’s off again.
Xo pours me more coffee, reading my mind too.
I take a sip, trying my best to love it like the cinnamon latte Jax brought me. Checking my phone, I send him a quick thumbs-up emoji, then gather up the reason I came here. Because if I really am part of the Lechuzas in this kitchen, they should give me more answers.
“Okay, I’ll stay. But I have other questions,” I say.
Evie sets her bowl on the book, which makes Xo scowl. “Let’s hear them,” she says.
“You might be right,” I begin. “It’s like Dante’s slipping away. And her ghost is…becoming more ghostly, I guess is the best way to put it. Is that…is that because of me?”
Xo sighs, then sits. “There are one or two tales of a Lechuza refusing her calling. But they are difficult to decipher, the details having become muddled with time.”
I sink into my chair.
“Honestamente,” Xo continues, “I’m unsure how you’re able to ignore your mission. You must have incredible strength, Noche, to overcome your Lechuza’s inherent need to deliver.”
“I don’t feel strong,” I say. “But I do feel the urgency. Right here.” I point to my chest, then shake my head. “But I’m not ready, which means I’m not as strong as you think.”
Yamille picks at a pastry. “Things can’t continue this way. Which is why we think the best plan, moving forward, is for you to take Dante to the sky as soon as possible.”
My head hangs heavy over my shoulders as I grip my cup.
“I know this is difficult.” Xo glances at Joe’s portrait. “Believe me, I do. But this has tilted our axis—we all feel it, as I’m sure you do as well. A spirit cannot be in limbo. This is the whole reason we Lechuzas exist. There will always be a cost for altering the future of a soul.”
“The cost being Dante disappears and I become an owl?” I ask. “Is that what we’re really talking about?”
Xo grasps my hand, the callused pads of her fingers cool to the touch. “I must urge you with everything I have, deliver that girl. She doesn’t belong here anymore. I am afraid the universe will remedy this if you don’t, and you will pay for it.” Xo leans in. “You have a mother and a father who I’m sure love you just as you are, no?”
I swallow, then nod.
“Do you understand?” she asks.
“I do.”
Leaving Papa and Ma behind to become an owl forever? I can’t pretend to be naïve about what that would do to them.
“Dante,” I say. “She is fading—to where? It has to be somewhere, right?”
Xo shakes her head. “The stories warn us her soul will be lost. And her end will be…”
“Nothingness,” Evie finishes.
My palms are so sweaty, they’re leaving a shiny imprint on the tablecloth. I can’t sit anymore, springing from my chair. I pace the floor, grasping my hair as if I’ll tear it from the roots. Disappear into nothingness? My Dante? No. Can’t happen. It won’t happen. Then I’m sinking.
I drop back into my chair, my hands trembling. “Even if I wanted to deliver Dante, I couldn’t. I don’t know where she is. When Evie ambushed me, I told her to hide, and now she’s gone.”
“She’s in the lake,” Evie grumbles.
“I know that. They called off the search ages ago.”
“Her spirit is in the lake.” Evie plucks her gum from her mouth, pressing it into a napkin. “Come on—the raven tornadoes over the water? They’re trying to make it easy for you. Besides, spirits tend to hang close to where they died.” She shoots her mom a look. “It’s just the way of things.”
I’ve gone internal, scrolling through all the times I ignored the ravens gathering over the water. I push back from the table. Dante’s body lost in the lake is tragic enough. But her spirit? Her soul is still alive; everything that makes her my Dante is beneath the ice. I’m thrown back to December, when I scratched at the frozen water as if I could somehow get to her. I was right. Her death is happening all over again.
I bury my head in my hands, embarrassed to show my face in this room of Lechuzas.
Evie sits next to me. “I’m—we’re thinking Dante might be confused, having been in limbo for so long. You’re gonna have to summon her above water to deliver her. Because I’m sure you’ve figured out we birds can’t swim.”
I sit up, wiping my runny nose with my sleeve. “Why’d you wait so long to tell me this? Why follow me for months?”
Evie shrugs. “I didn’t clue in to what was happening at first. And be honest, would it have made any difference if you’d known?”
I can’t answer, because I’m ashamed to say I don’t know if it would have.
I’m about to let misery smother me when the back door flies open and another orange-eyed woman sweeps in, clutching Jax by the arm.



RESCUE ME


“I caught this voyeur peeking in our windows,” the woman hisses, her cherry-red lips grinning as if she’s loving every minute of torturing Jax with her scarlet-painted nails.
I spring from my chair, because I swear her human talons are drawing blood. “Let him go!”
Jax wriggles from her grasp, rubbing his forearm. “You okay, Noche?”
“Of course she’s okay,” Evie answers. “No knights needed here.”
I nod at Jax, who’s already at my side.
The air becomes charged with tense energy. I draw in a careful breath, which stirs my lungs. Jax sidles up against me. My hand folds around his, an edgy vibe settling over the kitchen.
Jax has entered a protected space. The Castillos can shift whenever and wherever they want. And I’m doubting they’ll give a second thought about ripping him to shreds if he gives them enough of a reason. We’re talking about creatures who’ve concealed centuries of oral history to keep their secret.
I challenge Evie and the rest with my best glare. They call my bluff, surrounding us with irises glowing like hot coals.
“This is my friend Jax,” I state. “He’s with me.”
“See?” Evie interjects. “A total telenovela.”
I can’t even look at Jax. I’m guessing a room full of blazing women drinking coffee was not what he expected to find. How do I rationalize this? Do I even owe him an explanation?
Red Nails gives me a once-over, raising her eyebrows. “So—this is Noche?”
Her eyes are a perfect match in shape and color to everyone in the crowded kitchen—everyone but Jax. For once, I’m not the outsider, and there’s not a single part of me that knows how to navigate this.
“I am,” I say. “And you are?”
“Paulina. I’m sure you’ve heard of me.” She breezes to the other side of the kitchen, obliterating the tension with the clacking of her sky-high heels. Her barely there skirt and ripped tank with strategically placed holes are something straight out of the eighties.
“Where’s the coconut water, Mamá?” she asks.
“Where it always is, mi corazón. La leche está en la heladera.”
Paulina fluffs her teased red hair, then takes out a tall glass, filling it half-and-half with milk and coconut water.
I’m unsure about what to do next. Leaving is my first thought. But Jax has his feet planted like he’s totally fine with hanging to figure out what the hell I’m doing here.
“I’ve about had it with these all-nighters,” Paulina says between gulps. “I’m going to get booted from my own band. How’s a gal supposed to get any serious singing done when the humans can’t stop dy—”
“Lina,” Yamille interrupts. “Tenemos invitados.” She tips her head at Jax and me.
Paulina finishes her drink, her lipstick remaining perfectly in place. “Ah, sí. Perdón.” Her eyes flick to me and then Jax, where they stay. “¿Y quién eres tú?”
Jax squeezes my hand. He appears to be studying the room, the breakfast table—the possible exits. I’m sure the fact he’s the only one without orange eyes doesn’t go unnoticed either.
“Soy Jax,” he says. “I’m Noche’s…friend. Es un placer cono…conocerlas a todas.”
Paulina saunters closer, peering at his chest. “Ah, ¿hablas espanõl?”
“Uhh, un poco,” Jax says, adjusting the collar of his shirt.
“Un poco, ¿eh?” There’s this throaty purring sound coming from Paulina. If I wasn’t so tangled up in the fact that Jax can communicate in Spanish better than me, I’d claw her eyes out.
“Lina,” Xo scolds, which calls Paulina off.
She waves her hand at her mother. “Ah, mamá. Relájate. Solo estoy jugando. Aunque es lindo, ¿no?”
Emi rushes the kitchen again, this time holding a pair of fuzzy pink slippers. “¡Lina! ¡Tengo tus pantuflas! ¡Tengo tus pantuflas!”
Paulina takes the slippers, kicking off her heels. When she slips the fuzzies on, Emi scoops up the heels, then holds out her hand.
“Aye, aye, aye, mijas,” Xo exclaims.
Paulina dips into her bra, producing a five-dollar bill. “Hazlo más rápido la próxima vez, ¿eh?” She rustles Emi’s curly cropped hair.
“Okay,” Emi says. Then she’s off with her loot, no worries at all about the strange guy in her kitchen.
Evie holds out her coffee cup. “Set me up, sis,” she says to Paulina. “I’ve got a feeling I’m going to be busy tonight too. There’s something in the air.” She glares at the multiplying ravens outside the window, which makes my own downy undercoat bristle.
Paulina pours the milk concoction for Evie, then shoots me a look. “It’s the absolute cure for dehydration after a marathon shift. You can thank me later.”
Jax gives me a curious glance.
Yamille starts on the dishes, Evie collecting the coffee cups after Xo swats her on the backside.
There are still so many questions I need answered. But it’s clear this visit is over now that we have an interloper. And really, I’m ready to escape before the air shifts again.
Xo comes to me, her damp fingers cupping my chin. “We’ll be in touch.” She nods at Jax, then gives me her attention again. “Go with intention. That is the way of things.”
“Uhh…okay,” I mumble.
Xo’s meaning may be cryptic to Jax, but it’s loud and clear to me.
Dante. Shifting. The ravens—all the things that will alter my world yet again no matter what I choose.
Evie follows us to the door, opening it for us. “We’ll see each other again.”
To this I only nod, because I know it’s true. “Say goodbye to Emi for me.”
It’s a small curve, but Evie actually smiles. “Done,” she says, and I wonder if there was telepathy involved.
We leave, the fresh northern air rinsing my skin of the smoky aroma of the Castillos’ house.
“Umm, just a sec,” I say. “Meet you at the car.”
Jax hesitates, then seems to understand he has no choice. “I’ll pull up in the front.”
“Okay.” I sprint back to the blue door, giving it a quick knock.
Evie answers again. She cranes her neck, peering over my shoulder. “Where’d you stash Mister Hottie Spectacles?”
I sigh. “He’s bringing the car around.”
“What a gentleman.”
“I’m hoping to get something from you,” I say, ignoring her sassiness.
“Like another bracelet?” Evie offers me the circle of silver I’d left on the table.
I hesitate. But I kind of want it to belong to me now, like everything in my trinket drawer.
She stuffs it into my hand. “What else do you want?” Evie asks with impatience.
I slip on the bracelet. “Umm, a package of your spicy trout and a blue agate. I’ll pay you…” I dip into my pockets, knowing full well there’s nothing in them but lint. “Okay, I’ll pay you the next time I see you.”
Evie grins. She likes this, me owing her something. “Sure thing,” she says, then vanishes into the back of the house.
She returns with exactly what I asked for, dropping both inside a Grand Portage gift bag.
I take the rock and the fish. “Thanks. Really.”
“Really. You’re welcome.” Evie’s eyes dilate, a thin orangish rim surrounding her cavernous pupils. “Be careful with that one,” she says as Jax pulls up. “His footing is precarious.”
“What does that mean?”
“I think you know. You just don’t want to see it.” Her stare drops to my chest.
“You ready, Noche?” Jax calls from the car.
I leave Evie and get in. Inside the car, I’m on the brink of big emotions with nowhere to go. This beat-up Honda has become a raft, carrying me to all the things I’ve just learned and everything I want to forget—including Evie’s ominous parting words about Jax.
“We should get going, huh?” I say, biting my thumbnail.
“Uh, yeah. Sure.” Jax starts the car. He hesitates. “Hey, I hope you got what you came for.”
I flash him a reassuring blink, as if he can read owl.
We make our way south, Jax waiting on playing any music.
“So, family time in Grand Portage?” he asks.
My grasp on the bag Evie gave me tightens. “Family?”
He chuckles. “You all have the same unusual eyes. I mean, there are a lot of capital letters in that Punnett square.”
Now I’m grinning, mostly because I love that he’s such a nerd. I can literally see the wheels turning in his gray matter.
“The sharp tongues,” he continues. “The fierce stares. You can’t tell me you all aren’t related.”
“I have a fierce stare?”
“Smokin’.”
I glance at myself in the visor mirror. The Castillos are not my family, and I hate myself for wishing even a little that they were. I love Ma and Papa—shouldn’t that be enough?
Jax follows the curve of the road as we trace the sharp edges of the lake. It’s starting already, the twisting beneath my skin with every mile we drive south. Reality is on the pale blue horizon, where Dante waits for me in the deep.
“We’re not related,” I admit after a while.
“Some kind of orange-eyed convention, then?” Jax asks.
He’s not going to give up.
“Exactly,” I say. “I searched for people with orange eyes and found the Castillos. They wanted to meet me. I thought it’d be cool. I didn’t tell my parents because I didn’t want them to feel slighted, you know?”
It’s fascinating how easily my story falls off my tongue. And equally fascinating how quickly Jax falls in line.
“Well, that’s cool, partner. Intense. But cool,” he says, though I know he’s back on Paulina’s red talons digging into his skin.
He reaches for my hand, and my fingers find the in-betweens of his. And like everything else that changed after December, this too is totally different. The way the rough skin of his thumb feels on the back of my hand—and how I always thought I’d die before letting anyone else look at me the way Jax is right now as we roll through the next town.
I let him go, unable to dismiss how uncomfortable it feels to hold his hand now that I know Dante’s spirit is in jeopardy beneath the lake.
Jax leaves his hand where it is for a moment before pushing in a new tape. He drums the wheel.
We stay like this for the entire B-side of Mad Season. Jax’s jet-black hair glistens in the early-afternoon light, and I wonder what’s going on inside his head—whether he can’t stop thinking about our kiss like I can’t.
The last few miles I find a way to pretend I’m nothing more than a one-dimensional human girl with a healing heart. I almost rest my head on his shoulder.
“Can I ask you something?” I say after a bit.
“Sure.” He turns down the volume.
“Where’d you learn Spanish?”
He smiles. “My brother. He has this amazing affinity for languages. Totally self-taught. He could’ve really made something out of it, you know?”
Jax’s grin fades as he swallows hard, and it’s as if I’m staring at my reflection. This is what it looks like to desperately miss someone.
“Are you going to talk to him, now that you spoke with your mom?”
“Tried. But he’s off the urban grid for reasons that would destroy my mom. So I’ve gotta leave it alone for now.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s all good,” he says, though clearly it’s not. He slows up. “There’s your van.” He signals, then crosses the road to the other shoulder.
We get out, the breeze swirling around us with a hint of something unseasonably warmer on the horizon.
Jax surveys Vangina’s situation, whistling when he gets a look. “Man, this dream machine has had a lot of birthdays, huh?”
“It was my papa’s when he was in college. And I think she was old then.”
“She?” Jax asks, stroking the flat tire.
I peer over his shoulder, pretending I’m not taking in a whiff of his essence. “Her name’s Vangina.”
His head hangs as he chuckles. “Well, Vangina’s not giving any more rides today.”
Jax gets a sock in the arm for that one. I turn around, leaning on her side. “Damn. So, call for a tow?”
“Yup.”
“My papa’s gonna kill me.”
I squint at the road leading to Duluth, the weight that had given me a break back on my shoulders.
Remembering the bag in Jax’s front seat, I retrieve it, handing it over. “Your order, sir lab partner.”
He peeks inside, fishing out the agate. “Whoa. This is killer.”
He holds it up to the light, the corners so thin that the dark blue hue transitions to translucent, as if the tumbled rock is trying to show me the way through.
“Thank you,” Jax says. “My mom’s gonna love it.”
“Brownie points for sure,” I say.
I steady us both with my stare, because it’s a struggle to remain grounded when I’m near Jax. There’s a tug-of-war happening inside my heart. But no matter how much I want to kiss him again, I can’t.
“Can I give you a hug?” he asks, as if reading my thoughts.
I open my arms and we seal together, our bodies fitting within each other’s perfectly.



