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For the ghosts we carry,

and the hands that hold us through it







ONE
JULIAN



Julian scooped up a fistful of shriveled marigold petals and flung them at his boyfriend. “You missed a spot!”

Yads dodged, lips twitching like he was trying not to laugh. “Are you actually cleaning, or just making trouble?”

“Multitasking,” Julian said, scraping at the wax with exaggerated effort.

They were supposed to be tidying graves—everybody was. It was December 19 and the whole East LA brujx community buzzed with preparations for the upcoming Midnight Vigil and the Candle Dance of Eternal Light: sweeping leaves, replacing old candles, making everything perfect. Julian didn’t know much about the holidays yet—Yadriel had promised Lita would give him the full rundown, whether he wanted it or not—but he was always down for a party, and he could follow directions.

Scrape, shine, don’t knock over the flowers.

It was still wild that he could see spirits so clearly. It made sense, though. Julian had been a ghost himself. Dead and yet not dead. A brujx but also not. He knew he belonged—he just wasn’t sure how he fit.

“Good work, mijos!”

Lita and Enrique appeared with armfuls of papel picado, string lights, and incense. Lita’s braid glinted silver in the sun, her shawl as loud as her voice. Enrique’s mustache twitched as he smiled, big hand already clapping Julian’s shoulder.

“Everything looks beautiful,” Lita said.

Julian rubbed the back of his neck, ears hot. “Uh … thanks.” He never got compliments for doing chores.

Yadriel set down his brush a little too hard. “We could be doing more than this,” he muttered, brows bunching. “Spirits need help, not just swept headstones.”

Enrique’s smile faltered. “Everyone starts with the basics, Yadriel. You put in your time, work your way up. That’s how it’s always been.”

Yadriel’s jaw tightened. “Shouldn’t we be releasing spirits by now?”

“Chores build character,” Enrique said, patting a headstone like that settled it.

Julian snorted. “Guess I’m about to be the most ‘character-built’ brujo in East LA.”

That cracked a reluctant smile out of Yadriel.

A few plots away, someone huffed, “No, no, no! You can’t call el diablito when I clearly had el catrín first!”

Julian glanced up. A cluster of golden shimmers hovered around a granite angel—spirits deep in a very serious lotería beef.

The old man in suspenders wagged his ghostly cigar. “Hah! Tell that to Lady Death when she comes for you, Luján. Oh, wait—”

The other spirits gasped as Señora Luján swatted at him with her translucent card. “¡Descarado! Just for that, I’m calling el borracho next—”

Julian couldn’t help it. He leaned over, grinning. “You guys fight dirtier than my friends in Mario Kart. At least try to look ‘restful’—you’re supposed to be resting in peace.”

“Rest is for the boring, mijo.” Luján sniffed.

“Spirits gotta have hobbies,” Julian shot back.

“Exactly!” she said, smug.

Julian was supposed to be scraping wax with Yadriel, but it was hard to stay on task when everyone wanted his attention.

“¡Julianito!” Felipe called, strumming his battered vihuela. The cheerful twentysomething ghost’s bolero jacket was as dusty as his grin was reckless.

Julian pulled a crumpled bag of Flamin’ Hot Cheetos from his pocket. “I put these on your ofrenda that one time and you swore it burned your ghost tongue!”

Felipe cackled. “It did! Totally worth it.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Don’t say I never do anything for you,” Julian said, tossing the bag onto Felipe’s headstone like a busker’s tip.

Felipe launched into a tragically off-key rendition of “Te Boté,” his voice echoing through the headstones. Some ghosts made the world feel more alive than the living did.

Julian scanned the cemetery. Someone was missing. “Hey—where’s Claribel? Thought she’d be yelling at you by now.”

Felipe’s grin faltered. “Dunno. Haven’t seen her all week. Probably still mad at me.” His strumming turned softer. Something pinched behind Julian’s ribs.

A cool breeze brushed his shoulder. He spotted a faint shimmer near a row of graves. A jump of excitement shot through him. “HEY, MARISOL!” he shouted, waving enthusiastically.

The teenage ghost startled, her golden form flickering. She gave a hesitant wave back.

Julian jogged over and crouched at her side. “Wanna play lotería?” He jerked his head toward the spirits playing cards. “I’ll even help you cheat.”

Almost a smile. A shake of her head. She drifted farther among the stones.

Felipe appeared at Julian’s shoulder, watching her go. “She doesn’t talk much.”