THE TIME BETWEEN


Papa was not happy about Vangina. In fact, I think he was more pissed about her flat tire than he was about all the lying and ditching school. He said he was just glad I wasn’t hurt and that my punishment was owing him all the details about my visit with the Castillos. And I complied. Sort of. I’m not ready to talk about Dante’s wandering spirit. Because then I’d have to mention I’m slipping too, into a nocturnal creature forever.
We don’t tell Ma about Grand Portage. Jax dropped me off, I told Papa my story, and then there was this unsaid agreement between us that, for now, it would be too much for Ma.
We’re hanging out in the kitchen, all three of us. But Villanueva family time is nothing like the Castillos’ family time this afternoon. There’s no clanking of eager utensils digging into bowls of cream and raisins—no bantering or little feet pretending to fly.
I rearrange my cilantro-lime rice, then flick on the TV, searching for a game to fill in the space. I stop at a curling match coming in from a Canadian station.
“We should try this sometime,” I say. And though I’m totally kidding, Papa lights up.
He peers at the tiny screen. “That’s an idea. What do you think, Zara? Could be fun.”
Ma glances at the match. Two women furiously sweep the ice in front of the sliding stone. It comes to rest smack in the center of the target, which I guess is the goal because the crowd goes wild.
“I’m game,” Ma says. “Could be fun.” Her eyes drift to me.
I thought a kitchen filled with orange eyes meant family. But as I read Ma’s hazels and then catch the love radiating from her gaze, I am aware there is simply no substitute for anyone under this roof.
I fall against her and collapse into her arms. So yeah, I guess we’re going curling.
“Hmm-hmm.” Papa clears his throat. “You gonna tell us about this kid who came to your rescue? Next time he comes around, we’d like to meet him.” He gives me the eye, which is this piercing look that makes me fidget.
“How do you know there’s going to be a next time?” I ask, catching Ma’s interest in where this is headed. I mean, she thinks Vangina broke down at the U of M Duluth’s library.
Papa shakes his head with a grin. “I’ve seen that look before, Noche. Just sayin’.”
“Just sayin’? Who are you and what have you done with my papa?”
She’s trying to hold back, but Ma’s laughing. I want to stop the hands of our Frida clock and suspend her smile. The way it fills me up, I almost forget about what I must do at the edge of the lake.
But of course the universe picks now to remind me that time doesn’t belong to me. And my feathers assure me it never will.
The sun has gone to bed, signaling I am on deck. I pat my chest when the tugging starts. Papa’s already taking my plate to cover it with foil.
“Don’t be a hero,” he says, like we tell Ma when she leaves for work.
I wince. “Not in my job description,” I say, then kiss them both goodbye.
Outside, I spring from the porch, jumping into the shift like I’m suddenly in an action-hero movie, only this time I pay attention to every second of my transformation.
My fingers splay out just before my wings take over. It’s wild, how I never noticed this before, all the minute involuntary alterations that happen when I exchange bodies. Jax’s brain would split in two trying to work the logic.
I explode into my Lechuza, coming out of the revolutions just above the evergreens. My imagination lets me believe I am in the driver’s seat, and that I’m chasing the moon toward Dante. The dream ends when my tail feathers tilt and I descend into town to a cluster of old buildings that haven’t changed since they were erected a century ago. I instantly recognize where I’m headed—Morton and Sons.
So…I’m being summoned to a dead person in a funeral home. Either this is a first or the sky is messing with me.
I catch a glimpse of her before I sail through the plate-glass window. Miriam, the owner’s wife—the woman who’s shooed me away so many times, I’m now banned from the property.
Her body is prone on the floor in the embalming room, her husband down the hall behind a desk in what must be his office. I am the first to find her. These are the times I wish I was neither owl nor human, because both can make tears. Mr. Morton is totally unaware of what he’ll walk into when he’s finished for the evening.
“It’s you,” Miriam’s ghost says at the sight of me. She drifts from the embalming room to the threshold of the office.
I hop along behind her, all flutters inside. Miriam is not my first familiar passenger, and yet I’m always fascinated with the spirit’s ability to recognize my human form through my Lechuza. As my feathered legs scuttle up to her, I’m remembering the posters in Emi’s room and another piece of the puzzle falls into place. I really am Noche beneath these feathers.
“Well,” Miriam says, hovering over her husband’s shoulder, “your wish has been granted. You’re inside the funeral home.”
We both giggle. I won’t tell her I’m checking out my surroundings, imagining what I’ll steal for my trinket drawer.
“What do I look like to you?” I ask, suddenly curious.
Miriam regards me, resting her pointer finger on her cheek, a pose she’s taken with me numerous times before closing the door in my face. “I see a girl with dark hair, ebony plumes, and eyes like a harvest moon. You’re absolutely lovely. I’m sorry I never invited you in for tea.”
I puff out my chest, then take a short flight to Mr. Morton’s desk. He shuffles papers from one pile to the next, documents with words like eulogy and date of birth—date of death that stiffen the roots of my feathers.
Miriam passes her hand through her husband’s back, then pauses just over my ear tufts. “It’s the time between those dates that count, dear,” she says.
Though it’s difficult to grasp, I hear her. Because threaded between the layers of everything I am, no matter how much I don’t want to allow it, the beginning of something new is happening. There is warmth where there used to be a chilling frost.
Miriam’s eyes sparkle as her ghostly imprint glides toward the entrance.
She is ready to go.
And so we do, right through the front door like proper humans. Miriam wouldn’t have it any other way.
I take my passenger to the sky, and another after that. So when I descend on the rocky beach of Superior, the moon is dead center of the after-midnight sky.
Landing on my log, I let out a breathy cry, then wait. One by one, the ravens gather in the trees. I lose count of how many. Their annoying antics ramp up as the boughs sag under the sheer weight of them.
The lake is breathing tonight, tiny, rounded swells lapping the shore. The ice is almost gone, and I’d like to believe this is a good sign.
“Dante,” I plead, “it’s time to come out. We have to talk.” I scan the surface of the water for her glow.
I flap my wings, talons pinched into the wood to keep me grounded. “Come on, my love. I know I said to hide, but I really need you now.”
The ravens disturb the trees, as if they are calling her too.
“Hey.” I shift my voice, digging deep to sound upbeat. “I’ve got a stack of old-school movies and a giant bowl of popcorn mixed with Skittles.”
She doesn’t go for it. Not even a faint glimmer on the water. I hop closer to the edge of the shore, then remain stone-still. Would I sense her vanishing for good? Would my Lechuza world feel different?
If it weren’t for the ravens, I’d be in a full-on panic about being too late. But they are here, suddenly scattering from their branches. They gather over the water, whirling in a sinister tornado not more than fifty yards from shore.
Dante is there. She must be. And just maybe the ravens are paving the way.
Without considering the risk, I launch from the rocky beach, tearing toward the violent funnel. It’s a split-second harebrained idea, trusting the ravens. But I’m already here—no going back. I hurl my bird body straight into the eye of the storm, rocketing down the center.
The bitter water is in my sights. I smash my wings against my sides, becoming a sleek torpedo locked in on its target. It’s only a second, maybe two, before I crash through the surface. The shock of the impact crushes my breath. I am underwater. And it’s immediately clear that down here I am a life with no ethereal powers. It’s bio 101. I have an earthly organ system, and it’s struggling to breathe.
Cold—acid cold unlike anything I’ve ever felt before—envelopes me. The weight of the water compresses my body from every direction. Tiny needles stab my skin. My muscles seize, excruciating cramps binding my legs.
I can’t see. But I hear the lake filling my lungs, because my beak is open and calling for Dante. I’m tumbling in the abyss, any sense of direction masked by total darkness.
Is this how it was for her? Did she drown calling for me?
My chest is on fire, heart hammering furiously beneath my hollow bones. This is sheer fight without the flight, because my wings no longer work. I’m not even sure I still have them. I manage to use my head, driving my body through the thick water. But for all I know, I’m sinking. I gulp, swallowing more mouthfuls of the silty lake.
So this is how it will be.
Who will be my Lechuza? Because I am dying.
A thundering rumble ricochets off my surroundings. My body jerks as if changing direction. The moment I breach the surface, my eyes find the light of the moon—and the underside of Evie, carrying me across the water as we soar toward the shore.



WHEN NEVER BECOMES FOREVER


Evie’s talons are buried in my back, crushing the shafts of my soaked feathers. I go limp, any strength I have left trickling off my end feathers.
Soon enough, we descend for a landing on the rocky beach. Evie releases me like a bomb, way shy of close to the ground. I dump onto the rocks, a total dead fish, then finish it off with a string of speedy barrel rolls.
It’s sky—rocks—sky—rocks, until I skid to a stop, spraying pebbles into my face.
This is where I stay, with my beak smushed against the ground. When I feel the swell building inside, I flip over and hack up what must be a bucket of lake water.
Evie comes to hover over me. Even in her purple plumes, I can tell she’s pissed.
“Am I dead?” I ask.
“No. Thanks to me.” She beats her wings, then scratches a talon straight down my belly.
“Ouch!” I spring to a stand, my head taking a moment to join the rest of me.
I cough and wheeze again, as if I’m bringing up a pellet from my early meal yesterday.
Evie launches into the air and shifts, sticking the landing with ridiculous finesse.
“Let’s go,” she commands. “I’m done with this circus.”
My change is a bit more clunky. At first I can’t even get myself airborne. When I finally do, it’s clear my body is at war with itself. My inner raptor has no intentions of bringing back Noche.
I spin, requiring so many revolutions to kick-start the change. From there I look more like an injured bird than a superhero when my feet land with a clumsy splat. After collecting my balance and swiping the hair from my face, I lift my shirt where the sting is. Sure enough, Evie left a mark—a long, red, tented wound. I twist around, my head rotating over my shoulder to peer at the punctures on my back.
“Don’t be such a baby,” Evie grumbles. “It’ll heal.”
“Hey—”
Suddenly, she’s all up in my face. “Don’t ever do that again. Like, never, you hear me? We were meant for the sky. The universe has made that clear tonight, all right?” Her ragged breath smells like a combo of rabbit fur and tortilla chips.
I meet her fierce glare and then step back to cough again.
Evie wipes her mouth, then zips up her saturated bright yellow hoodie with a loon decal on the chest.
Rubbing my eyes, I scan the lake for any signs of Dante. But there are none. The ravens have gone too. Squinting, I try to pinpoint the exact spot my spirit almost joined hers below.
Plopping onto the rocks, I hug my knees and suck in my sobs.
Soon I hear Evie’s feet crunching the rocks behind me.
She sits, wringing out her wet hair.
I leave mine be, though I am freezing.
Warm tears run down my cheeks, and I’m quick to wipe them away. “I’ve been so selfish, wanting to keep Dante here. All because I couldn’t imagine moving on without her. I still can’t. How weak does that make me?”
Evie doesn’t offer any comfort or answers. I guess if I were her, I’d agree with me too.
“Do you think she’s gone?” I ask.
She points to a stand of trees down the shore a bit. “No. I think they needed some space to plan their next practical joke.”
Seeing the ravens brings me relief. Tonight I hope the feathered pests follow me all the way home.
“I thought they were helping me,” I say.
Evie spits out a hoarse scoff. “Those fools don’t care about you.”
“And you do?”
Evie produces a wet, pulpy pack of gum from her pocket, offering me a piece. “You’ll try to coax her out again tomorrow night, eh? Or maybe even tonight if there’s another calling. Minus the death-dive part, okay?”
I shake my head. She picks off the wrapper in about a hundred pieces, then pops the stick into her mouth.
“Fishy,” she says through her chewing. “But interesting enough to stay with it.”
I’m totally disgusted but don’t make a big deal out of it because she’s suddenly hunched over, a raspy cough shaking her shoulders.
It hits me that I’ve been selfish again—what Evie risked going in after me. I sniffle, then peel off my hoodie, wringing it out.
“Thank you,” I say, moving on to twisting my saturated hair.
Evie follows suit, squeezing the cuffs of her belled jeans. “De nada.”
“Why are you here?” I ask. “Did the ravens assign you to tail me forever?”
She props her elbows on her knees. “Forever. That’s a long-ass time. But alas, no. Unfortunately for you, this situation probably has an expiration date.”
“You mean, Dante vanishing. And me…”
“That shift you just did was less than efficient. My family’s only guessing, but I’m the one with eyes on the scene. And I say you’re staying in your feathers way too long. Are you really okay with leaving everyone and everything you’ve ever known behind? Because this”—she waves her hand over me—“is like watching a train wreck—utterly excruciating.”
My numb skin breaks out in goose bumps I can’t feel. Which is not the case for inside my head, where every single pulse of insufferable pain is punishing me for the horrible choices I’ve made. Am I actually willing to give everything up because I can’t let go?
“You are out of control, Noche. And you want to learn how to shift on your own? No way. You have no business free flying until you get your head on straight.”
I suck in a quick breath. “But I can’t see her without my owl eyes.”
“You can’t see anything right now. A future without Dante. Any kind of future, really. Am I wrong?”
I rest my forehead against my knees. “This is all such a mess. I am the worst Lechuza in history.”
Evie sighs. “Give yourself a break. That’s a long line of history.”
“How long, exactly?”
“I don’t know…thousands of years, millions, since the beginning of time? We just know it goes back to untraceable lengths, so chances of you being ‘the worst Lechuza in history’ are about one in a million.”
I’m wondering what Jax’s calculations would come up with.
She bumps my knee with hers. “Hey, I’ve had since birth to learn all the ins and outs. And really, you’ve managed to figure out enough to function. Of course, other than the swimming debacle just now. We don’t mess with water. Ever.”
I swear the ravens’ caws grow louder when Evie claims this.
“So you’re not that terrible,” Evie continues. “And with enough run-throughs, you’ll learn how to shift at will—when you’re mentally and emotionally ready, which’ll be a bit for you.”
I sniffle. Evie makes it all sound so matter-of-fact, when truly, this is stuff for the fantasy section in the bookstore.
“Why am I not a Lechuza now?” I ask. “Why isn’t my body responding to her wandering spirit? That is our trigger, right? Has the sky given up on us?”
Evie sighs. “Here’s the thing, Villanueva. My family dumps a lot of faith into tradition and legacy, but at the end of the day, no one knows shit about what the end game is here. You heard my mom: there is very little precedence for refusing to deliver a soul. Esto es territorio desconocido.”
I clench my jaw. I had no idea what I was setting in motion by clinging to Dante. Turns out no one did, and now I’m the experiment.
“You want to know what I think?” Evie asks.
I sit up. “Yes.”
“I think Dante’s been here so long, things have become…jumbled, her ties to who she was as a living being versus who she is now as a spirit bound for the afterlife. I think you’re not shifting for her because your connection to each other is lost. She’s in a place you can’t go. And you’re stuck in a place she can’t see anymore.”
Evie’s theory makes more sense than anything I’ve learned so far. I have been talking to and dreaming of a version of Dante that doesn’t exist anymore. Maybe she’s been doing the same with me.
I gaze out over the water. A shiny fish breaches the surface, leaving behind an echo of delicate rings.
Evie straightens her legs, flexing her feet. “Anyway, I’m pretty sure we’re on our own.”
“We?”
She digs the toes of her tennis shoes into the pebbles. “If you haven’t noticed, this is definitely a we state of affairs.” She glances at the rustling trees down the way.
I zero in on the swaying branches weighted down with rows of bickering birds. “You could just turn your back, and the ravens will leave you alone soon enough…when, you know, the expiration date.”
“Where’s the fun in that?” she says. “Besides, this is a sisterhood, right? ¡Hermanas Lechuzas para siempre!” Evie raises her fist in the air.
My stomach flips. I look at Evie: her fingers encircled with stacks of colorful rings, her messy purple hair and smeared eyeliner. We’re nothing alike and yet supposedly cut from the same supernatural cloth. For now, this seems a good enough reason to agree with her.
“Be careful,” I say. “It may seem like you want to keep me around.”
She shrugs. “You are super annoying. But you’ve kinda grown on me. Aaand I’m gonna say it’s been pretty entertaining watching you fumble with it all these past months. Sorry, but truth.”
My shoulders hunch as I fight the chill. “Months. Seems like seconds and forever all at once.”
Every minute since I met Dante has flown by so fast. Miriam said it was the time between birth and death that counts. I’m just now understanding how right she was.
Evie and I watch the water together, me trying not to dwell on the spot Dante went down that horrible day. I have no idea what’s happening inside Evie’s head, only that whatever she’s thinking about has rhythm. She raps out a beat with her thumbs like Jax does when he drives.
I decide to try something. Scrunching my eyebrows together, I shove my thoughts Evie’s way. “Hey. Can you hear me?”
Her thumbs stop drumming.
I hold my breath.
No. Way.
I try again. “Two fingers for yes. One for no.”
When she holds up two fingers, my head snaps her direction. “You can hear me?” I gasp.
Evie laughs, obviously finding my mouth hanging open hilarious. “Yeah, I can hear you. It’s a Lechuza perk.”
“Why didn’t you tell me this afternoon? It’s sort of a big deal.”
“Hmm, not really. It’s hard enough tuning out all the verbal noise spewing from my crowded house. Just wait until Emi comes of age. Can you imagine? She’ll be all up in my head twenty-four seven.”
Now we’re both cracking up, because yeah, Emi is a chatterbox.
Our laughing dies down until there’s silence again.
Evie crosses her legs, picking at her shoelace. “When my dad died, and it was clear I was the one chosen to deliver him, I didn’t hesitate. Not even a little.” She grips the toes of her shoes, her knuckles blanching.
I have no idea how to comfort her and even less idea if that is what she’d want. So I stay as I am and let her go on.
“We loaded up and we went, like we were going on a grocery run for the maple doughnuts he liked. I didn’t even say goodbye. I just wanted it over, the whole thing. And then it was.”
“That…that really sucks,” I say.
“Yeah. It does. Because sometimes I wish I had taken my time before never seeing him again became forever.” Evie looks at me, her eyes a murky orange like mine get when I’m hungry. “I guess I’m a little envious of your extra time with Dante. I totally get it, wanting to hang on to your girlfriend.”
I push my hand into the rocks until it’s buried. “No one should be envious of me.”
“Your papa’s still here,” Evie says. “And you’ve got friends. That Jax…he’s smokin’. And Julien, he paints like Michelangelo. Doesn’t take a genius to see why things are messy between the four of you.”
I scrunch my face. “Well, Julien’s not my anything right now, messy or otherwise.”
Evie bumps my shoulder with hers. “That’s because you’ve got a scorching nerd on your tail,” she whispers, as if Dante will hear.
My throat is sore when I swallow.
Evie peers out over the water. “She’s still here, hanging on to this world—and you. You feel it too, right?”
I do. In the core of my soul.
Evie gets up, brushing off her backside. “Don’t worry. She’s a strong, stubborn spirit. You’ve both got that working for you.”
Scooping up some rocks, I skip a smooth flat one over the glassy surface. It hits three times before petering out in the distance.
“Do you know where they go?” I ask. “After we give them over to the sky?”
Evie shakes her head. “No one does. I guess that’s part of the deal.” She sweeps her hand across the inky horizon. “The universal mystery and all of that. And really, what the hell would you do with that kind of knowledge? Think about it. Honey, I’d never want that level of awareness.”
I throw another rock, getting four skips this time. “What if it’s bad?”
“What if it is? Maybe it’s unicorns and rainbows for some and a floor of molten lava for others. I’m sure you’ve delivered your share of terrible people.”
Yup. I have.
“Come on.” Evie holds out her hand. “I’m over this for now. I’ll take you home.”
“You drove?”
“Like I said, you’re exhausting.” She waits to help me up. “Besides, my tires were getting bored.”
I’m hesitating because I don’t want to go. Dante is in hiding, and it’s on me and my wings.
Evie snaps her fingers. “I’m waiting. And I’m gonna believe she will too.”
“How do you know? How do I just go about my day like time isn’t against us?”
“I think that’s exactly what you need to do. Be your usual annoying, overprotective, overcompensating, overanalytical, hard-headed, human Noche. That’s your connection to her. Not your Lechuza. Camping out here every night in your bird suit? How’s that working for you?”
I cross my arms. “Next you’ll say I’m controlling, morbid, and bossy.”
“You said it, not me.”
I give in and take her hand. The energy transferring between our palms is electric.
We take the trail to the road, every step making me hyperaware I’m leaving Dante behind.
“And when you get home, eat something a Homo sapiens would,” Evie instructs. “Like mac and cheese with peas or something.”
Boxed noodles sounds horrible. Nothing like a plump juicy rat. My human limbs are frigid, but my shifter anatomy is a whir of hot energy inside as I imagine the hunt.
A piece of peeling bark blows from a birch tree as we pass. I snatch it from the air before it hits the ground.
“Hey,” I say, pocketing the bark. “Let’s say I do figure out how to shift on command. I’ll be able to shift back, right?”
Evie shrugs. “Maybe, probably, it’s possible. Never. Always and forever.”
My eyebrows scrunch together as I secretly choose an option, my probability calculations already working themselves out. And hopefully, they are skewed in my favor.



THE HURT LOCKER


I’m taking Evie’s advice and doing what she suggested: attempting to be Noche, or at least a version of someone who doesn’t skip school to stalk the lakeshore for her dead girlfriend’s ghost.
Evie assured me she’d keep an eye out for Dante, which is unexpectedly sweet. And I guess it is easier to stake out a spirit when you can be an owl wherever, whenever. Like she said, the deceased are hidden from us when we’re in our human skin.
Being Noche drags me down like the aftermath of a bad dream. Spring is definitely in the air, and not every moment of between time is worth relishing like Miriam said. Especially the number of minutes I’ve spent dodging the barrage of people coupled up. PDA seems to be everywhere, now that I’m not part of sneaking kisses at lockers, in the bathroom, and in every dark corner below the stairs.
It’s close to last period, and so far no Jax. If I still used my locker, he seems like the type to wait for me there between classes. I’m thankful this is not the case. I kissed someone, and that someone wasn’t Dante at my locker.
Worst of all—I liked it. Second worst of all—in a moment of weakness, I’d do it again. I’m so disappointed in myself right now, I didn’t even bother brushing the fuzz off my teeth this morning, as insurance I’ll keep my lips to myself.
With only one class to go, I down half my water bottle, square my shoulders, and then work my way toward bio. Bumping every elbow in my path, I worm through the crowd and into the refuge of the back stairwell.
I’m about to descend when Julien catches my gaze. He’s hanging out in front of the music room with people I can only assume are his new set of friends. He seems to have a lot of new people in his life. The state championship came and went without me, and Julien has moved on, hasn’t he?
When I peer closer, I notice how sunken and tired his eyes appear. The halls are swarming, but I am trapped in stillness as I fix on him. I am compelled to go to him, only a few paces, a fraction of the forest between us. We used to be like this all the time, no need for words. A quick flick of my eyes and he knew what I was thinking—what I needed, as if he spoke owl. But I don’t know what I need from him anymore. I don’t know how to start again.
Apparently, we’ve still got it, because when I blink, Julien turns away, giving me exactly what I’ve asked for—nothing.
Someone tugs my sleeve. I spin around.
The moment I see him, my breath abandons me. Why does Jax have this effect on me, when I’m still so desperately in love with Dante? Staring at his lips makes me question everything I ever felt about her—uncomfortable thoughts. Did I love her as deeply as I claim?
“You ready for an anatomy lesson?” Jax says in my ear, which gives me serious tingles.
He takes my hand. Touching him floods my skin with warmth. Logic and sensibility simply don’t exist.
We take the stairs, Jax getting checked out by a pod of girls with Disney lashes and pouty lips. I don’t blame them. He’s a badass leather-clad Romeo in a pack of hyperactive bobcats.
But his eyes stay on me until we reach the bottom. He tucks his Trapper Keeper under his arm.
“Do you want to get out of here?” I ask. “Like, all the way? Screw bio.”
Jax doesn’t hesitate. “Screw bio it is.”
My feet move faster than my internal wings, Jax lagging way behind. I pause at the end of the hall, peering down the corridor to my left. I never stop here. Never take this particular way out either, so I’m unsure why the time is now, only that I can’t unsee it—my locker, the one I once shared with Dante.
Jax catches up and follows as I walk the row, stopping at number 1075. The door is red metal, but there’s no way to tell that now. The entire surface is covered with notes, stickers, and photos. Some are peeling at the corners; a few have fallen off and are left on the dingy tile to be stepped on.
Jax begins collecting the notes and cards from the floor while I’m fixed on a thin blank space between a photo of Dante in her hockey uniform and another of her with a girl I don’t know.
I inhale, my throat swollen and sore.
“Here.” Jax hands me the stack he’s gathered.
I glance at the one on top, reading it.
You will be missed. We love you, Boo.
—The Sociology Snack-G’s
There’s a heavy stone in my gut. Did some people call her Boo? And who are The Sociology Snack-G’s?
Flipping through the rest, I’m unable to make a connection with the condolences in my hands or on our locker—a place that was ours together for three years. It’s as if Dante led a whole different life in the time I spent escorting the dead—one I was never part of.
My vision tunnels as I run my fingers down a row of sport-themed metallic stickers. It’s happening—what I’ve been afraid of. My grasp of who we were is slipping. Or is it something completely different?
“I didn’t know her at all,” I say, clutching the edge of the door.
“I’m sure that’s not true,” Jax says. “None of us are the exact same person throughout our lives. Whether we realize it or not, we shift who we are depending on who we’re around. And that’s okay.” He stuffs his hands into his pockets and stares at the ground. “I mean, that’s what I think, anyway.”
Jax is right. I am not the same person all the time. Hell, I’m not even human.
“Are you always this logical?” I ask.
“Yes. My mom is the same way. It’s an inherited gift.”
He’s trying to make me laugh. But I just can’t. Dante and I have become history, like the tarnished trophies collecting dust in the glass case next to our abandoned locker.
Time has no choice but to move on, sweeping everyone along with it. I know this, right? I should’ve been prepared, because that is who I am, isn’t it? But somehow I missed it all.
I breathe in the stale air. The first-floor hallway smells different without Dante’s peppermint lip balm and rosemary lotion. Posters on the walls have changed to advertising the spring play because it’s not December anymore.
I stare at the notes, then down the hall where the doors lead to Dante’s Corner outside. She wasn’t just my beloved. Her light touched more people than I could’ve imagined. I’m standing in front of yet another memorial her parents can’t bring themselves to make. And now that I’m here, I can’t leave without opening it.
Jax takes the handful of notes from me, carefully placing them in his binder. “You sure you want to do this?” he asks, and my god, what did I do to deserve this guy sailing into my life?
I lock eyes with him, my reflection in his glasses distorted and sad. “You never seem to have anywhere to be but with me,” I say. “You’re the shiny new kid. You could be upstairs with anyone you want. Why me? My baggage is a mile long.”
He brushes a wisp of my hair from my cheek. “I don’t waste time on stuff I don’t want to do, or with people I don’t like. I’m right where I want to be. And you know what? My luggage is heavy too.” He tips his chin toward the locker.
I shake my head. My muscles tense. I take a deep breath, then do what I came here for.
Unlike so many other details, the combo to our lock is burned into my brain. Dante picked out the lock, even though I protested about the bright pink color. I only caved because she was being so cute and whiny about it. And then I set the letters to read NOCTE, a silly mix of our names.
Though my hands are shaking, I manage to line up the letters, then yank down. I open the locker. An avalanche of envelopes, dried pressed flowers, and more photos tumbles onto my feet.
My legs feel like they’re getting sucked into the floor, and it’s a good thing or I’d probably fall over. I run my hand along her stack of books on the top shelf, a perfect pyramid and totally Dante. Her “emergency cardigan” hangs on the right hook. My hook is on the left, and it’s empty like it always was.
I glance in the mirror on the inside of the door, her handwriting in red lipstick scrawled across the glass. I press my hand against my burning chest.
Kiss me when you see me, it reads. And the memory of her appearing in the reflection behind me is so real, I turn around to see if she’s here.
“Can I help you put this stuff somewhere?” Jax asks.
Spotting an empty garbage can in the corner, I go to it and drag it over. “In here. All of it,” I say. “I’m taking everything home.”
He hesitates.
“If this is too weird for you, go to bio,” I blurt, lifting the plastic bag from the can.
I know I’m being a total jerk, and maybe a little lost in space, but the ball is rolling, and I don’t want it to stop.
I hate Dante for leaving me. I hate her for going out on the ice that cold December night. I hate her for whatever happened with Julien. But my heart loves her more than all of the above. And if this is what’ll be left after I take her to the sky, I need all the things for my drawer.
I stuff handfuls of cards into the bag. The hallway transitions from a couple of onlookers to a few more trailing down the stairwell. I lower to my knees, working faster, like this is a smash-and-grab job. Jax’s feet shuffle to my side, and he takes the bag from me.
“I’ll hold, you stuff,” he says.
I can’t see him through the blur. Can’t see anything until my hand finds the first line of familiar handwriting among the rest.
An envelope with Dante’s name on the front—with Julien’s telltale doodle of a thunderbird, one of the symbols of his tribe.
I flip over the envelope, almost smell it too. But then I’m ripping it open and sinking to my backside to read.
Dante,
I don’t know if you’ll see this, because I think the walk home is a long one. At least that’s what my grandma says. But don’t worry. I know you’ll find your way. And when you do, I’m hoping you’ll think of me, remember me and how awesome it felt when we finished the first corner of the heaven spot under the trestle at the edge of town…and maybe you’ll remember what I said to you after we kissed.
I waited so long for you, Dante. And I’d wait another forever if I knew you were coming back to me. Please come back. I’ll look for you in the eyes of the winter foxes you think are so beautiful. Until then, I will miss you desperately.
Jules

“Noche?” Jax’s voice filters through the ringing in my ears. “Noche, what is it?”
“The truth.” I scramble to my feet, clutching the letter.
The bell rings, signaling the beginning of the last period. I leave everything, including Jax, and march toward the stairs. I’m on the second floor so fast, I don’t remember taking the steps at all. I’m so done with all the crying, but my heart won’t hear of it. Tears sting my eyes, wetting my face before they trickle down my neck. I know exactly where he’ll be, Julien—music theory, front row, center.
I march through the door to the classroom without a care about who sees me like this. People are whispering—staring like they’ve always done. I inhale, then hold my breath. I’m totally shaking, clutching Julien’s note while I propel myself through this tidal wave. I’m back underwater again, fighting for the life I thought I had. I zero in on Julien, his face buried in his notebook. When the room goes silent, he looks up. He sees me, his face shifting from miserable to relieved, then to stunned speechlessness when I reach him.
His gaze flicks to the envelope, then back on me.
I think the teacher is saying something to me, but I can’t tell. My ears are red-hot and stuffed with rage.
I jam the crumpled paper against Julien’s chest. “You were my best friend.” I choke on the saliva collecting inside my cheeks.
His head hangs, and suddenly I’m a confused mess. Because all of my anger is washing away. Instead, I’m just…sad. A sharp talon is running down my chest and poking a hole in my heart—the spot that has belonged to Julien for more than half of my life.
I am swallowed anew by pain. Taken back to that moment in the Graffiti Graveyard. Staring up at all the details, all the corners of Dante I thought only I knew. Down, down, down I go, until I am at the bottom of a hollow void.
Julien just sits there, looking at me with his mouth half-open, which is so annoying. At least give me the courtesy of denying it. At least then it’ll feel like he’s thought about the wound this would leave if it got back to me.
“I hurt everywhere,” I say. “And you are the reason. You and Dante.”
The space is filled with silence. For once there is something more interesting than a hockey game happening. I’m huffing through my nose, because if I open my mouth, I’ll puke.
Julien glances around our audience.
“I—I wanted to tell you,” he whispers, smoothing out the letter.
“H-h-how could you?” I stutter, my chin quivering. “You knew it would break me, and still, you went after her.” I back away from him, my eyes burning. “You are nothing to me, Julien La Pointe. Nothing.”
Julien’s crying in front of the entire class, and it’s like watching a slow and painful death. I hate that after everything, I still feel the need to reach for him. I squeeze my hands into tight fists.
Chatter pings my ears in my periphery. Blood tinges my taste buds from biting my cheek. I am witnessing twelve years of friendship fade, like our worn initials on the porch pillar at my house.
“She loved you,” he says, his breath hitching.
I swear my eyes are on fire when I lean into him. “Don’t.”
When I turn to leave, the room swells with talk.
Julien doesn’t come after me, and for that I am grateful. I’d probably punch him first and then collapse into his arms. We’ve both been grieving. Because, news flash, we both loved Dante much the same.
“Noche!” Jax calls after me when I clear the building.
I keep walking, heading to my bus stop. “Go to bio, Jax!”
“Wait!” Jax’s voice at my back nears, his feet scuffling along with the swiftness of a good-paced run.
Passing Dante’s Corner, I skip kicking anything this time. I won’t be able to stop if I do.
There’s shuffling behind me. Something hits the pavement with a smack.
I whirl around. Jax’s binder and the giant garbage bag are on the ground next to him. He’s clutching his chest as if he can’t catch his breath.
“Oh my god,” I gasp. “What’s happening?” I crouch next to him, placing my hand on his back. I can’t feel his heartbeat through his jacket, but I see it, pulsating at the side of his neck at rabbit speed.
He’s unable to talk, his ragged breaths sharp and short. His face goes from flushed to pale gray. My own heart quickens. The universe must despise me.
“No!” I scream at the sky.
“I’m calling 911,” I say, fumbling for my phone. This is Ma’s territory, not mine. Please, not mine today.
Jax snatches my hand and squeezes. He shakes his head: No.
I notice his blue fingertips. And if I’ve learned anything from Ma, it’s that blue is never good.
“No?” I ask. “Why? You obviously need help.”
He sucks in a deep inhale, which pinks him up a bit. “It’ll…pass.”
“What? I’m not comfortable with that. Just let me call.”
“No,” Jax barks.
My pushing is not helping, so I lay off, hoping I’m not making a huge mistake.
I sit next to him on the curb. “Okay then, what can I do?”
“Breathe…with…me.” He draws in his knees.
I wrap my arm around him, and we inhale and exhale together. It seems like forever, but eventually his fingernails transition to less cadaver-like.
“Are we there yet?” I ask when his breathing evens out.
He nods. “Thanks.”
“Umm, what was that?”
Jax brushes off the knees of his jeans. “Nothing. It just happens sometimes. Like a panic attack.”
“That was not a panic attack,” I challenge.
Jax was hyperventilating toward death. I felt it. Shivers wash over my skin, leaving behind a faint tingle behind my ribs.
“I’ve gotta go.” Jax scoops up his binder, getting to his feet faster than I’m prepared for.
I scramble to standing. “Seriously? Where?”
“Home,” he says, heading toward the parking lot.
“That’s it? That’s all you’re going to say?”
I grab the garbage bag, which I now realize is super heavy. No wonder Jax was struggling. I drag it along. But Jax is on a mission, and it doesn’t involve me. It’s clear, with me is not where he wants to be.
Dropping everything, I chase him down, grabbing his arm when I reach him. “Jax Vang, I swear if you don’t tell me what happened just now, I’ll…I’ll tell Miss Nelson you cheated on our last exam.”
Jax exhales through his scrunched nose, fogging up his glasses. He snatches them off his face. “I have a heart condition, okay?” he snaps. “And I need…I’m waiting for a transplant—a donor heart.”
I’m speechless, so I give him some space. Jax breezed into my life and turned my grief into something bearable. And now he’s telling me I’m falling for someone who could leave me at any moment?
I can’t look at him or I’ll cry enough for us both.
“See?” he says. “It’s already happening. I keep this shit to myself for a reason.”
“Jax—”
“I’m going now. Please don’t follow me.”
I force myself to do what he wants, because I’ve totally been there. But I watch him go until he makes it to his car.
When he drives off, the last hour comes at me like a speeding train. Julien, the locker—everything. My Lechuza was waiting in the wings. I felt her, strong, true, and ready to wait out the sun to be called for Jax.
The shivers find me again. I drag the garbage bag to my bus stop, hoping the driver won’t think I’m hauling a dead body. That is where my mind would go, of course. It’s pointless to believe my presence means anything but doom and darkness.
My friendship with Julien is dead. My girlfriend and what I thought we were to each other are dead.
I clutch my bag of letters and sink against the marred plexiglass surrounding the bus shelter. Jax did exactly what he should’ve—ran away from me and never looked back.



CPR


I trudge up our long driveway as if I’ve got sand in my boots. When I get to the house, my arms are spent and numb, but I still manage to heave the trash bag up my ladder and into my attic. Maybe I am becoming more animallike, because this feels like I’m stashing up for next winter. Stuffing the bag into the corner, I cover it with Abuela’s blanket.
I text Jax.
NOCHE
Hey. Please let me know if you made it home.
Then I won’t bug you anymore.
LAB PARTNER (FRIENDS) 
…
LAB PARTNER (FRIENDS)
Home
My tensed muscles relax. He’s home, though probably requesting a new lab partner pronto. Jax needs a transplant, and I got too close. Maybe for both of us.
Collapsing onto my bed, I try to push Jax from my mind. I stare at my grunge posters, hoping they’ll transport me far and away to the nineties, when, Papa says, “life was slower and there was time to smell the tamales.” When this fails, I get up and go to my window. Swinging it open, I breathe in the lake air wafting up from below the cliffs.
After a while, I realize I’m waiting for Evie. She’s probably one of those “I don’t have a phone” anomalies. I have no way to communicate with her without her stalking sessions. What was once kind of creepy has become something I miss. I don’t sense her presence, and I wonder if she’s been out at the lake keeping watch for signs of Dante. Maybe she’ll end up falling for my girlfriend too.
This prompts me to spin in the center of my room. I go until I run out of gas and lose my balance. I try again, rotating faster and faster, my eyeballs threatening to fling from their sockets. When I’ve worked myself into the dry heaves, I tumble onto the floor and give it a rest.
The universe has responded with a big fat Nope. No shifting for me.
I roll over, huffing my burning breath against the hardwood. Is this rock bottom? I was ready to chance a transformation that could’ve been permanent. And now I’m wishing for someone to die tonight so I can wear my wings. I don’t think it gets much lower than that.
My phone pings. I pull it from my pocket, hoping it’s Jax.
MA
Remember, CPR class tonight.
6PM Hospital
I sink into the floor. CPR? I skipped the last class and promised Ma I’d make it to the April one. But what a waste of time—the absolute last thing I want to do. What’s the point, when every breath we take brings us closer to a death we can’t avoid?
My gut dips and rolls like the waves on Superior. I shift onto my side, targeting my drawer of goodies. My access to the morgue is tied to the class. No CPR certification, no volunteering.
I sit up. I haven’t thought about the hospital basement in days. Not a single daydream about a dead body and what I’ll snatch from the corpse. Am I evolving out of my need to collect? What does it mean if I am?
I’m up and out in an instant. I might even show up a few minutes early, which will throw Ma off her axis because in my world, I’m early if I’m five minutes late. I’m supposed to be embracing my human side, right? What better place to do that than the morgue? I’ll take the CPR class, then sneak down to see if Yani’s got any interviews.
With Vangina out of commission and Papa at Zara’s, I bus it to the hospital. I’m about to go in through the ER like always when a pair of feet tears into my peripheral vision from above.
Evie touches down next to me, her brief jog slowing to a walk. “ ’Sup, champ?”
“Did you just…?” I point overhead. “People will see you.”
“People are not like you and me. They’re totally unaware of their surroundings. Too busy looking at their screens.”
Evie leaps into a shift, coming out of it as her owl. And I mean she’s not wrong. There are humans everywhere, and not one clues in.
She shifts back. “See?”
“Sad. But noted.”
Evie stuffs a piece of gum into her mouth.
“Can I ask, what’s with the gum?”
She nods. “Shifting can be a bitch. Totally dehydrates, the kind that sneaks up on you, and the next thing you know, you’re waking up a dried-out prune on your kitchen floor.”
“That did not happen.” I challenge.
“Truth.” Evie flashes me the scout’s honor sign. “Gum helps with my dry mouth until I can down some water, or my sister Paulina’s concoction. You know, the coconut water and stuff?”
“Ah,” I say, wondering if I’ll ever get to the point where I’m shifting so much, I need Paulina’s recipe. “So I take it no Dante?” I dig my nails into my palms, Julien’s note way too fresh in my mind.
“No Dante,” Evie says. “But the raven bugs say she’s still here. We’re good for now.”
“For now.” I swallow hard.
I’m beyond hurt about Dante and Julien. But pain can’t replace the power of love. I am living proof of this.
“Where are we going?” Evie asks as I walk toward the ER.
“We?”
“Girl, I need a break from the lake. Anything will do.”
“Anything?”
Evie blows a bubble, then sucks it back in. “Well, I draw the line at another round of swimming in my feathers.”
I fiddle with the strings of my hoodie. “Thank you again. For last night. Today too, keeping watch and everything. I’m sure you’ve got better things to do, friends to hang with…and all that serious adulting you were talking about.”
“You’re right. I’ve got so much stuff. But I’m okay with being here. For now, that is.” She clears her throat. “Just don’t get used to it.”
“Deal.”
The doors to the ER open.
“Are we hovering for deliveries?” Evie asks when she follows me inside. She points to an elderly man with an oxygen mask on. “My money’s on that guy.” She gestures toward another patient. “Or her. Yeah, definitely her. Look at that heart rhythm on the monitor. There are, like, so many PVCs.”
I shove her hand down. “Stop.”
Maybe I should be appalled. But I’m realizing humor is part of coping. I’ve just never had anyone who gets death like I do until now.
“You are volunteering tonight, then?” she asks.
I glare at her. “It’s disturbing how much you know about my life.”
She shrugs, then goes straight for the ice machine meant for patients. She grabs a cup, filling it with ice, then water.
“And PVCs?” I wave at Gus, who’s already coming my way. “Are you a cardiologist on your nights off?”
Evie’s shoulders hunch as she crosses her arms. “My dad had a heart thing. I’ve spent a lot of time in hospitals staring down monitors.”
Crap.
“I’m sorry,” I say. “Feel free to bail on the CPR class then.”
“CP—”
“Hey, kid,” Gus interrupts, punching me in the deltoid. “You’ve recruited a friend?”
“Hardly,” Evie says after draining her cup. “Candy striping isn’t my color.”
Gus chuckles. “Love the purple.” He gestures to her hair. “I’m sure something could be arranged. We’re always looking for good people.”
“I don’t think I’d qualify for either of those requirements.” Evie blows another bubble.
Gus nods, and I can tell she’s thrown him off. Why does she act like this—too cool for school and sabotaging herself?
I glance at the clock. “I’m taking the CPR class that starts in…five minutes.” I punch Gus back. “Gotta go.”
“You’d better go with gas,” Gus says. “Captain Villanueva will make you do ten push-ups if you’re late.”
Evie follows, though I’m not sure why. Is she that desperate for company?
Once in the classroom, I grumble because I see Ma’s saved a place for me front row center.
“You don’t have to stay,” I say to Evie, working my way to my seat.
But she does, taking the empty spot next to me.
Ma’s on me immediately. “I wasn’t sure you’d make it.”
“Two minutes to spare,” I say.
She glances at Evie. At first it’s simply that, a quick nod. And then she spots the obvious—her orange eyes.
Ma’s color flushes a shade or two. “Who is this?”
“This is Evie. She’s—”
“I can see that,” Ma blurts. She glances around the busy classroom.
Evie and I exchange looks, and then she’s suddenly in my head. “Should I leave?”
I grasp the CPR book in front of me, looking Ma in the eye. “Remember, I told you we crossed paths the other day?”
“Mmm-hmm,” Ma mumbles, then turns to Evie. “So, Evie, is your family—”
“Castillos,” Evie says. “Of the Grand Portage Castillos. Maybe you’ve heard of us?”
I shoot my telepathy Evie’s way, which is still so new I almost lose my train of thought. “Quit messing. She’ll need a minute to get used to the idea of you.”
“Well.” Ma smooths out her collar. “You are always welcome here, Evie.” She gives me a gentle nod that speaks loads. My shoulders soften. Who needs telepathy?
Ma moves behind the table up front. In her badge and uniform, she commands attention. The room quiets.
Evie bumps my elbow. “Your mom’s pretty badass, no?”
I consider how much I felt the same way about Evie’s mom, Xo. “Yeah. She is,” I say, then open my book like Ma instructs.
Honestly, I could do this stuff in my sleep, Ma having taught me at home from the time I was old enough to walk. So I’m going to have to dig deep to stay out of the boredom range. Evie, however, is fixed on Ma’s every move, as if she’s totally into learning how to save someone from the likes of us. There’s a light in her eyes, her amber irises ringed with bright tangerine. Evie must have glazed over the part where Ma said that even with all these efforts, there is only a five to ten percent chance of survival. Jax would be all over these stats.
By the time we’re on the floor and getting into position to practice chest compressions, I’m fighting off some serious drowsiness.
“Get with your partner,” Ma instructs. “Watch them closely and correct their depth and hand placement if need be. Push hard and fast. The survival rate may seem low, but your loved one could be part of that ten percent. Doing something is better than doing nothing.”
“This is new-world amazing,” Evie says while furiously pressing down on the manikin’s chest.
A green light illuminates beneath the skin of our plastic dead guy, letting us know Evie’s compressions are the correct depth and speed. With every push, the manikin’s chest clicks, another indicator Evie is performing CPR correctly. As I watch her, I must admit I’m impressed. She’s moving along like a pro.
“You know how you just click with some people?” she jokes with a grin.
Ma comes to our station. “Very good, Evie. You’ve done this before?”
“No. But I would’ve.” She stops, wiping her nose with her sleeve. “I mean, I don’t know if it would’ve made a difference.”
“I meant the class,” Ma says. “But can I ask, who for?”
Evie sniffs, then sits back on her heels.
“You don’t have to answer,” Ma adds quickly.
“My dad,” Evie says. “He died of a heart attack in our house, so…Anyway, I uhh…Thanks for letting me crash the class.”
“Anytime,” Ma answers, patting Evie’s shoulder. “I’m sorry to hear about your dad. If you want to talk after class, I’m here.”
I have my reservations about what I was born to be and why. Most of the time I think the gods got it seriously wrong. But there is no doubt Ma was meant to be a caretaker. Her job drains her empty, but moments like this exchange with Evie fill her up again.
“Everyone, switch places,” Ma announces.
I slide the manikin over, my turn to start compressions. When I hesitate, Ma kneels down next to me.
“You okay, Noche?”
“Umm, yeah,” I whisper, though clearly I’m not, because my hands are quivering.
I’ve taken Ma’s class too many times to count. I’ve performed compressions and breaths on autopilot, earned my certification, and left it all behind until the next time. Never have I ever imagined anyone real behind the plastic chest and gaping mouth. But I guess I can add CPR class to my list of things that are forever altered.
My consciousness abandons the brightly lit room and veers toward the darkness.
Would CPR have helped Dante? If I’d gone in after her, found her, would that have brought her back? Could she have been my ten percent? Julien’s letter worms its way into my fury—and how sick Jax looked after chasing me down. The choices I’ve made blur my vision.
Someone’s touching my arm, maybe telling me to take a break.
Sweat sprouts from my forehead, my hands poised on the chest of the manikin.
“Come on,” Ma commands, helping me up.
I glance at Evie, whose brow is all furrowed. Ma tells everyone to keep practicing, and she steers me out of the classroom.
My feet drag heavily along beneath the light touch of her hand on my sleeve. Plopping down in the nearest chair, I steady myself.
Ma sits next to me. “It’s Dante, isn’t it?”
I nod, resting my head in my hands.
“I’m sorry, Noche,” she says, rubbing my back. “I didn’t even think about that.”
“Yeah. Neither did I. Until the manikin part.”
“What do you need?” Ma asks. “Time? Water? Maybe something to eat?”
I sit back. “You sound like Papa.”
She nods in agreement.
My first instinct is to escape to the morgue. That is what I would have done in the past.
“I think…I think I need to run,” I say, surprising myself.
Ma doesn’t flinch at this, though she’s aware my running shoes have been collecting dust since December. I reach for her hand.
“Then you should run,” she says, giving me a squeeze. “Just not too far, okay?”
I nod and give her a hug to last me the rest of the night. “Keep an eye on Evie,” I say. “She’s a live one.”
We peek inside the classroom, finding Evie helping another student with their compressions.
“I’m thinking she might be good for you,” Ma says.
And I’m going to believe she may be right. Though at this moment what I need is the forest underfoot, and the water in my sights, and just maybe my eyes will be locked with a ghost named Dante.
I bus it home and find my shoes exactly where I left them that December night, stuffed in the corner behind the coat rack. I don’t allow myself time to think about anything but putting one foot in front of the other.
After a quick change, I leave the house, walking our driveway out to the street. My shoes feel just as I remember, the right one pressing against my big toe because this foot is a bit longer. There are still a few stones stuck between the treads. When I start jogging, the pebbles fling off as I follow the paved road.
Soon I’m at the trailhead, ducking between the trees. I find my stride, skimming over raised roots and hidden rocks. My legs remember how to navigate the winding path, my arms recalling how to swing with the rhythm. I speed up, breathing in long pulls of damp air. The forest rustles in my wake, and I imagine the trees are welcoming me back—my Noche.
In these shoes I don’t need my wings. I don’t dare stop, covering way more ground than Ma’s idea of “not too far.” My skin welcomes the drop in temperature brought on by the shadows, and I can’t help but imagine that if the breeze had a color, it would be deep green, the kind that signals new life.