“Yeah, but she’s cooler than half my living friends,” Julian said. “Sometimes being quiet just means you’re carrying heavy stuff. Doesn’t make you any less badass.”

He returned to Yadriel and grabbed the brush as if he’d never put it down. “See? I’m totally focused.”

“Uh-huh,” Yadriel said, but his mouth twitched.

Enrique squeezed Julian’s shoulder. “At least our brujo here is learning fast.”

Brujo.

The word still left Julian a little dazed. It felt like someone had handed him a name tag he wasn’t sure he deserved—heavy in one hand, proud in the other. He’d woken up after dying to a world filled with spirits, and somehow the brujx had made room for him in it.

There were rules, though. Keep the brujx secret. Keep a low profile when you could see ghosts lingering between the aisles at Walmart. Don’t screw it up.

Julian covered the warmth in his chest with a smirk. “Guess I’ll add it to my résumé—‘professional wax scraper, amateur brujo.’”

“You’re not even good at the scraping part,” Yadriel said, deadpan.

“Wow, rude! Show some respect to the little people.”

“You’re not little.”

Julian flashed him a smug grin. “Exactly.”

Yadriel’s ears went pink and he tried to look annoyed, but Julian wasn’t falling for it.

Lita clapped her hands, startling a few gossiping spirits into silence. “All right, enough lounging! Enrique, get the rest of these decorations down from the rafters before tonight!”

Enrique sighed good-naturedly and headed toward the church.

Lita hooked her arm through Julian’s. “Come, mijo. I’ll give you a ride home.”

“Finally, someone who respects my union breaks!” Julian said.

“You don’t even know what a union is,” Yadriel muttered, bumping his shoulder as they headed for the gate.

“Sure I do. It’s when I do the jokes and you do the chores. Perfect balance of labor!”

Yadriel groaned, but he was smiling as Lita ushered them toward her rust-patched beater at the curb.

Julian reached for the car door, half ducking inside—then stopped. On impulse, he pivoted back, caught Yadriel gently by the front of his hoodie, and stole a quick kiss. Soft, warm, gone in a heartbeat.

Yadriel made a startled sound, blinking fast as color rushed up his cheeks.

Julian grinned, breathless with how easily Yadriel could undo him. “Don’t forget about me while I’m gone.”

Yadriel let out a tiny, helpless laugh, still pink. “I literally couldn’t if I tried.”



Lita gave Julian a ride home in her ancient car that sounded like it was held together by determination and spite. Banda music blasted from the speakers, the brassy, cheerful notes rattling the loose dashboard, and Lita drove it like a bat out of hell.

Julian stumbled out of the car when she screeched to a halt in front of the mechanic shop, his legs feeling like jelly.

“Thanks, Lita!” he called as he slammed the car door shut.

“Be good, mijo!” she sang in reply. Lita gave him a bright wave before peeling out, tires squealing like she was already late for her next appointment.

Julian kicked his board up under one arm and paused at a fresh alley piece—a coyote with neon wings. The lines weren’t clean, but the colors slapped. His brain pinged like, Side quest unlocked, and he had to drag himself back on task. ADHD was like living with a thousand mini games, every new one begging him to play.

The mechanic shop took up most of the street corner, its faded sign advertising tune-ups, custom paint jobs, and hydraulic suspension repairs. The wide bay doors were rolled open, and the clank of metal on metal mixed with the rumble of engines. A tang of grease hung in the air.

“Julian!” Rio’s voice cut through the noise. He was bent under the hood of a rusted truck, sweat dripping down his temples. “Go upstairs and help with cleaning. You’re in for the night.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah!” Julian threw a lazy salute.

Carlos, the owner, was pinstriping a sixties Impala while “Feliz Navidad” blasted overhead, loud enough to make Julian’s teeth grind. Christmas music had been a constant fixture for weeks now.

Julian trudged past, scowling with both hands clamped over his ears. “Seriously?! ‘Feliz Navidad’ again?!” he barked.

Carlos just grinned, gold tooth flashing. “Gotta keep the holiday spirit alive, kid!”

Julian rolled his eyes, hiding a smile. “I doubt that!”

He slid his fingers along the side of the Corvette Stingray as he passed it, slick from the fresh wax he and Yadriel had applied just a few days ago. He kept walking until he reached the narrow stairway on the side of the building. The music chased him up the steps. The last verse ended as he reached the door.

“Thank God,” Julian huffed to himself. The door stuck, as always, so he threw his shoulder into it until it popped open.

Inside the apartment was pure chaos. Flaca was waging war on the counters, Omar was cussing at a dust bunny like it owed him money, and Rocky’s broom spread crumbs more than it caught.