EVERYTHING EVERYWHERE ON FIRE


I pull an all-nighter, the trail my guide as I wait out my calling. A few hours in, I begin to tire, my runner’s high waning. Only then do I hound the lake for Dante. And when my Lechuza is summoned, I leave Superior behind, only to return to more of the same—ravens scattering in the sky, flying in no discernible direction over the lake.
I patrol the shore, calling out for Dante. Every ripple in the water jump-starts my heart, all false alarms in the form of leaping fish or defecating ravens. If they only knew that their movements tear me apart inside. Having my sights on Dante means I must say goodbye. At least the Lechuziverse says I should, and yet I remain unready.
Evie doesn’t show either. She’s probably packed up her feathers and gone north, because I’m doing the exact opposite of what she suggested. I’ve stayed an owl well past making my deliveries, hunkering down in a hollowed-out tree by the shore—a Lechuza gone rogue, hooting and screeching for my lost girlfriend until I can’t see straight and the rising sun stings my eyes.
Late morning, I’m back on my porch. I manage a graceless shift back, but only after crashing into the side of the house full spin, then picking myself back up and doing it three more times before I succeed.
Papa catches me tangled in the swing just as I’m coming out of my transformation. My hair is wild and frayed. My arm sockets grate like they’re filled with sand. And I can barely focus from the massive headache I’ve got.
“I—I was getting worried,” he says, glancing at the sky, then back at me.
I press my thumbs into my temples, then windmill my arms, working out the kinks. I’m glad I can’t see well. I don’t want to witness how unsettling this must be for him.
“Long night,” I say. “Couldn’t be helped.”
Papa regards me with his eyebrows pressed together. He picks up one of my stray shoes from beneath the swing. “You went running?”
When I nod, it lights him up a bit. I’m doing something I used to—something human.
He cups my chin, then wipes off what I’m sure is dirt from my cheek. “There’s a storm coming tonight. Should be here just after sundown.”
I peer at the sky, the darkening clouds hinting at their building menace.
A giant yawn about takes me down. I stumble a bit.
Papa catches me. “School’s already half over. Stay home today, huh?”
I breathe a sigh of relief. I love Papa for his endless understanding. I love him for cooking me awesome food, even though I rarely eat it. And my heart will always need his never-ending smiles when I can’t find the happy in anything.
“Ma at work?” I ask as we go inside.
“Yup,” he sighs. “She’s going to be busy tonight.”
Papa knows our shifts go hand in hand. If Ma’s busy, then most likely I will be too.
He pushes me toward the bathroom. “Shower, then sleep.”
“Yeah….” I trudge down the hall.
When I emerge from the shower wrapped in my robe, I find Papa has left for Zara’s. I forget sleep. I don’t even try. Instead, I drift back outside and sit on the porch swing to pick fur from my teeth. After I finish preening, I grab my phone and text Jax.
NOCHE
Hey
LAB PARTNER (FRIENDS)
…
NOCHE
What doin?
LAB PARTNER (FRIENDS)
…
I toss my phone aside and start swinging, welcoming the feel of nothing between my bare soles and the ground. The wind picks up, fluttering the new foliage on the trees. Choosing a branch, I count the leaves that look like feathers. My eyelids become heavy as my feet stop the sway of the swing.
A sharp smack jolts me awake. My hand goes to my cheek, finding a wet leaf pasted against my skin. Night has fallen and the storm has arrived, thrashing the trees and sending anything not anchored sailing.
I grab my phone and jump up from the swing when Dante’s AGUA DE VIDA sign tumbles across our yard. I chase it down as it heads for the edge of the cliff. Doubtful I’ll make it, I somehow manage to snatch it just in time. I tuck the sign beneath my arm and race for the house. The sky opens up as it releases buckets of cold, hard rain.
Taking the steps two at a time, I crash through the front door and slam it shut behind me.
The house is a total horror fest. Our sparse living room is cloaked in shadows, sheer white curtains draped over rattling windows. The morgue is cozier. I try the light switches and discover the power is out. No heat either. Sharp rain lashes the paned glass like a thousand deadly needles.
Glancing at my phone, I take note that it’s only eight-thirty p.m. The storm is just getting started. I tap on a text Papa sent a few hours earlier.
PAPA
Hey Night Owl.
I’m going to batten down Zara’s
then dropping off
leftover food for your ma and her crew.
Text when you wake up.
Love you.
I send Papa a quick text back and wrap my arms around my wet robe. There’s no way a storm like this will go unchecked by the dead. My phone pings.
PAPA
I’m at the station. Driving is too dangerous.
I’m going to bunk at the station until things clear.
Your ma sends her love. Me too.
Be safe, little bird. Call if you need.
Papa finishes off his text with a bluebird emoji, which looks nothing like me. But it’s cute how he thinks it’s so cool. I don’t have the heart to tell him there is an owl emoji too.
Rubbing my cold arms, I get on with searching the kitchen drawers for some candles and flashlights, finding a few of both. I’m lighting my third candle when someone knocks on the front door.
I open it to find Jax hunched on the porch like a wet stray cat.
“Hi,” he says with a shiver.
I yank him inside. For a moment, all I can do is stare and try to breathe. When Jax sniffles, I pull him into an embrace and clutch the back of his jacket. He’s okay. Or at least he looks better than the last time we saw each other.
I’ve left the door open. The wind finds us, swirling around my ankles and up my legs. I grasp Jax tighter, pressing every inch of my body against his. His breath warms my neck. His lips brush my skin. The swing crashes against the house, startling us both.
We untangle ourselves.
“Come on.” I close the door, then lead him to the kitchen.
Jax wrenches off his shoes before scooting onto a stool.
“So you don’t answer texts,” I say. “But you came to my house…in this terrible storm.”
I light another candle, placing it on the far side of the counter.
Jax peels off his jacket and shakes out his wet hair.
“Are you okay?” I ask. “After yesterday?”
Jax nods, checking out the house. Though he looks tired, he’s so beautiful in the dim amber light. My heart flips, beating fast enough for a good run.
I sigh. “You hungry?” I slide Papa’s plate of bottomless snacks his way.
He chooses a baggie of trail mix. “This place is even cooler on the inside than it is on the outside. Historic, right?”
Clearly, we’re not going to talk about yesterday. I pick at the plastic fruits but skip arranging them into a penis and balls.
“It was built in eighteen ninety-five,” I say. “The house still needs some renovation but has good innards—or bones, as my papa says.”
Jax zips up the bag of trail mix. “Good innards, huh?”
We lock eyes from opposite sides of the island, Jax’s hair dripping on the tiles, my robe sticking to my cold skin.
“You have a fireplace?” he asks.
I point to the living room, and he hops from his stool.
Grabbing a couple more candles, I follow.
The cavernous fireplace hasn’t been lit all season. Who am I kidding? The thing hasn’t seen fire for years, the reason for the cobwebby pile of dry wood stacked in the iron rack next to it.
Jax goes to work while I set up more candles. I dust off the couch and fluff the pillows. We used to hang out in here all the time, Ma, Papa, and me, before I grew my wings and my nights were no longer mine. We’d play cribbage by the fire and roast marshmallows like people do on the cozy rom-coms Dante loved to watch.
Why did I never do this for her? Maybe Julien did in his showroom-ready living room. I wrap my arms around myself.
“Can I have the lighter?” Jax asks, snapping me out of it.
He stuffs some newspaper between the wood.
I hand him the lighter, then watch as the paper catches fire, the flames growing instantly.
Jax sits on the rug while I dash to the bathroom, returning with towels.
“Here.” I hand him one.
I kneel beside him, then dry my tangled hair. My towel falls behind me.
“I got it,” Jax says, his arm brushing my side as he reaches around me to retrieve my towel.
When I take it from him, my fingers tingle.
Jax sighs, his breath quivering. Is he nervous too?
“I’m not here to hook up by the fireplace,” he says, yellow and orange dancing off his skin, masking his usual faint tinge of blue.
I chuckle. “Okay. Glad we got that out of the way.”
My wet robe is sucked against my skin. I secretly call Jax’s bluff, because he’s doing a terrible job of ignoring it. When I peel it away from my chest, he clears his throat, then resets his gaze on the fire.
“It’s just—you weren’t in school, and I wanted to catch up after yesterday. Make sure you’re all right.” He stokes the fire. “That letter you found…”
I sit back, squeezing my numb toes. “I’m fine. Everything’s fine.”
“You were pretty upset,” he says.
“Yup. But I’m over it now, really.” This is such a lie, but what else can I say?
I have no plans to dump my drama in Jax’s lap. This beautiful earthly creature needs a new heart. The DL business between Dante and Julien seems so superficial now.
The dry wood pops and crackles like fireworks. My clammy skin takes on heat. I set my towel aside.
Jax peels off his soaked socks.
“How long have you known?” I ask. “About your heart?”
His gaze is somewhere faraway.
If I’ve learned anything over the last several months, it’s patience. I wait for him to come back to me.
“I have a congenital heart condition,” he says. “One that’s required two open-heart surgeries so far.”
“So far?”
“My first was when I was a baby, the other a quick fix a year ago. But nothing lasts forever, because now they tell me I need a new heart.” He touches his cheek. “The blue skin. My arteries carry some residual deoxygenated blood. It’s my ventricles, valves, and a couple other minor issues, relatively speaking.”
Nothing about this sounds minor. I clamp my fingers around my toes.
“I’m the first in my family to be born like this,” Jax continues. “It’s been a steep learning curve for my mom and me.”
The blood leaves my toes, rendering them cold, as if I’m wearing my talons.
“I know this’ll sound so superficial,” I say, “but I do understand. More than you realize.”
Jax brushes his finger down my temple, bringing on a shower of hungry trembles.
“Like your orange eyes?” he asks.
A slow smile grazes my lips. “That and a handful of other unique traits.”
His eyes sharpen. “I’m intrigued.”
The wind isn’t giving in, battering the house on all sides. But the warmth of the fire softens my muscles. I am safe in here with Jax.
I reach for him, totally expecting him to flinch away. Instead, he catches me halfway, pressing my palm against the left side of his chest. It’s impossible to believe he needs a replacement heart considering the way it’s beating now. There is thunder beneath my palm.
“How long is the wait?” I ask, though I’m afraid what his answer might be.
He caresses the back of my hand with his thumb. “I’m on ‘the list.’ The rest is up to fate. Could be tonight. Could be until forever turns to never.”
I can’t let myself be sad. Because though the night is wild and dark, Jax’s eyes radiate a hopeful light.
“Do you want to see it?” he asks. And at first I’m unsure what he means.
Then it clicks, and only because I’ve just realized I’m staring a hole through his T-shirt.
Of course I want to see Jax’s scar. This is me we’re talking about. I bite my lip, hoping it’ll hide at least a fraction of my curiosity.
I nod, and he pulls his shirt off over his head.
My breath catches. And not because of Jax’s scar. It’s just…he’s transcendental to look at, beyond gorgeous in every way. I touch the ridge of his healed skin before asking.
“Sorry.” I pull back. “Is this okay?”
Jax swallows hard, his eyes half lidded. “Yes.”
He’s trembling too. His breath hitches when my finger traces the thin puckered line down the center of his breastbone—the same place I feel my body peeling apart when I shift—the same place Yani makes his first incision.
“It’s lovely,” I whisper. “You are lovely.”
Jax grasps my waist. “Never been called that before, lab partner.”
“I’ve never been called that before. I work alone, remember?”
“Not tonight,” he says, and then his mouth is against mine.
He clutches my hips, his grip solid, real, alive—human. He tugs me closer. Of course, Dante is here between us. I’m remembering my girlfriend and pushing her to the fringes of my mind all at once. And I’d be lying if I said it didn’t hurt. But pain has become a part of me now. I don’t know who I am without it. Is this what the Castillos were talking about, the many facets of me?
When my tongue finds Jax’s, there is a swelling in my chest, like a building wave before it crests and curls over on itself.
He pulls back, his steely eyes piercing mine like a wolf on a midnight run. “It’s haunting,” he says.
I draw in a quick breath. “What is?”
“Us. You feel it too, right? It’s wild, how much I need to be near you.”
I nod, because I do feel it. And I’m scared, the kind of fear born of an unknown future.
“Everything is moving so fast,” I say between gulps of air.
“Where are the rules about time?” Jax asks. “Do what you feel when you feel it.” He touches my face. “And I feel everything when I’m with you.”
The core of my heart aches when he looks at me like this—longing, impatient, but sweet all the same.
My hands explore every inch of his exposed skin, and his find their way around my robe to discover mine. I am tumbling inside, quivering in places I’ve refused to think about since Dante left me.
My hidden feathers ruffle as I watch the ragged rise and fall of his chest in the firelight. I open my robe all the way, because I am ready, am I not? It feels so good being with Jax like this, not a wisp of air between us when he pulls me onto his lap.
He is ready too.
He says “do what you feel when you feel it,” and now I know why. Tonight I will do the same. My heart has cracked open, a seam of light streaming in.
I tug at the waist of his jeans.
“You sure?” he asks.
I’m sweating, hotter than the fire, because I swear there’s not a molecule of my human form or otherwise that does not want this.
“Yes,” I answer, unbuttoning his jeans.
There is a firm knock at the front door just before it swings open, a shadow stumbling inside the foyer.
I fumble to close my robe and spring from Jax’s lap.
My owl eyes take a millisecond to cut through the darkness.
“Julien?” I gasp. “What are you doing here?”
Julien steps into the candlelight. “Umm, interrupting, from the looks of it.”



TRUTH OR DARE


“Get out, Julien,” I snap.
I grab the throw blanket from the couch, wrapping it around myself as if my robe isn’t enough. Jax is lightning quick about it, already next to me—shirtless, but here.
Julien averts his gaze. “Your pops texted me, asking if I’d check in on you. But I can see Jax has you covered.”
“Stop it,” I bark.
“What?” Julien raises his hands.
A relentless gust breaches the foyer, bringing a torrent of rain with it. Julien shields his face.
I sigh and stomp to the door, closing it.
Julien is soaked and flushed, maybe even a little out of breath.
He wipes his eyes with his sleeve, then picks a piece of bark from his hair. “Okay then. Tell Papa V I stopped by.”
“Wait.” I grasp his arm, immediately letting go when the blanket falls. “Did you walk here? Through the forest, in this?”
The storm is ramping up, threatening to push straight through our old single-paned windows.
Julien shrugs.
Sometimes I think Jax is a man of many years all wrapped up in a teenage package. He’s given us some space, gone to put more wood on the fire.
I look Julien over. He’s wearing nothing but his jeans and the shirt he had on in school yesterday. No jacket. No hat. And this guy gets cold in August. I don’t get it, and then suddenly I do. Because I’ve been there too, wanting to feel pain for fear of feeling nothing at all.
“It’s warmer over here,” Jax says. “You probably want to wait it out for a bit.”
“He’s right,” I say. “You should wait here—for the storm to pass.”
Julien hesitates, then takes his boots off, placing them on the corner of the mat like he always does. Watching him go through the motions calms my anxious gut. It’s still routine for us, everything falling into place as if nothing’s happened.
“I’ll get you a towel,” I say as the front door flies open and smacks the wall.
Evie. And just out of a shift, because her hair is stuck in a swirly pattern across her forehead.
She comes in, takes one look at Julien, me wrapped in my robe, and Jax drying his shirt by the fire, and I know this is about to become an ordeal.
I close the door, remembering to lock it this time.
“I see I’m late for the party.” She flashes me the eye.
“Who knew? Noche, hoarding all the cute guys,” she says, raiding my head.
“Quit,” I shoot back at her. “You have no idea.”
This telepathy thing is way too cool to ignore. It’s like plugging my ears and hearing my own voice inside my head, but with the extra bonus of tingling beneath my scalp.
“I thought you’d ditched me for good,” I say.
Evie waves the air between us. “Why? Because you’re totally unhinged? Join the club.”
“Hi,” Evie sticks out her hand for Julien. “I’m Evie, friend of Noche’s.”
“He’s unavailable,” I tell her.
Evie shrugs. “Emotionally, maybe.”
Julien hesitates like he’s waiting for my approval.
When I sigh, he shakes her hand. “Nice to meet you.” Then he’s back on me. “Where did you two meet?” Really, he’s questioning, Who is this person with orange eyes on your doorstep wearing a pink sweatshirt with a corny jackalope on the front?
I clutch the front of my robe. “Umm…”
“It was that orange-eye gathering, wasn’t it?” Jax innocently offers, wriggling back into his shirt. “I’m Jax, by the way.”
“Oh, that’s so tragic,” Evie says to me. “Should we douse him with a bucket of water, so he’ll ditch his shirt again?”
My eyes bug and I shake my head.
“An orange-eye gathering? For real?” Julien’s gaze flicks toward Jax. I don’t know if he believes the orange-eye convention story. Only that he used to be the one who knew everything about me—almost everything.
Evie turns a slow circle. “This is a serious commitment to the motherland.” Her ogling lands on the colorful maracas hanging in the kitchen window.
“Please, no,” I snap.
“You’re no fun.”
“I’ll be right back,” I say. “Everyone, behave.”
Evie’s grin tells me I’m screwed.
“Dante? Anything?” I ask before I go.
She shakes her head no. “Not a sign of her all day. But the ravens are hanging around, so she must be too.”
Everyone gives their attention to the storm when another bout of torrential rain pounds the windows. I tap on the “flashlight” icon on my phone, then sprint up into my attic.
The top floor rattles and rumbles louder than below as the storm throws everything it has at Duluth. Closer to the sky, I feel safe in my nest. I drop my robe, then fall against my pillow and scream into it. Did I almost have sex with Jax? It’s not as if it would’ve been my first time. But it would have been my first time with anyone who wasn’t Dante.
I was ready, right? So why am I secretly glad Julien came over when he did?
Getting up, I change into sweats and a dry shirt, then text Papa, reassuring him I’m okay.
I pace the floorboards and mangle my thumbnail. Julien, Jax, and Evie are here, stuck under the same roof? How could this possibly be a good thing? Jax’s probability equations would blow up the negative side.
When I’ve worn a decent groove in the hardwood, I collect my nerves and go downstairs to face the other storm.
I’m expecting everyone to be in their own corners. What I find are Evie and Julien in the kitchen, throwing together a platter of snacks, and Jax crouched by the CD player, flipping through Papa’s old discs for something decent to play.
That’s it. I’ve been sucked into another dimension.
“Yes!” Jax exclaims from the living room. He slides out a CD, placing it in the tray.
“Let me guess.” I plop onto the couch. “You found the acoustic Nirvana.”
He presses play, proving me correct.
We hold each other’s gaze, and I’m sure his mind is where mine is. We almost hooked up.
Jax gets up off the floor, clearing the back of the couch and landing right next to me.
“That was close,” I say.
He tips his head toward the floor in front of the fireplace. “So was that.”
I bite my lip. “Yeah…but I’m kind of glad we didn’t.”
“Me too,” he says, which is a total surprise and relief all at once. He swivels to face me. “I really like you, Noche. More than I know what to do with, which is why I’m probably moving so fast. I—I want to see you every day. And listen to music with you and get into arguments over pig anatomy.”
I giggle.
“I think we’ve got something real,” he continues. “But I get that you’re still processing stuff. And…you don’t have to tell me anything about that letter you found in your locker. It’s not my business. Besides, I can guess what it was about.”
He glances at Julien in the kitchen with Evie.
Is he being real with me right now? I’m so blown away by his level of understanding, I can barely sit still.
“That was quite the monologue.” I grasp my knees, my head whirling.
He covers my hand with his. “And I’m probably going to regret putting on the brakes, because I do want to be with you…like that…someday…if you want to.”
I can’t respond. But I am fully aware my answer would be yes.
I shiver, because this is terrifying. The storm has nothing on how scary it is, planning for “somedays” when none of us know if we’ll be here to see them. I’ve never known that kind of faith. How does Jax do it?
“Stop!” Evie shouts.
Jax and I spin around to find Evie punching Julien in the shoulder. He’s grinning. Like, a real smile.
“You’ve gotta put the smoked salmon on top of the cream cheese,” Evie instructs. “No one does it the other way around.”
“I do,” Julien argues. “And if we’re talking about the order of things, what’s going on with this?” Julien holds up a box of graham crackers. “You gotta take out the crackers, put the chocolate on top, and warm it by the fire while the marshmallows roast. That’s the only way you’ll have—”
“Perfect meltage,” they say in unison.
I spin back around, unsure what’s happening in my kitchen, because are Julien and Evie actually cute together?
When they join us with a tray of goodies, I let Jax’s hand go. He seems to understand, patting me on the leg.
Evie and Julien sit on the floor.
Julien grabs the roasting forks hanging on the wall. He stabs a couple of marshmallows and starts roasting.
“What’s the story behind the sweatshirt?” he asks Evie. “Jackalopes don’t exist, you know.”
“Neither do manners, I see,” she slams back. “What’s with the hair? Mullets were a few decades ago.”
“So was purple hair.”
“Mmm-hmm.” Evie strikes a pose. “Timeless. Classic. Never out of style.”
Listening to the two of them banter tugs somewhere deep. This is how Julien was with Dante. I’ve gone back in time, when my two best friends pretended to be just that. I pull in my knees.
Evie turns to me. “What do you think, Noche? Who’s right? Settle this?”
I’m caught speechless. I’m not ready to act as though we’re all best buddies without tons of baggage.
“Well,” Jax chimes in, “jackalopism exists. It’s a parasitic disease that causes hardening of the top of a rabbit’s head, resembling antlers.”
The living room is silent but for the popping fire and the gales outside.
All at once we burst out laughing, my tension dissipating like the dwindling fire.
“God, he’s adorable,” Evie says.
I nod, plucking a graham cracker from the stack and taking a mousy bite. The cinnamon spice takes me back to Spin Cycle. I lean into Jax, noticing it’s under Julien’s watchful eye. Good. This is awkward for him too.
“I’ve got an idea,” Evie says.
“Nope,” I interrupt. “No truth or dare.”
“That’s totally not what I was going to suggest.”
“What, then?” Julien asks.
Evie stands up. “We all have to answer a question. Anyone can do the asking. Like, deep shit or superficial.” She points right at Julien. “And you have to tell the truth.”
And yeah, this is where Julien leaves, I’m sure.
When he doesn’t, I wriggle out of the soft warmth of the couch, going to put another log on the fire. “So it is truth or dare. Hard pass.”
“I’m in,” Jax pipes up. “I’ve got nothing to hide now.” He glances at me with a grin.
I’m not sure about Julien’s secrets anymore.
Evie and I are in another category altogether.
“This is a terrible idea,” I say, going back to Jax.
“I’ll go first,” Evie says, snatching a marshmallow from Julien’s fork and popping it into her mouth. “Go ahead,” she mumbles. “Ask me something.”
Julien sits on his heels, constructing the perfect s’more. “Okay, what’s your favorite color?”
Evie snorts. “That’s the best you can come up with?”
“All right, what’s your favorite number?” he asks.
“Purple and…eleven, because I’m double number one,” she answers.
She scoots closer to Julien, elbowing him. “What’s your biggest fear, hockey hero?”
A crack from the fire makes me jump.
“That’s easy. Dying,” Julien says.
He’s not lying. He told me this once, a long time ago, when we used to share our deep thoughts.
“What about you?” Julien asks Jax.
My muscles seize.
“I don’t know,” he says. “Maybe never seeing my brother again.”
“Where is he?”
Jax fixes on the fire. “He’s lost.”
No one prods for more, and then Jax comes out with “I’m not afraid of dying, though.” He rests his hand on my knee. “But I do think we should make the most of our time here.”
“Here?” Evie asks. “So you think there’s something after?”
Now Evie is totally playing her own game. I fidget.
“After here? Nah,” Jax says. “It doesn’t pencil out.”
“Not everything has to be so on the nose,” Evie challenges.
I shoot her a glare. “Moving on.”
Jax sits forward, pushing up his glasses. “Give me some solid, tangible evidence of life after death and I’m with you. Until then, I’m going to make the most of my one life. Because think about it—if we truly knew there was something after our time here, wouldn’t we give up trying so hard in the present? Seriously, sometimes it’s all that keeps me going.” His gaze finds me over his shoulder. “Oh, geez. I’m sorry. This conversation is super insensitive. Umm, next question, yeah?”
Julien blows out his flaming marshmallow. “Agreed.”
I exchange glances with Evie, relieved we’re changing the subject. How would Jax feel if he knew about the existence of Lechuzas?
“Okay, Evie,” Jax says. “If you could be anything, do anything, what would it be?”
Evie brushes off her hands, then sits cross-legged. “Well, I’d have my own shop, with cheesy tourist shirts like this.” She pinches the center of her sweatshirt. “And not something my parents started. I want to build my own, from the ground up. There. Next?”
“That’s it?” I challenge. “That’s your biggest fantasy?”
“My dad loved these shirts,” Evie says. “He’s the one who always overordered them. We’ve still got freaking boxes of them in our garage.”
“That’s cool,” Jax says.
“What else?” I prod, because the Evie I’ve come to know can drum up more than a garage full of touristy T-shirts.
Evie scratches the top of her head like I do when I forget I’m not wearing feathers. “What do you mean, what else? That’s it. Sorry I’m so boring.”
I sit up. “You’re the one who wanted to play this ridiculous game. The least you can do is reach deep, right?”
Julien clears his throat. “It’s cool, Noche.”
The daggers I shoot at Julien must be working, because Evie sighs and says, “Okay. So maybe I’d be doing something medical, like a paramedic or something.”
My mouth drops open. “Really?”
“I don’t know—it’s a new discovery,” she continues. “That CPR class yesterday. It felt amazing, pumping on that chest, like I was doing something that mattered for the here and now.”
I sense Jax stiffening at my side. I take his hand, giving it a little squeeze.
“I mean, this is fantasy, right?” she says. “Maybe I could’ve saved my dad if I’d known how to do it.”
“I’m sorry about your dad,” I say, my heart aching for her all over again.
Evie pinches another marshmallow from the bag. “Anyway, I’m just dreaming. Who’d ever want me saving their life? Besides, it’s logistically impossible. I don’t even know how that’d work.”
“Why not?” Julien asks.
Evie’s talking gibberish to everyone but me. I have no idea how a Lechuza would fare as a medic, being present in real time for death—working against what we’re inherently meant to do, deliver the deceased, not pluck them from the clutches of the afterlife.
“Anyway,” Evie continues, “that and maybe…I’d have friends. I’m from a big family who runs a business. My whole life has been wrapped up in being a Castillo.” She stares at the floor. “What I’m saying is I’m not the kind of gal with a lot of pals, if you know what I mean.”
My eyes are seeing Evie in a different light, and it’s not because of the candles.
Julien passes Evie a graham cracker. “Friends?”
She blushes, taking the cracker. “Friends.”
Julien zeroes in on Jax. “What about you?”
“I’ll be your friend too,” he tells Evie, which she totally eats up.
“No,” Julien chimes in. “I mean what would your future look like, if it could be anything?”
I’m not sure if Julien’s truly interested in knowing Jax’s answer or if he’s trying to rattle him. Either way, I’m bracing myself for any which way this could go.
Jax’s hand heats up in mine, but he doesn’t hesitate at all. “That’s easy. I’d be traveling with my older brother, seeing the world like we planned. I’d defer a year of college and he’d walk away from everything.”
“Everything?” Evie asks. “What’s that mean?”
“He’s embedded in a gang in Saint Paul. We haven’t spoken in a year. Just a few texts here and there.”
“That’s messed up,” Evie says. “I mean, that really sucks. I’m sorry.”
Jax sighs. “Yeah, mostly I feel bad for my mom…. And if I’m really reaching, I’d wish for a healthy heart, one I could take around the world and not worry about it croaking out halfway through.”
Now everyone’s staring.
“Jax…” I lace my fingers through his.
“That scar on your chest?” Julien asks, because oh yeah, we’ve all seen Jax without his shirt.
“Yup,” Jax answers. “Two surgeries and hopefully more to come, because that would mean they found a new heart for me.”
The room is silent for a beat, and then Evie crunches down on a cracker.
“You win,” she says.
We all laugh until Julien breaks in. “Don’t I get a chance? And Noche too?”
“I didn’t know this was a competition,” I say, fidgeting.
Julien knows I don’t like being put on the spot. And neither does he, so I’m kind of unsure about where this is going.
“Ask me anything,” he says, his gaze fixed on me.
Is he really doing this? Here? Now?
“Be nice,” Evie warns.
I release Jax’s hand, scooching to the edge of the couch. “Okay…do you really want to go to college to play hockey, then try for the pros like everyone on the planet expects you to do?”
Julien seems surprised by my question. He fiddles with his roasting fork, spinning it between his blue-stained fingers. “No. I don’t.”
“What, then?” Evie asks.
He sniffs. “I’d be an art major.” His gaze softens. “That’s what I really want to do.”
I always suspected Julien secretly wanted to be a professional artist. Why is he only telling me this now?
“Did she know about this?” I ask.
Julien squeezes his eyes shut. “Yeah.”
The storm has found its way inside me. I swallow, shards of ice scraping down my throat.
“How long have you been in love with Dante?” I ask.
Evie’s on me. “Noche. What does it matter now?”
My head snaps her direction. “It matters.”
Julien tucks his hair behind his ear. “Since you’ve been with her. Like, yeah, that’s pretty much it.”
I jump from my seat. “The whole time?” I find my way to the edge of the living room. “You had feelings for my girlfriend the entire time we were together?”
“You asked him,” Evie says, stirring the pot. “He’s only following the rules of the game.”
I jab my finger at her. “This isn’t a game, Evie. This is real life. My life.” I focus on Julien again. “You wanted me to find out. Why else would you have left that note in our locker?”
Julien doesn’t answer.
Jax moves to get up from the couch.
“Please.” I hold out my hand, stopping him.
He sits back down.
My gut is swirling, my head throbbing, but it’s my turn now.
“You know what? Nothing any of you said just now is impossible, or fantasy.” I throw Evie a sharp glare. “You could totally be a paramedic. Just get off your ass and do it. I dare you.
You’d be killer at it. And look around you. You have friends. I am your friend.”
I point at Jax. “And you, go see your brother. There are ways. I know there are. You’re just scared, and I get it. But you’re gonna get your heart and take that trip around the world, I have no doubt.” My throat chokes up. I wipe away the wetness streaming from my eyes.
“Julien,” I say, “if you don’t want to play hockey after high school, don’t. Do your art. Be inspired. But please don’t keep where your heart is a secret from me ever again.”
Julien is near crying, but he nods.
“What do I want?” My voice cracks. “I want Dante back. I don’t even care if it’s with me or someone else.” I glance at Julien, whose eyes soften when they lock with mine. “I just want her back. And that is the only dream in this room that will never come true.”
Hot, salty tears blur my vision as I leave for my attic. Jax catches me at the bottom of my ladder. He spins me around, gathering me in a tight embrace. I stay in the comfort of his arms, listening to his chest patter against my ear.
After a bit, he releases me, wiping my cheeks with his thumb.
I rest my hand on a rung of the ladder. “What did I ever do to deserve such an awesome lab partner?”
He tips his chin at me. “I knew you’d warm up to me.”
I kiss him on the cheek and start climbing.
Dragging my heavy legs, I take one slow step at a time. When I get to the top, a raven pecks at the glass of my oval window. I skip the usual, forgoing throwing whatever is nearest at the annoyance. Instead, I swing open the pane, forcing the raven to leap aside.
I gasp. The storm has passed, leaving everything in sight coated with a thin layer of shimmering droplets beneath the full moon. My little piece of the earth is radiant. The lake is calm too, tiny waves flattening out to nothing before reaching the shore below.
Grabbing a blanket from my bed, I wrap myself up, then climb onto the sill. I rest my feet on the wide ledge and perch to spy on the night. The raven hops closer, instinct telling me she is the one who’s been my shadow these last months. She dips her head, letting out a short caw.
When I reach for her, she stays, although not without giving me a guarded side-eye. I hesitate, expecting a sharp strike. She remains stone-still. I stroke her head, followed by her sturdy wings, her feathers surprisingly inflexible compared to my own.
Another joins us, perching on the opposite side. Then another.
“She’s out there, isn’t she?” I ask, though I know I’ll get nothing but nagging back.
The first raven cocks her head, then lightly pecks at my fingernail.
“Yeah, I know, in the water,” I say. “I will reach her…. Somehow I’ll get to her.”
I run my hand down the bird’s tail feathers.
Wait. Did I just communicate with a raven? Is this another step, a sign I am becoming more birdlike?
My joints loosen.
The raven jumps onto my lap, and I flinch, holding up my hands. She opens her beak, like I do when I’m trying to catch my breath. I switch to “at ease” and lean closer. She draws me in with her beady stare.
I nod, sensing her thoughts. They’re not words, only faint ideas that transfer from her to me.
Time.
Soon.
Out of the midnight blue, I’m telling the ravens stories about Dante. I tell them about our runs in the forest, and how she could never beat me. I share her favorite movie. How she hated anything that tasted like ginger. And why I’ll never wear the black dress stuffed inside my closet.
With every story I share, another bird arrives. With every bird, I am letting Dante go. Is this what I needed to do all along? Is she waiting for me too, beneath her own circle of shadowy ravens?
I breathe in the humid air, the ravens surrounding me in a swath of mysterious iridescence. They gather on my roof and perch at my feet. I’ve discovered my own collection of sable-feathered allies. And just maybe they’re here to help me reach Dante before it’s too late.
Deep calm—that is what washes over me, unlike anything my body’s been given since my Dante left. I’d forgotten how many muscles I had until this very moment.
I lean against the frame of my window, petting the raven in my lap. “I’ve changed my dream, Dante. If I could have anything, it would be to see you to the sky.”