“Welcome to the Christmas edition of spring cleaning,” she said, not looking up.

Since Julian’s hospital release, they’d been doomed to extra chores. Punishment for stealing the Stingray and almost dying—but mostly for stealing the Stingray.

“Guilty by association,” Rio had said. Between Enrique, Lita, and Rio, Julian was on triple cleaning duty.

Julian let out a whistle at the pile of half-filled trash bags and an overflowing laundry basket. “I love what you’ve done with the place—really brings out the mold!”

“Grab a rag or grab the door,” Omar shot back, sneezing. “Actually—no, don’t touch anything.”

Julian found Luca hunched in the couch corner, fidgeting with his blankie. The frayed blue fabric looked like it might unravel completely, kind of like Luca himself.

He flopped down next to him. “Yo. What’s eating you, man?”

Luca flinched, fingers tightening on the fabric. “It’s nothing. Don’t worry about it.”

Julian snorted. “Yeah, and I’m Tony Hawk. Spill it!”

Luca’s shoulders slumped. “I gotta go to my parents’ tonight.”

The room went still. Flaca’s mouth twisted. Rocky stopped sweeping.

Julian’s chest clenched. He didn’t need details—he knew exactly what those visits meant. Luca’s parents were abusive pieces of shit.

“You don’t have to go,” Julian said quickly.

“You can stay here with us,” Flaca added, arms crossed but voice soft.

“Skip it!” Rocky said with forced brightness, brushing off her Shohei Ohtani jersey.

“We’ll crank up the music, annoy the neighbors, call it a night,” Omar added, putting on his usual air of I don’t care, though Julian knew he cared a lot. Probably the most.

Julian leaned in, trying to catch Luca’s eyes. “Yeah, man. Stay. Who cares about them?”

Luca shook his head. “I can’t, Jules. They’re expecting me. If I don’t show…” He trailed off, leaving the rest unsaid.

Julian reached for his St. Jude pendant, fingers curling around the cool metal, desperate to make things better. The necklace was a memento from his dad, but ever since Yadriel gave it back to him after Día de Muertos, it felt like something more. A reminder that someone—that Yadriel—saw him as someone worth saving. Worth keeping.

Luca continued to knead the fraying blankie—the one he never took on those hellish visits because his parents would just try to throw it away again.

“Here,” Julian said, snatching it before Luca could react. He ripped three strips from the edge with a quick, determined yank.

“Jules!” Luca yelped, horrified.

“Relax! It’s called upcycling,” Julian muttered, tongue caught between his teeth as he wrestled the fabric into a braid. His fingers fumbled, clumsy, but he kept at it. He couldn’t fix Luca’s life, couldn’t stop what waited at that house, but maybe he could give him this. Something small, stupid, but his.

The strips twisted and knotted unevenly, but eventually he held up the finished bracelet—lopsided, ugly, but sturdy.

Julian grabbed Luca’s wrist and tied it on tight. He nodded to himself, satisfied with his work. “There. Now you’ve got a piece to take with you, wherever you go. Portable blankie power.”

Luca stared, lip trembling. Then he launched himself at Julian, arms locking around him in a fierce hug.

Julian laughed but squeezed back just as hard. Sometimes it felt like he and his friends were the only things holding Luca together. Their bad jokes, Flaca’s stubbornness, Rocky’s chaos, even Omar’s grumpy affection. They weren’t much, but they were a net. Without them, Luca would fall straight through. Without them, Julian would, too.

He shoved every ounce of love and protection he had into their hug, his chin digging into Luca’s hair.

“Thanks, Jules,” Luca mumbled into his shoulder. “You’re the best friend a guy could ask for.”

Julian swallowed the lump in his throat. He smirked against Luca’s ear. “Damn right I am! And don’t you forget it.”

Luca ran his thumb along his new bracelet. “I should probably get going soon,” he murmured.

Julian’s fists tightened. Like hell he was letting Luca shuffle back into that nightmare without putting up a fight, or at the very least delaying it. The kid deserved junk food and trash TV, not another night of bruises.

Over his dead body. Again.

Luckily, Julian was great at distracting people. He shot upright, defiant. “At least stay for dessert! Rio made his famous box cake. Might actually be edible this time,” Julian joked.

Across the room, Rocky gasped dramatically. “How dare you disrespect the sacred chocolate cake!”

Julian smirked. “Sacred? I just don’t want to be the only one risking my life eating it!”