JUST LIKE HOME


The smell of fresh espresso invades my nose. I crack open an eye to find the bottom of a coffee cup inches from my face. I open my other eye, and of course it’s Papa, holding my favorite mug.
“You’re the last one,” he says as distant conversation seeps into my consciousness.
I sit up, stretching my arms over my head. The crumpled blanket next to me is cold. I hear voices, Jax, Julien, and Evie—in the kitchen.
Am I dreaming?
I rub my eyes. “What is happening?” I take the mug, then a quick sip.
“Breakfast,” Papa says. “Everyone else already ate. We thought we’d let you sleep.”
I’m not fully awake, but my fog has cleared enough. Something happened last night while I was upstairs. Is this the beginning of something real? Because only friends would understand and move on after an outburst like mine.
When I reach downstairs, Evie’s getting into boots; Julien too. He lets her hang on to his arm for balance, when I know she’s got poise coming out of her recessed owl ears. Seriously, what is happening?
“Early bird gets the worm,” she calls from the foyer. “See you tonight.”
“Tonight?” I say to her. “What’s tonight?”
“Party at Julien’s,” she says.
“On a Thursday night?” I ask.
“The school’s closed,” Julien says. “Flooded from all the rain.”
“Will your folks be there?” Papa asks like a total dad.
Julien shakes his head. “They and Willow left for Minneapolis to visit my grandparents. But they said it was okay if I had a few people over, so…”
“So keep it cool,” Papa adds, which is so not cool.
I actually roll my eyes, though I know he hates that.
Julien nods. “Will do, Papa V. And gracias for the food. That’ll hold me until next time.”
Papa wields his spatula, pointing it at Julien.
“I can take the first watch tonight so you can go to the party early,” Evie says.
The dead decided to stay alive last night. Not one single call. But I spy the ravens outside. They’re quiet but here, as they said they would be, like we discussed in our bizarre newfound intuitive way well into the night. I will know when Dante is ready to go. I will know because my ravens will tell me.
I tip my head at the row of birds on the railing when Julien opens the door.
Evie’s brow pinches.
“You should take a night off,” I say. “Go to the party. I think someone would really like that.”
If she were the squealing kind of girl, I swear she would.
Julien gives me a quick wave, and I wave back. We both seem good with this.
I trudge toward the kitchen as Jax starts loading the dishwasher. Papa stands by, which is mind-altering. Papa doesn’t allow anyone to load that machine. He’s super particular about it, bordering on neurotic. I guess we’re both releasing a few things.
Leaning on the counter, I catch my reflection in the glass cabinet. Plastered hair and wrinkled shirt, I’m a mess. Jax winks at me, then pushes up his glasses. All at once I’m imagining what Dante would’ve thought about him had they met. I picture her loving his Pearl Jam tee and leather jacket style. And Jax hounding her with questions about how she manages to paint illegal murals while hanging from a rope at the same time for the perfect heaven-spot work of art.
“Your ma’s sleeping,” Papa says, interrupting my daydream. “We came home together this morning. She didn’t take overtime.” The way Papa’s grinning, I know he’s happy about this.
I am too. I hold out my hand and he gives me a squeeze.
Jax closes the dishwasher before Papa can inspect anything. “Can I pick you up for the party tonight?”
“You really want to go to that?”
He shrugs. “It’s my senior year. I should at least go to one rager….” His eyes flick to Papa. “I mean, small gathering of responsible teenagers.”
Papa chuckles.
“ ’Cause after that,” Jax continues, “it’s college, and then medical school.” He counts off on his fingers. “Followed by my internship and then residency.” He sighs. “Yeah, I should party while I can.”
I’m falling for someone who can and will leave me behind in any number of ways. I rub my chilled arms.
“Sounds like quite the plan, huh, Noche?” Papa asks.
They’ve known each other for one full morning, and already Jax and Papa are united on the college idea.
“He’s got it all figured out,” I say with a smirk.
“So we’ll go to the party?” Jax asks.
I breathe in and out. A party at Julien’s. Am I ready for any part of that? Is it fair that I go when Dante is still out there? When I look at Jax, I see a glimmer of what I thought I’d lost forever. How could I let this happen? Do I have the right to be happy when Dante is dead? There, I said it. She’s dead and her spirit is caught between worlds because of me.
I need someone to give me an answer.
“You should go to the party.” Ma’s voice floats in from the hallway.
Ma looks decently rested. The brilliance of her soft smile makes it impossible to say anything else but yes.



I go with the Jax-picking-me-up idea, even though we could take the trail through the woods and probably get to Julien’s faster. But the truth is I’m afraid to push Jax physically. And him finding out I’m worried terrifies me even more. After he ditched me at school on the heels of his breathing incident, he doesn’t seem comfortable with being coddled—especially by someone he’s currently kissing whenever he gets the chance.
He pulls me into the shadows on Julien’s wraparound porch. “Can I kiss you?”
It’s so easy to lose my grasp on the harshness of reality when my lips are against Jax’s. Which is why I kiss him like it’s our last. Until my raven makes her presence known.
Jax jumps at the sudden outburst at his back.
“Rude,” I scold the raven, though her presence is encouraging. I spot several others as I scan the surrounding trees.
The sky darkened an hour ago. I am officially on deck for the dead. And the ravens are keeping their word, on the lookout for Dante. I can’t quite pull from their skulls what their signal will be. I’m trying out the faith thing again, placing some in my new feathered partners.
I ball my hands into tight fists, as if it’ll quash my anxiousness. I’m allergic to social situations, but this is different. I’m dealing with next-level restlessness. And it has nothing to do with the noise vacuum I’m about to enter.
There’s a low whine in the depths of my ears. It’s just enough to be noticed and the perfect amount to put me on edge. The hair on the back of my neck stands on end as I scan the lake spanning out like a sheet of liquid glass below Julien’s house.
Superior is calm. Too calm.
“Should we go in?” Jax asks.
I give us both a once-over. Black jeans—check. Black T-shirts—check. Black boots—of course.
“You got the memo,” I say.
Jax smiles. “Great minds.” He adjusts the collar of his leather jacket, then takes my hand. I open the door to what could be the party of the year.
I’d be impressed if it weren’t for the terrible music blasting from the speakers. I’m feeling a tinge loyal to the La Pointes. There’s no way Yvonne would allow what’s happening in her living room. Feet are propped up on all the furniture, shoes on. And Louie would blow a gasket if he saw his crystal cognac glasses overflowing with cheap beer.
I stand on my tiptoes and peer past the crowd into the rec room. Apparently it’s BYOXB, because a couple of guys have their Xboxes hooked up to the big screen. I guess that is cool, based on all the cheering happening as the players navigate their avatars through a seedy city, slaughtering everyone in sight. Maybe this is a teenage rite of passage I missed out on. I turned thirteen and got a giant slap in the face from the real world. In a way, I envy every single person here.
My eyes dart from window to window, thankful Julien’s house has giant floor-to-ceilings. I spy the silhouette of my raven perched on the covered outdoor furniture, giving me zero indication it’s time to bolt.
Jax tightens his grip around my hand when he bumps into a couple one step shy of closing the deal in the corner.
“You good?” I ask. “Because I’m already over this. Just say the word and we’ll go.”
Jax is all bug-eyed behind his glasses. The guy wasn’t lying when he said this was his first party. “Uhh, I’m good.”
“You sure?”
He nods. “My brother was the partier. Probably why I avoided it.”
He starts when a random drunk girl attacks his shoulders from behind.
“ ’Sup, smoky vampire boy.” She hangs on him until he wriggles away. “Ohhh, are you guys, like, a couple now?” she slurs. “You get all the good ones, Nacho.”
I snap my fingers in her face. “Vanish.”
She gets my meaning quick, and I’m wondering if my eyes are glowing red.
Jax pulls me in close, and I’m telling you his smell will never get old.
“My hero,” he mumbles, nuzzled against my ear. “But I guess if I’m a vampire, I’m immortal now, right?”
“If only,” I say, and Jax’s gaze washes over me until there’s only the two of us.
But there’s no use pretending there’s any seclusion in this mayhem. Evie’s spotted us, along with every other pair of eyes. Jax and me showing up holding hands is apparently something worth talking about. I watch the gossip spread across the room like the wave at one of Julien’s games.
“You’re here!” Evie shouts when she’s within reach.
She drapes her arm heavily over my shoulders.
I scrunch my nose. She smells like at least two beers, maybe more.
Balancing her against my side, I snatch a bottle of water from the end table. “Drink this. All of it.”
“Vale, mamá,” she sasses back with a salute.
“When I said have fun, this is not what I meant,” I tell her. “You’re trashed.”
She thrusts her face super close to mine, then just as quickly stands on her own.
Her laugh carries over the noise. “I’m just messing with you,” she shouts. “I’m totally sober. Beer makes me reckless.”
“More so than usual?” I ask.
She smirks. “Some stumbler over there spilled his entire cup of suds down my back.” She turns around, revealing the spillage.
Jax scans the room like he’s memorizing all the exits.
“This is not ‘a few people,’ ” I yell. “His parents are going to freak. Where’s Julien?”
Evie points past the crowd.
I crane my neck, scrutinizing the kitchen. Julien’s all hunched in a kitchen chair and clutching a beer. The party’s going on around him, not with him. He doesn’t even flinch when the crowd erupts over a game of quarters happening on the countertop.
“Our boy needs a friend,” Evie says. “And it isn’t me.”
“Our boy?”
“I’ll help him out later,” Evie says, wiggling her eyebrows.
My face goes sour.
I collect an armful of empties from the end table, then turn to Jax. “I’ll be right back.”
“And you wonder why you’re never invited to parties,” Evie teases.
One of these days she’ll be wrong about me. But yeah, I’m still taking the empties.
Jax gives me a kiss on the cheek like we are in fact a couple. “Wish me luck.”
“Keep him under your wing,” I tell Evie. “He’s a little past his comfort zone.”
She cackles, which must seem so random to Jax. “You think?”
She tugs on his sleeve. “You play pool?”
“Only on Thursdays,” he jokes, then follows her to the rec room.
“Julien!” I shout when I’m halfway there.
Either he doesn’t hear me or he’s ignoring my yelling because he knows I’m about to go all buzzkill on this party.
I dump the empties in the sink, then grab his arm. “Hey.”
“Hey.” He raises his can of beer.
I snatch it away, tossing it next to the others.
This causes all sorts of hisses and boos, but I’ve never worried about what any of these people think of me. I’m not about to start now.
I yank him from his chair and into the empty hallway. “This is out of control.” I shove his back against the wall until he stays, then search his bloodshot eyes. “You are too.”
Pressing my hand into his chest, I keep him steady. “What happened between my house this morning and now? You seemed…good.”
“Hrmpf. You think I’m good?” Julien mutters. His gaze is so far away, I’m scared he’ll dissipate to dust if I let him go.
I clutch the front of his shirt. “Listen to me. You’ve gotta snap out of this, or you’ll regret it, Julien La Pointe.”
His eyes pinch in the corners. “We used to tell each other everything. I didn’t have the balls to tell you about Dante. And now you’re with Jax, and I feel like the only reason I know about that is because I crashed your party last night.” He thumps the back of his head against the wall. “I’ve ruined us, Noche. I’ve trashed your memories of Dante too.”
Well, he’s not wrong there.
I let him go and sink to the floor against the wall. Julien manages the same, and I’m beginning to think he’s flat-out exhausted, not drunk.
“She loved you,” Julien says, wiping his cheek. “She really did.”
My head rests heavily on my shoulders. “She loved us both.”
Julien’s breathing halts at my admission. And to be honest, mine catches too.
“You haven’t ruined my memories,” I say. “Because when I look at you, I’m reminded of her. And it’s…”
“Hard,” Julien finishes for me.
“Yeah. But she’s here with the two of us. And I’m beginning to accept this as a good thing.”
We stay as we are, watching the action from the dim hallway. Fatigue presses down on me like a weighted blanket, and from the looks of Julien, he’s under it with me.
The party is officially a rager. The entire living room undulates to the music. I cringe when a couple of girls in heeled boots climb on top of Yvonne’s midcentury coffee table and start doing this Riverdance thing.
“I do not want to be here when your parents come home,” I say.
Julien nods. “They’d go a lot easier on me if you were.”
I grin. “Yes, it’s true. They love me.”
“They do.”
I glance at his fingers. They’re stained a new shade of green, mine marred with the dirt my shower missed. I pick it out from under my nails, the leftovers from skirting the ground during my flight a couple of nights before.
Like everything else, how much our futures will intertwine is unknown. I think we’re both beginning to understand it would have been this way with or without Dante.
“You should find Evie.” I swallow the lump in my throat. “She really likes you. And I think you might feel the same?”
Julien shrugs with a tiny grin.
He tips his chin at me. “First I’ve gotta kick these fools outa here before they bring the house down.”
I leave him to it and start shoving my way toward Jax and Evie playing pool.
Someone’s phone pings. Then another, followed by a chorus of alerts. Mine follows suit.
I glance at the screen.
PAPA
Noche, please come home now.
Great. Busted for the noisy party. I wave Jax and Evie over. But they are frozen in place; Jax is clutching his cue to his chest.
The music stops, muffled chatter swirling around me.
“Noche.” Julien catches me by the arm, his voice barely a whisper.
It hits me, how everyone’s staring. Julien’s gone as pale as ever. Before he says anything, my sinking heart knows.
“They found her,” he says.
And then my raven finds me here, landing just outside the open front door. She caws, a lengthy drone of a cry that pierces my ears. She flits to the railing and then launches into the night.
Jax is working his way to me as I head for the door. Though I’m not sure I’ll make it outside. Everything that held me together for the last several months is unraveling. My skin is cold. My feet are numb. I see only the forest between Julien’s house and mine.
I run, racing for the cover of the evergreens. The moment I enter the woods, I’m swathed in the cool, dank night. I follow the trail, over a forgotten rotting tree and through the damp new leaves reaching for me as I fight back the scream swelling in my throat.
When I catch a glimpse of our kitchen window, and the shadow of the maracas against a backdrop of warm yellow light, I run faster. I explode out of the forest, heading for our porch as if my life depends on it. And maybe it does. Because I am dying inside all over again.
Just as I reach the steps, Papa and Ma open the door. They step onto the porch as I clear the stairs in two leaps and fall into their waiting arms.



SURFACING


“Ah, my Noche,” Ma whispers into my hair. “I am here. I am here for you, my night owl.”
I’m sobbing so hard, I choke on my breath. Papa wraps us both up into one of his giant bear hugs. I’d forgotten how this felt, the three of us wound in a tight embrace. And really, it’s the only reason I’m still standing when our walls are crashing down.
Papa releases us to wipe his face.
“Where?” I ask.
Ma’s got ahold of my hand. “On the beach at Canal Park,” she says. “They’re saying the storm probably helped her surface.”
I’m all shivers. Papa slips out of his flannel and drapes it over my shoulders. Canal Park. Where we used to eat taffy and skip rocks into the lake.
“She’s been transported to the coroner,” Ma says. “I tried calling the Fuenteses to see if they needed anything, but there was no answer.”
The coroner—Yani. My skulking in the morgue has given my brain way too much information. I’m already imagining what she must look like after several months underwater. I know. I’ve seen others. But this is Dante—my heart.
“I have to see her,” I say.
Papa squeezes his temples. “Sweetheart, that is not a good idea.”
I let Ma go. “I know what you’re thinking, and I don’t care what she looks like. You think I haven’t seen worse? She was my girlfriend. I was with her when she died. I should be there for every step of this nightmare, shouldn’t I?”
“No one expects that from you, amor,” Papa says.
Ma sits on the swing as if she’s thinking this through. Then she says, “I’ll take you. Yani will let us in.”
Papa gasps. “Now wait just a minute,” he says. “Who is Yani? And another thing: seeing Dante in a body bag is not something you’ll ever forget, Noche, believe me. That image will stay with you forever. It’ll be the last you have of her. Is that what you want?”
My raven finds me again, riding the faint breeze toward the house and coming to rest on the arm of the swing. She moves her head around in a figure eight.
“The morgue won’t be all there is for Dante and me,” I say. “It won’t be, because her spirit is still here. Because…I refused to deliver her to the sky.”
“Noche,” Ma exclaims.
Papa’s staring at me in disbelief. “C-can you do that?”
My shoulders quiver and I suck in my sobs. “I’m so sorry. I’ve made such a disaster of everything, and all because I couldn’t say goodbye. And now Dante’s soul is at risk of vanishing forever if I don’t find her in time. I’ve just got to believe this is what we were waiting for. And now I have to go to the morgue and see her for myself.”
Papa’s pacing the porch, his brow pinched, his jaw set. I swear I hear his brain reasoning out what I’ve just said, and figuring out why in the world he should allow his daughter to go to the morgue to see her long-dead girlfriend.
He halts directly in front of me as if readying to bark orders. Then he swipes away my tears. His fingers smell like high flames and chili powder. Somewhere deep, I know we’re okay.
“Don’t ever be sorry,” he tells me. “Life for you, my night owl, is more than any one person should have to handle. I can’t pretend to know everything you’ll need, though I’d like to believe I do pretty good most of the time.”
“You do,” I say, peering up at him.
Ma comes to us, and I about liquefy right through the splintered floorboards.
Once I start, I can’t stop. I’m running my mouth so fast, I can barely keep up with myself. I tell them everything, the ugly parts even. Like how I almost drowned going after Dante, and how Evie saved me from that fate. I talk about Jax and his heart, and how mine is open again because of him. I tell them about Julien, the letter—and Dante—the pain—my pain—all of it.
By the time I’m finished, I’m curled up on the steps, and Papa has brought out an entire box of tissues and two triangles of foil.
I smell them. Tortillas.
“For your pockets,” he says, handing me one. “I hear it’s cold in the morgue.”
My head snaps to Ma and then to Papa. “Really?”
“Yeah. You’ll be okay. Your ma will be there with you.”
I get up and curl inside his arms, wings in.
When Papa has crushed all the air out of me, I let him go.
“Ready?” Ma asks.
I stuff one triangle into each pocket. “I am now.”



I’ve taken the hospital elevator down to the morgue hundreds of times. But tonight is different. Dante’s body is here. There’s no magic number of times I could steal from the dead to prepare me for this.
“Can we take the stairs?” I ask Ma, and not because I’m dragging my feet. Nothing will ever be the same after the next few moments. So why should everything leading up to it be?
“Of course,” she answers, and we open the heavy metal door and head down.
It’s way past business hours. Even so, Yani will have been called in. Dante’s case is and was high profile, just like the girl she was when we breathed the same air.
Ma doesn’t say a word the whole way. Neither do I. I can’t.
We walk, down, down, down the long corridor lined with empty metal beds on wheels, the kind we use to transport patients who won’t leave the hospital. My mind is all tied up in what I’m about to do, eyes burning from crying an ocean. I blow out a slow exhale through my pursed lips.
Just as I’m sure I’m ready, they round the corner: Dante’s parents. They slow up when they spot us. We come together somewhere in the center. All I can see are the people who totally cut me off after their daughter died. And maybe I should understand this. But I can’t find the way.
“Hugo…María,” Ma says to them both.
María clutches her purse. “Zara.” Her heavy gaze falls on me. “Noche.”
I’m stuck in a vortex of silence, unable to respond even a little.
“We are so sorry for the loss of your beautiful Dante,” Ma says. Her words come out smooth and heartfelt, because she’s a seasoned pro.
I take her hand.
Hugo looks so much smaller than I remember. His hair is thinner too, and the way he’s standing suggests he’s one second away from shattering to pieces. There’s no mistaking how much pain he’s in. Because tonight Dante’s death became real.
Streaks of dried tears mark María’s face. I want to let her know how much I get it. I don’t have any tears left either.
Ma squeezes my hand. “The moment we heard, we just wanted to be here,” she says as if asking permission. And I guess she is, because we’re waiting for them to step aside and let us through. “I hope that is okay,” she adds after a beat of uneasy silence.
I’m searching the Fuenteses’ faces for the blame I know is in there somewhere. How could they not feel that way? Two seventeen-year-olds left their house for a run that night, and only one came back.
“There will be a memorial.” María straightens her posture. “We’d like it if you would come.”
My gaze locks with hers, and I see past their disapproval of my relationship with their daughter. All that’s left is understanding. I am to them what Julien is to me—a reminder of what the world lost when Dante went through the ice.
“I’d love to be there,” I manage to answer.
The Fuenteses step aside and let Ma and me through. I don’t know if we’ll ever speak again. But this feels like closure for us as Ma opens the door to the morgue.
The usual smells hit me, but the space doesn’t look the same. The institutional green walls appear a few shades darker; the lights are off everywhere but for over a single metal table like the ones in the hallway.
I breathe in and nothing comes out.
Beneath the single beam of illumination, under a bleached-white covering, is Dante.
Yani appears in the doorway of his office. “Zara, and Noche? I was just about to wrap up here. It’s awfully late, isn’t it?”
“Good evening, Yani,” Ma says. “We’re here to see Dante…Noche’s girlfriend.”
Yani gets the picture instantly when his gaze rests on me. I’m leaning into Ma’s shoulder, my hands wringing each other of all their blood.
“I see,” he says. “I’m very sorry for your loss, Noche. But I don’t know if that’s—”
“Yani,” Ma interrupts, “what’s one more day of looking away?”
I’m overcome. My heart is pounding. I’m trying not to quiver right out of my boots, and Ma is standing next to me like a pillar of enough strength for both of us.
Yani motions toward the table. “Five minutes. If you’re found out, you took me down, but not until after I put up a good fight.”
“Fair,” Ma agrees. She turns me to face her. “She’s all yours, night owl. I’ll be right over here.”
“Okay,” I say, and go to Dante.
I catch her scent before I reach her, the unsettling but sweet pungent aroma of decomposition stinging my nose. The outline of her body beneath the sheet creates a landscape of mountains and valleys. She always wanted to see the mountains, explore the world. Maybe now she can. I move to pull away the covering from her face, then stop. Sweat beads on my upper lip and forehead despite the cool air. Papa’s words come back to haunt me.
Once I do that, I won’t be able to unsee her this way. My memories of her will be overlaid with images of something that wasn’t Dante at all. And isn’t that what I’ve been seeing all these months—dreaming of a version of her that doesn’t exist anymore?
I graze my hand along her silhouette, down the curve of her nose, then the hollow of her neck. I pause at the hill of her bony shoulder, the shape of it totally different from when she was alive. Her thin arm too. I reach the end of her arm and pull back the sheet, revealing her hand.
Her skin is as white as the cloth, with purple and greenish mottling, the ends of her fingers translucent. I take her hand in mine, cradling it as if she were made of delicate porcelain. She’s so cold. Beneath her skin there is the stiffness of death and the sponginess of a body breaking down.
I am bathed in stillness, the light overhead suspending us in time. I stay for every last second of my five minutes with her—until my body goes limp. Long-lost peace has found me. My first love is done with this earth. And I am finally ready to let her go.



TWO SOULS


Ma and I leave the morgue, climbing the stairs up and out into the fresh air of the night.
“My beautiful night owl, you are so brave,” Ma tells me as we cross the parking lot.
My heart surges, filling spaces that had been emptied.
“No,” I say. “Dante is. She’s been here so much longer than she should’ve been. How scared and confused she must be.”
Ma stops before we reach the car. “I believe you will do what’s right for Dante.” She jingles her keys like she does when she’s nervous.
My raven breaks our conversation by landing on the hood of our car and causing a stir. She picks at the rubber on the windshield wipers.
“Shoo!” Ma swipes her away.
Two more join her, followed by a dozen.
“Does this have anything to do with you?” she asks.
When I spot Evie’s car rounding the corner practically on two wheels, I give Ma a quick peck on the cheek. “It does. Dante is ready.”
The ravens break out in a chorus of impatient calls as they launch into the sky. They soar toward the lake. I only wish I could chase them down and join in their formation. But Evie’s arrival means she’s my plan B.
“Go. See you at home,” Ma says.
I sprint to meet Evie’s car. When she skids to a stop, I open the passenger door and jump in. She takes off before I’ve closed the door. Never mind the seat belt too.
Yanking my belt over my midsection, I clip it into place. “How’d you know I was here?”
“Your papa. I went to your house to look for you after you left the party.”
“Where is she?” I ask.
“The lake. Right where she’s been all along,” Evie answers.
“Thank you for coming for me, Evie. Really, I mean it.”
“Sisterhood never dies.” She blows through a stop sign before taking a curve way too fast for my swirling stomach.
“Umm, that was a stop sign,” Jax’s voice interjects from the backseat.
I whirl around, then back to Evie.
“Surprise,” she sings inside my head. “He insisted on coming.”
“This is so not good,” I shout between her ears. “I mean, why didn’t you just bring Julien along too?”
Evie rubs her temple. “Stop yelling at me. And Julien was way too busy cleaning up the junkyard in his living room to come on this field trip.” She races down the road leading to the trailhead.
I take my time turning back around to Jax.
“Hey,” he says, gripping the “oh shit” handle attached to the roof next to him. His eyes are fixed on the windshield. It’s clear he’s regretting getting into Evie’s car.
I reach for him, touching his knee.
Jax glances out the window. He grasps the back of my seat. “Where are we going? Well over the speed li—” He jabs a finger over my shoulder. “Deer!”
Evie swerves, barely missing a doe in the road. “No worries, no worries. It’s all good. My catlike reflexes never fail me.” She slows to a respectable ten-over-speed-limit for the hairpin curves.
Collecting my heart from the floorboard, I spin back around to Jax. “When we get to the trailhead, I need you to stay in the car, okay?”
“Trailhead? As in hiking?” he asks. “Now?” He jerks to the center when Evie swerves again. “And is said trailhead at risk of disappearing or something?”
“Kind of,” Evie shouts back over the revving engine.
I grab Jax’s free hand. “I mean it. I need you to stay in the car, no matter what.”
“Why? Noche, what’s happening here?”
“Just…please say you’ll stay in the car.”
Jax’s mouth is open, but nothing’s coming out. His skin looks bluer in the evening light, and I squeeze his hand.
I hope with everything I have he’ll listen. Because Jax discovering my Lechuza would poke a giant hole in his self-preservation theory of “we have one life.” Would he completely give up fighting for his heart if he knew I was a vessel to an afterlife he’s never believed in?
Evie skids to a stop and jumps out. “Come on!”
I get out and slam the door closed. Evie’s running when I know she could easily duck into the woods and fly.
“Hurry,” she shouts before vanishing between the trees.
I knock on Jax’s window. He rolls it down, clearly freaked out. All I can do is plead with the universe I haven’t pushed his heart over the edge.
“I’ll be right back.” I kiss him on the cheek, then begin the race of my life for Dante’s soul.
Evie’s doubled over when I reach the edge of Superior. I slide to a stop, my toes meeting the water.
“Damn, I’m out of human shape,” Evie says. “Flying is so much easier on my lungs.”
The ravens are here too, circling over the water, the same spot where I went under. This time there is a faint blue glow just below the surface, barely visible to my human eyes.
“I see her.” My feet want to take me there. But I know better. “I’m not shifting. Why?” I wade farther into the water.
“Maybe she needs to be out of the water.” Evie clutches my sleeve.
I back onto the shore. “How do I get to her? What do I do, Evie?” My questions spill from my mouth in a panic. “Dante!” I shout so loud my voice cracks. “Come to me! It’s Noche! I’m here.”
Spotting my raven among the others, I let my gaze trace her flight pattern—a spiral. She begins her rotation above the highest raven, gliding down in a circle until just above the water, only to rocket skyward and begin again.
“Just tell me what to do!” I cry.
“Are you talking to the ravens?” Evie asks.
“My raven,” I say. “She’s telling me she’s been under too long. She doesn’t remember there is someone waiting for her above the surface.”
My feet sink into the rocks, a sharp one jamming into my arch against the sole of my boot.
“Okaaay.” Evie eyes me in disbelief. “Let’s go with that. Talk to Dante. Say something that’ll jog her memory.”
My head hangs in defeat. Because I’ve tried this to exhaustion, telling her every story we’ve made together. We are lost to each other, fumbling in the darkness as we search for one another’s voices.
I’m shaking my head, my vision transitioning back and forth between human and owllike. My hearing is changing too, the lake filled with sounds I can only hear as a raptor. Is this it? Am I too late—am I shifting for good?
I call for Dante, the syllables of her name emerging from my throat as a mournful song.
All at once I understand what I need to do. And I hope to the gods it will work.
I sing her favorite song—our song. I sing about my heart against her chest, and her lips on my neck. I sing about falling in love with her eyes—and how I want her to kiss me.
I tell myself to remember to breathe when the beating of my heart becomes a staccato flutter. I swear my legs take on so much weight, they about give out. My hidden wings shake beneath my skin as I hum the melody.
Evie clutches my arm. “Look!”
Dante’s light crests the space between water and air, pulsating with the pace of a slow heartbeat.
My feet lift from the ground. It’s working.
“What is happening?” Jax’s voice comes at me from the shadows in the trees.
I fall to the ground, my shift aborted.
When I turn around, he’s there, his eyes as wide as his mouth.
My skin flushes as my human insides find their place again. “Jax…”
He saw me floating. Any explanation is tangled up in my brain.
I give Dante’s undulating glow a quick look, then set my jaw. She’s holding steady. For now.
Jax follows my glance, and it’s clear her light is visible to his human eyes.
My heavy legs make it difficult, but I manage to move my body between Jax and Dante’s shimmer. He will never understand. There are no equations of logic to explain what he’s witnessing. This doesn’t fit into any of his calculations of probability. I don’t fit. And now I’ve ruined him forever.
My chest is burning. My feet are buzzing like live wires.
He points a weak finger at me, raising it above my head. “You were just…”
Evie’s on it, hindering his way to me. “Should’ve stayed in the car, hon. You’ve gotta figure this one out on your own.” She steers him toward the trail. “You need to go, pronto.”
“Wait.” Jax dodges her shoves. He’s gaping at me, his eyes tracing every inch of my body as if I’m an alien. This would break me inside if I weren’t about to peel apart to transform into an owl.
“Leave him be,” I tell Evie. “I’ve got this.”
She backs off. “Good luck.”
I pat my chest as Dante’s blue morphs into a beam of steady white light.
The time is now. I’ve got to get through to Jax.
I don’t yell. That didn’t work for Dante. Instead, I go to him and keep my voice calm. I spot the racing pulse at his neck and press my hand against his chest. His ribs stiffen beneath my touch.
“Jax, what you saw is very confusing, I’m sure. But I need you to trust me when I tell you everything is okay. This is what I do. And I need you to go back to the car. Now.”
His feet shuffle over the rocks, his hands quivering. “Were you—were you just singing to Dante?”
“Yes.” I take his hands.
His eyes dart to her ethereal light. “Is that her?” he asks.
“Yes.”
“Exactly what is it that you do?” he asks.
There’s no sense in lying now. “I am a Lechuza.”
“Lechuza is Spanish for owl,” he says.
“Yes, it is.”
He shakes his head. “So you’re telling me you’re an owl?”
“Yes. One who delivers the dead to the—to the afterlife.”
“Why are you…? I don’t understand.” Tears spill over Jax’s bottom lids, and now it’s happening. I am breaking in two. He can’t possibly believe me, which means I am playing a sick joke.
“I don’t understand any of this.” Jax throws my hands aside, backs away, then runs toward the trail.
“That went well,” Evie says.
Watching him go steals my breath for a moment. But there’s no time to dwell. The second the woods have him, I shift, coming out of it never more ready for my Lechuza.
Evie jumps onto the log. “Yes!”
Dante’s apparition comes alive, effervescent, and as bright as I remember her beautiful face.
I soar over the water. My wings loosen in their sockets as my tail feathers rotate, veering my Lechuza back toward shore.
“Where are you going?” Evie asks.
“I—I don’t know.” I fight my autopilot, the cursed internal guide steering me in the opposite direction from Dante.
Is she on shore? None of this makes sense.
Frantically, I flap my wings, my beak fixed wide open while I fight with everything I’ve got to turn around. The water is aglow, shattering the darkness. It’s then I spot my raven, soaring toward the forest.
I don’t hesitate to chase her down. I’ve got to trust we are drawing Dante from the water to the trees.
I follow, but my belief in finding Dante within the woods is waning. We are far down the trail, almost back to the car. Any attempts I make to fly back to the lake are thwarted by a celestial power that has overtaken my will. My raven decelerates, circling over a shadowy spot on the forest floor. As I soar closer, my owl eyes come to focus on him. Jax—unconscious in the middle of the trail, the hazy figure of his ghost floating above his body.



TRUST FAITH HOPE


“Jax, no!” My cry leaves my beak and pierces the night.
There is no such thing as a divine power in the sky if this is how it all ends. I fly a swift circle around him. There is nothing but darkness. Just as Jax believed.
“Evie!” I scream. “Evie, I need help!”
She doesn’t answer. We must be too far away for our telepathy.
I rip around Jax’s spirit as its visibility fades in and out. My head snaps to his breathless body. There is no way to explain what this does to me, seeing him like this. My wings go limp, and I rocket toward the ground.
“Jax. Can you hear me?”
I hear nothing from him. His misty spirit idles in place, his face void of any expression. Is he caught between worlds? Is there still a chance?
My raven cries from her perch, an anxious call that spins my head back toward the lake. I find my strength and race toward the water. She sounds the alarms again with a sharp shriek, and I stop in midair, hovering between the two souls that hold my heart.
I’ve been called for both. There is an impossible choice to be made.
Suddenly, an idea—born from a CPR class I never wanted to take.
Ma’s words, “Doing something is better than doing nothing,” rush through me like a wild summer storm. The clock is ticking. Yes, I came here for Dante. But Jax still has a chance, and his ten percent is dwindling with every minute I hesitate.
Go, I order my raven. Tell Evie what has happened.
She understands, hurtling from her perch and taking to the trail.
“Dante,” I plead, “if you can hear me, please wait for me. Please stay with me a little longer.”
I’m not sure what I expect. If Evie can’t hear me, why would Dante?
A voice, rhythmic and smooth like a sappy love song, seeps into my head. “How do you cut the sea in half?”
I thrash my wings and release a breathy cry. Is it really her?
The answer to her riddle finds me, and it’s as if I’m being saved from drowning all over again. “With a sea-saw,” I tell her.
Her laugh is sharp and bubbly, just as I remember when she was alive. “Of course I will wait for you, mi Lechuza Noche,” she says. “Always and forever, right here in our special place, like we promised.”
I flutter my wings. Could it be that the universe will let us be there for each other one last time?
When I land next to Jax, I still have no idea how to make it happen, my shift back to Noche. His spirit has become brighter, illuminating the surrounding evergreens.
I flap my heavy wings in an attempt to spin into a transformation. Losing sight of my bearings, I smack against a tree trunk and land with a thud. I jam my head against the ground, using it to get myself upright, but my wings are tugging in opposite directions. Like a sword piercing my heart, an otherworldly tether connects the three of us, from my first love to the boy who’s had hold of me since our first encounter in bio—the new kid with my pig kidney in his hand.
I try again, this time remembering what Yamille said. I channel every part of myself, my Lechuza, Noche—all the good, the bad, and the ugly in between.
My transformation happens so fast, I barely remember spinning. I explode from the shift, Noche with her feet on solid ground. But there’s zero time to relish the total miracle of what I’ve done.
I am alone in the dark; Jax’s spirit is invisible to my human eyes. Scrambling to his lifeless body, I start chest compressions, doing them exactly the way Ma taught me.
“Come on, Jax,” I beg. “I know you’re still here.”
My face beads with sweat. I push down my panic and use it for strength. Jax’s sternum springs back when I release the weight of my hands, and all I can think about is his fragile heart beneath.
“Oh my god,” Evie exclaims, suddenly at my side. “What happened?”
A bit of relief washes over me. My raven got to her. But this isn’t finished.
I fish my phone from my pocket and jam it into her hands. “Run to the road and call 911,” I tell Evie. “There won’t be service here.”
“Screw running,” she says. She stuffs my phone in her pocket, shifts, and is airborne in seconds.
I push harder for a few more compressions, then move to Jax’s head. I pinch his nose and breathe into his mouth. Air leaves my lungs and pours into his. In my peripheral vision, Jax’s chest rises and falls as I breathe for him. I tell myself to slow down, my own respirations in overdrive.
When I crawl back for more compressions, I choke on my gasp. Jax is a darker shade of blue. This is not working. I am failing. Still, I go again, pushing hard and fast.
“Talk to him.”
My hands trip up because I’m unsure if what I’m hearing is real. “Dante? How?” I ask the starry sky.
I am human and talking to a ghost. Maybe I’m dying too.
And then she’s with me again. “Talk to him, Noche. He’s not on my side yet.”
Though fatigue has set in, I follow her lead. I’m not completely sure I’m pushing hard enough anymore. Even so, I find a way to keep going, and her name is Dante Fuentes.
“Don’t leave me now, Jax,” I plead. “We have so much left to do. Think about all the places you’ll go. And who knows, maybe someday your brother will go too. Or maybe I will if Seattle’s in the itinerary. We could hit that awesome music museum with all the Pearl Jam stuff.”
I’m babbling, words running out of my mouth like tears. “If you leave, who will listen to Mad Season with me, huh? And I’ll be head of the class in bio without you there. You’re not gonna let that happen, are you?”
Pure exhaustion threatens to take me down. I give myself permission to stop for a second and flex my quivering arms.
“Scoot over. I got this.” The sound of Evie’s voice sends me onto my backside. I never heard her coming. We really are silent flyers.
“They’re on their way,” she says as she begins compressions. “You should take care of Dante.”
“Noche’s right where she needs to be,” Dante says.
Evie’s shoulders hitch up to her ears. “Is that…?”
“Yes,” I say, my whole being a confusing mix of indescribable elation and utter dread when I glance down the trail toward the lake, then back at Jax’s lifeless body.
A snorting sound erupts from Jax’s mouth, followed by a husky cough.
“Jax!” I scramble to his head, holding his face.
His skin is warm against my cold hands, and there is the smallest movement at the corners of his mouth. His eyes flutter open. He struggles to say something and then passes out.
I watch his chest, the rise and fall, this time, from his own breath.
Evie catches my hand, and we hold each other until the faint wail of sirens makes my ears perk up. I cock my head as they become louder.
I jump to my feet, shift, and take to the trailhead, knowing my wings will be faster.
“You did it, my love,” Dante says. “Now go with him. He needs you. I will be here when you get back. I promise.”
Trust.
Faith.
Hope.
There’s no promise of any of the above. But after tonight I’m choosing to believe they all exist.
“We did it, my love,” I say.
I shift back to Noche as the ambulance crests the top of the hill, its lights flashing bright blue and red.



ANGEL OF LIGHT


I text Ma on the way to the hospital. The medics let me ride along in the front, but only after I play the “I’m Zara Villanueva’s daughter” card.
But now that we’re at the hospital, I’m out in the crowded waiting room just like everyone else.
I spot Papa immediately when he crashes through the double doors. I wave him and Ma over, and they work their way to me.
The moment Ma’s within arm’s length, any strength I’ve clung to leaves me. I collapse against her.
“I did what I could, Ma,” I murmur into her puffer jacket. “I did CPR on Jax, and he came back. But I have no idea how he’s doing now. No one will tell me anything because I’m not family. And Dante. She’s still out there, waiting for me.”
“Firstly,” Ma says, “are you okay?”
“I guess…maybe…no.” I bury my face in her jacket and just breathe.
I look up when I hear the commotion of Jax’s mom, Sua, racing through the waiting room. She stops at triage and is taken straight back. I try to follow, but I’m quickly shut out by security. We take our seats, and time crawls without a word.
I rest my head in my hands as Papa rubs my back.
After a while, he calls to someone. “Over here.”
I look up and spot Julien across the room, hauling two grocery bags.
“Sustenance and company?” he says, holding up the bags.
When Papa and I exchange glances, I silently thank him for calling Julien.
Ma moves over, and I pat the seat next to me. Julien sits.
My legs are bouncing like crazy. Yes, Dante said she’d wait. And so did Evie and my raven. But I’m torturing myself, going back and forth about staying or leaving.
“We’ve been here for two hours without a single word,” I say. “And I haven’t even seen Jax’s mom since she ran past right after we got here.”
“What about his father?” Ma asks.
“He died,” I say.
At that, everyone sinks into their chairs.
“Thanks for coming,” I say to Julien.
He drapes an arm around me, and I rest my head on his shoulder.
Just then Gus plods through the waiting room, rolling an empty wheelchair.
“Gus,” I call out, then sprint his way.
“Hey!” He parks the chair. “What are you doing here?” He glances around, spotting Ma and Papa. “Everything all right?”
“My friend was brought here a couple of hours ago. But I haven’t heard anything. Do you think you could—”
“What’s the name?” he asks, and I promise myself he’ll never be without Zara’s for lunch again.
“Jax Vang. He was brought in by ambulance.”
“Wait here. I’ll go work some magic,” he says, then heads to triage.
It’s only moments before Gus comes back. My shoulders sink. His magic didn’t work.
But then he bends down, saying, “He’s in the cardiac ICU. Room four. Come with me.”
Everyone lights up.
“Your money’s no good at Zara’s,” Papa tells him, and now Gus is shining too.
We take the stairs, the same ones Ma and I took earlier to the morgue. It’s strange. Until now, I haven’t thought about Dante being here, and maybe because it’s only her body on the table downstairs. The whole of what made her Dante is waiting for me at the lake—I hope.
Outside the doors of the ICU, Gus turns to me. “Wait just a sec.” He goes in without me, probably to work another spell to get me past the nurses’ station.
I pace the hallway until he pokes his head out. “Come on.”
He takes me around the horseshoe-shaped corridor. I stuff my hands into my pockets as if it’ll calm my nerves. I don’t know what to expect when I see Jax. Will he be awake? Will he want to see me?
We reach room 4, and I spot Jax through the window. My muscles seize at the sight of him. His eyes are closed, his body connected to so many tubes and wires.
“Gus.” I grasp his sleeve as if he’ll give me the strength to stay.
I almost leave. I am a raptor of death, but my eyes are not prepared for seeing Jax like this.
“Hey. He’s breathing on his own. That’s a plus-side thing, right?”
I nod. “Yes, it is. Thank you.”
Gus pats my hand that’s still clutching his scrub top. “I’m glad taking the vampire shift tonight paid off.”
“It did,” I say, releasing Gus.
I lean my forehead against the glass surrounding Jax’s room. I see Sua, sitting next to him in a gown and mask. She notices me and comes to the door. I have no idea what I’m going to say to her. That is Ma’s department.
I back away. She tears off her gown and mask, then opens her arms. “May I hug you? Is that okay?”
Gus taps me on the shoulder, then makes himself scarce.
“Umm, sure,” I say.
She pulls me close, crying into my shoulder. “Thank you. The medics told me what happened and how you did CPR on my boy. Thank you, angel of light.”
My arms go limp. I have been in the dark for so long. Could it be I am a little of both?
“You can’t go into the room,” she says. “But please stay and let him know you’re here.”
Relief washes over me. “He’s awake? He can hear me?”
“Yes. He’s going to have a heart pump, one he can leave the hospital with, until they find a transplant.”
All I hear is that Jax is alive and will walk out of the hospital someday. I cover my face with my hands, because Jax’s mom doesn’t need any more tears.
Sua knocks on the window. Jax stirs, his focus taking a second to rest on me.
He raises a listless hand, mouthing, “Hi.”
I wave back.
“Does he have access to his phone?” I ask Sua.
“Yes. I’ll give you two a moment.”
I fish my phone from my pocket, holding it up.
He reaches for his side table, dragging his phone to his lap.
NOCHE
Hi
LAB PARTNER (FRIENDS)
Hey
NOCHE
If this is what a girl needs to do to get your attention, I’m out.
LAB PARTNER (FRIENDS)
The CPR worked. You’re in.
I smile, pressing my hand against the window, wishing there was nothing between us.
NOCHE 
…
About what you saw—
Jax’s gaze drops to his lap.
I press myself against the glass.
He points to his phone. I glance at mine.
LAB PARTNER (FRIENDS)
My mom thinks you’re an angel.
NOCHE
Yeah? What do you think?
LAB PARTNER (FRIENDS)
I was saved by a lechuza. The probability of that is off the charts.
His tired grin is more than I could’ve ever expected after what we’ve just been through.
I make a heart with my hands, holding it against my chest.
Jax does the same, his IV lines tangled up in his fingers.
My phone pings.
LAB PARTNER (FRIENDS)
My heart is yours, Noche. Now, go get your girl.
My chest swells. I can already feel the core of my sun firing up. I have been called to duty. And maybe I’m a few months late, but I’m beginning to believe that, afterlife or not, the choices I make matter. And they are mine to own. Tonight I brought a heart back to life. And now I will let another go.



GOODBYE GIRL


My Lechuza takes over the moment I’m outside. Into the first hint of early-morning light I soar. Superior is in the distance. I feel her as I near the lake, my wings steering with the awareness of a waiting spirit that smells of rosemary and mint.
It’s still dark, but the sun is waiting for its time, streaking the horizon of our little world pink and orange.
I circle the shore, like I’ve done so many times before. Only tonight the ravens are gone. I have a moment of panic. And then I see them. I land, perching on my log next to Evie and my raven—three ebony-feathered creatures, awaiting one spirit.
Evie tips her beak toward a thick stand of evergreens. “She’s here.”
Dante comes out from between the maze of trunks, a beautiful phantom of pulsating, iridescent light.
My owl heart flutters as I fan out my tail feathers. It’s as if I’m seeing her for the first time. Eighth grade. She was the new girl with a brand-new set of colorful felt-tips. I was the quiet one who couldn’t take my eyes away from how her fingers curved around her pen.
“Hello, my lovely,” Dante says, hovering in wait a few feet away. She’s still wearing her running tights and jacket like we could take to the trail at any moment.
“Hi, sweetie,” I breathe out.
Evie and my raven fade from my vision.
The lake laps at the rocky shore, shimmering moonlight dancing off the water in a way that makes it impossible to believe a tragedy happened under its watch.
Dante glides to our log, settling next to me. I love this and shy away from it all the same. If we stay too long, I don’t know if I’ll want to leave.
“Is your friend okay?” she asks, her words clear and present.
“He is,” I say.
I rotate my head, taking her in. Her sharp awareness will make this so much harder. She’s looking at me as if I’m free of my feathers, the Noche she once knew.
I blink, my eyes quick to focus. This is the last time I will see her. It’s worth begging the universe to help me remember every detail of her face.
“Thank you for waiting for me,” I say.
She crosses her legs, cupping her hands around her knee as if she’s solid and not caught between two worlds. “You’re going to be okay too, you know.”
“Am I?”
“I believe you are.”
“It doesn’t feel like it sometimes.”
Dante giggles. “You worry too much. Just live. Tonight, tomorrow, and the next if you get another.”
I think all those days underwater shifted something inside Dante. She’s like a wise old owl in a teenage ghost’s body.
So I ask her, like I’ve done with so many who came before: “Do you know where you’re going? What comes next?”
“I don’t,” she says. “But I don’t need to know. It’s a mystery. Just like our lives are before we die, right? No one can see into the future. The choices we make move us forward. Sometimes into the arms of someone pretty awesome.”
My talons grip the log as I catch her smile one more time.
“You are both pretty awesome,” I say, my mind flicking to Jax for a moment.
Dante’s light surges. “I know how that feels, having two hearts inside my own.”
She couldn’t have put it any better. I see it now.
“Hmm.” She rises from our perch. “It is time, isn’t it?”
“It is.”
Can I really do this?
“I will miss you,” I say when she floats closer to me. “So much it hurts.”
Dante doesn’t answer. She doesn’t feel pain anymore.
She swirls her hand overhead toward the sky. “I’ll be right up there.” She lowers her hand to my chest, her spirit passing through my feathers, leaving behind a soft chill. “I’ll be here too.”
I’m remembering holding Dante’s hand, and how it made my world brighter. I’m remembering how she felt in the morgue, all the life in front of me gone from her body.
“Are you ready to fly?” I ask, my talons releasing from the soft wood.
She fans out her arms, her face tipped toward the sky. “Take me to the top of the world.”
I move in. When I press my heart against hers, I swear there will never be anything that sweeps me off my feet like this. We ascend. I wrap my wings around her center, her energy radiating into me. The scent of her is stronger than ever before and just like I remember, rosemary and mint.
We twist straight up into the air, passing through wisps of midnight clouds. Dante always wanted to ride a roller coaster with me. I’ve finally caved.
She throws her arms over her head, gazing at the gleaming moon. “This is incredible, Noche. You are incredible.”
I slow our speed, promising the universe I will take Dante to the sky. But there is a detour I’d like to make. As I change directions, beak down, it seems the sky will allow it, just this once.
I take us away from the lake, toward the city. The lights illuminating the railroad tracks serve as my guide.
“Where are we going?” Dante asks.
“To see something else incredible,” I say, then swing Dante around to ride on my back.
I duck beneath the concrete bridge, following the same path Julien took me the day things changed for us. When my owl vision cuts through the darkness and the painting comes into view, Dante gasps. She sees it too.
“Is that me?” she asks.
“Yes. Beautiful, isn’t it? You were right, my love. You’ve left your heart with us.”
Dante runs her fingers through my wing feathers, the sensation unyielding and alive. I flip around to face her.
“Your heart is with me too,” she says.
Hearing that doesn’t break me like it would have days before. On my Lechuza wings I ascend with my beloved passenger. We swirl above the treetops as if we’re dancing. I hum in her ear as my chest swells with fierce heat. The landscape below is a watercolor painting of every shade of green, new birth happening below.
We near the place I can’t go, my voice fading to silence. As we pass through the wispy clouds, I am not cursing my Lechuza. Rather, I am grateful I am able to do this one last thing for Dante.
Higher and higher I take her, until the air thins and my breath becomes tense and short.
I steal one last look of the girl who opened my soul—and let her go.
Dante doesn’t look back. Like all my passengers, she’s forgotten I’m here. I hover in the glow of the cresting sunrise, swathed in an ombré of deep blue, orange, and pink.
My first love shimmers in the distance as she leaves me behind.
Like she said, I will be okay. Up and away she goes, until she is one with the stars—becoming one with the northern Minnesota sky.



A VISION IN BLACK


“Noche!” Papa calls from downstairs. “How long are you going to make us wait, night owl?”
“Just a sec!” I answer.
The kitchen is two floors below, but the sound of prom-night excitement carries all the way up to me.
I rub my hands together, then check myself out in the mirror. My nerves are getting the better of me. I smooth out the bodice of my dress, the black material shimmering in the dim attic light. I did my best to iron out the wrinkles after leaving the dress stuffed in the back of my closet for months. Truly, I never thought I’d wear it, much less ask Jax to prom. I never thought I’d find my way back home after all that’s happened this spring. And now, here I am, “a vision in black,” as Dante put it.
My fingers find the place where she messed up the stitching on the neckline. She wanted to fix it before we went to the dance. But I like it this way, the extra thread zigzagged right by my heart. Just like she said, she is here. The girl never missed a chance to glow me up.
It’s been over a month since I delivered her to the sky. I don’t cry about it anymore, except for the days I cry about it. And my therapist—yes, therapist—says this roller coaster is totally healthy. I’m learning that being sad doesn’t equal weakness. I’m learning that standing on my own two feet doesn’t have to mean standing alone.
I tuck my hair behind my ears, trying to decide if I like how Evie styled it, my waves all fat and glossy. From my desk I pluck a delicate necklace, a gift from Ma. I clasp it around my neck, the gold owl charm a twin to my Lechuza. My hands rest on the dusty wood of my desk. My trinket drawer hasn’t seen anything new since I said goodbye to Dante, a challenge my therapist set. I still visit the morgue, but for now I’m supposed to keep everything out of my pockets.
Even so, I am tempted to pilfer the dead. Maybe I’ll always need this part of being a Lechuza, my therapist says. She knows what I am, a perk of hanging with the Castillos. Who knew there was a whole circuit of mental health support for Lechuzas out there?
I open my notebook and take out a card sandwiched between the pages. I am an official Lechuza, with my own trading card. My wingspan is a bit exaggerated, and maybe my top speed too, but Evie’s tía Yamille did an awesome job of capturing my whole self—one half Noche and the other my dark Lechuza.
“Noche!” Papa calls again.
“Coming!” I place the card back into my notebook.
The sun is streaming into my room, illuminating my worn floor in the perfect spot. I do a twirl, just like Dante made me do during the fittings, then grab my black high-top tennis shoes.
The wind rattles my window. I pause at the top of my ladder, then take a moment to swing open the oval pane.
I peer outside, the breeze cooling my uneasiness. Unlike me, the sun is sticking around a little longer these days. My baby steps away from Duluth started with Julien’s trip to check out art programs in Minneapolis. And this summer, when I turn the big one-eight, I’m finally going to do it. I am road-tripping to Canada in the new and improved Vangina.
A seagull soars past, whistling for another in the distance. Superior lazes over the rocks, then slides away and into the shallows. I spot the first star of the evening. It’s only a faint glimmer, but I know it’ll become the brightest in the sky when the day gives way. I give my star a wink, then head for downstairs.
“There she is!” Papa exclaims when I enter the room.
A chorus of cheers follows him, the entire Castillo family, the La Pointes, and Jax’s mom crowded in my kitchen.
Ma rushes me with Emi and Willow on her tail. She messes with my crooked necklace. “Ah, you look beautiful.” She kisses me on the cheek.
“¡Sí!” Emi says. “Te ves hermosa.”
“Gracias,” I answer, thankful for the Spanish lessons Emi’s been giving me.
“Gracias a mí,” Evie says. “Her hair is perfection, no? Maybe I should reconsider taking that EMT class this June and go into cosmetology?”
Julien nods. “Maybe you should do both.” He looks totally at peace in the beaded vest Yvonne made him for the spring equinox celebration.
Evie straightens her magenta sheath dress, then runs her fingers through a streak of matching pink hair that I helped her dye the night before. She links her arm around Julien’s as he kisses the top of her head. Those two are going to turn this summer upside down before Jules takes off for the Twin Cities to start his visual arts studies.
I clutch my shoes, all the attention making me want to bite the heck out of my newly painted nails.
“Where is he?” I ask Sua.
Her smile overwhelms me, and I haven’t even seen Jax yet. I know this is a giant milestone for them both, Jax going to his senior prom.
Papa and Xo hustle everyone aside, parting the sea of people until my gaze lands on Jax in the foyer with something in his hand.
He steals my breath. And I’m pretty sure I’m doing the same to him as I catch the pause in his chest. His tailored black dinner jacket and black pants look as though Dante got ahold of them. A perfect fit.
I go to him, stopping short of wrapping my arms around him. “You look amazing.”
“And you are a vision,” he says.
I want to kiss him, so I do. If I’ve learned anything over the last few months, it’s that there’s no time like the here and now—and human food is just as awesome as a fat mouse.
“Got my sidekick.” He flashes me his heart pump, opening the side panel of his jacket.
I chuckle at the tiny bow tie stuck to the battery pack—Jax’s lifeline until they find him a heart. I press my hand against his chest, a strong rhythm drumming my palm. We have so many days ahead of us to hit Spin Cycle. I feel this somewhere deep.
We’re going to wear out our cassette tapes on our road trip to Canada, our final hurrah before Jax starts premed at the University of Minnesota Duluth and I take off for somewhere to be determined. For now, I want to spread my wings and see where they take me. After all, I am a Lechuza wherever I go, something the Castillos taught me.
The dead are a part of me, as much as my own life. We are one, and now that I have the shifting-at-will thing down, I can cover a wild amount of ground. I’m not afraid to leave Duluth anymore. My arms lighten at the thought of the places I’ll go.
“I got this for you instead of a corsage,” Jax says, his eyes soft and tender behind his glasses. “I hope it’s okay.” He holds out a red-and-black feathered hair clip. “Red for the heart, black for the girl who saved my life.”
The room goes silent; even Emi and Willow stop messing around.
“I love it,” I say, and Jax clips the feathers into my hair.
“Okay, don’t want to ruin my makeup, so let’s fly,” Evie says.
I convinced Evie to keep the Lechuza thing from Julien. I don’t think I’ll ever be ready for that adventure. She protests my wishes by sticking bird references in whenever she can.
When I shove on my shoes, Papa throws his hands up. “No one’s going anywhere without a photo.”
We file onto the porch and couple up. Jax slips his arms around my waist, tingling my everything.
Papa takes the picture before Ma can mess with my dress anymore. “Ah, it’s one for the books,” he says, then leaves us to herd the adults inside.
“Vangina is gassed up and ready to party,” I say, motioning to show off her new wax job.
The ravens left with Dante—all but one. My raven hops from the roof of the van down to the hood. She launches, flying toward the swing, touching down on the seat. She hasn’t left my sky since that night, ever present in the distance or hovering close like she is now. The Castillos have no words of wisdom to explain our ability to communicate. Evie once said I was changing the rules. She thinks I opened a door by keeping Dante here for so long. I like to believe Dante asked my raven to watch over me.
She caws, then flits to Jax’s shoulder.
“Whoa!” he says, but allows it all the same. “Hey, Thunder.”
I pet Thunder’s wing as she picks at Jax’s jacket. “You two look good together.” They do. After all the hanging out she’s done with us over the last few weeks, Jax named her, and now I think my feathered shadow has fallen for him too.
I glance at Julien, who’s taking in the scene.
“Just a stray who’s found a home here,” I say to him.
“Smart bird,” he says, and how right he is.
My heart soars like an owl on a clear night. There is an endless sky waiting to be discovered. This is my nest—the house, the surrounding forest, and Superior lapping at the bottom of the cliff. I will always circle back. But tonight we fly, because my wings are ready to dance.
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