Flaca put her hands on her hips. “If you’re gonna go, Luca, fine. But eat something real first. No excuses.”

Julian elbowed Luca lightly. “See? Court order. Dinner with us before you take off.”

Luca hesitated, his hazel eyes flicking between all of them. The tension in his shoulders eased just a little.

The front door banged open.

“Dinner,” Rio grunted, trays balanced in both arms. His coveralls were streaked with grease, jaw set like always. “Carlos’s mom brought leftovers.”

“Ah, hell yes!” Julian cheered, already on his feet.

Rio set the food down with a clatter.

Julian peeled back the foil lid and nearly swooned. “Blessings be upon her!” Inside was a mountain of flautas, tamales stacked like bricks, rice, and enough beans to drown in. Steam curled into the room, holy as incense.

His friends swarmed the tiny table, elbowing for space, grabbing mismatched plates. Flaca made sure everyone had equal amounts of food, including a helping for Rio, who usually waited until the rest of them ate. Most of the time, there was barely anything left for him. Julian hadn’t even noticed until Flaca pointed it out.

They squeezed around the table, shoulders bumping, forks clattering. Dinner was noisy and messy and perfect, the kind of chaos that made Julian feel at peace.

“What all are we doing for Christmas?” Flaca asked, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “We’re going to Carlos’s annual Christmas party, obviously.”

Every year since Julian’s dad had died, Carlos invited them over to his place for a big Christmas party. It was always huge, filled with heaps of homemade food, lively music, and silly party games. Over the years, the gathering had grown from just Julian and Rio attending to including Omar, Flaca, Rocky, and Luca. Missing it would feel like letting down family.

Rocky perked up immediately. “Ooh, tamales and champurrado? Count me in.”

Omar shrugged. “Might hit up midnight mass. Gotta get on God’s good side before the year ends.”

Julian smirked. “Since when are you religious, oh pee-ous one?”

“It’s pious, chucklefuck,” Omar corrected, hurling a bean at him. “And since I decided I don’t wanna spend eternity stuck with you.”

Julian caught the joke, but his mind was already drifting. He was imagining Yadriel at the party, paper lanterns glowing across his face, smiling like he belonged there—with Julian. The thought made his chest ache in the best way.

He poked at his rice, daydreaming. Yadriel’s face kept surfacing—his grin when he’d handed Julian a new skateboard for his birthday. It was a simple CCS—cheap grip tape, plain wheels, nothing flashy. But to Julian, it was the best gift he’d ever gotten. Yads must have scoured discount codes online for weeks to afford it.

Julian needed something just as awesome to give Yadriel for Christmas. Not because he felt like he owed Yadriel one, but because he wanted to make him happy. To show that Yadriel was worth the effort.

Problem was, his wallet was emptier than his plate.

“Earth to Julian!” Flaca snapped her fingers in front of his face.

His attention splintered again—a dozen tabs open in his head, each one a pop-up mini game. “Oh, uh—yeah. Just thinking about all the homemade cookies I’m gonna eat.”

Rocky narrowed her eyes. “Uh-huh. Sure you weren’t thinking about a certain cemetery boyfriend?”

Julian grinned despite himself. “Shut up!”

“Honestly, he was so scary when he first tried to introduce himself to us,” Luca said, laughing like it seemed silly now.

“Seriously terrifying!” Flaca agreed.

Omar nodded. “He showed up wearing all black, didn’t say a full sentence, and the air literally got colder around him.”

Rocky pointed her spoon at Julian. “He was being super sketchy. Dude came with two pitbulls and a whole-ass knife.”

Julian sputtered. “It’s for protection!”

“Yeah, well, we didn’t know that!” Flaca shot back. “We thought you were hanging out with a murderer!”

“Seriously,” Omar said. “He walked in like, ‘I’m a newer friend of Julian’s,’ and we were like, ‘Oh cool, this is how we die.’”

Julian dropped his face into his hands. “Oh my God, he’s like one of the nicest guys in the world!”

“Obviously,” Rocky said. “But we didn’t know that! We thought he was a serial killer!”

“Who turned out to be very sweet!” Julian protested.

“Yeah, after we realized he wasn’t gonna stab us,” Omar added.

Flaca shrugged. “It was a fifty-fifty shot.”

The table erupted in laughter.

The conversation dissolved into bickering again: Rocky threatening to put Omar’s face in the beans, Flaca rolling her eyes like she’d adopted a litter of feral cats. But Julian only half heard it. The laughter was there, the food was good, but the knot in his stomach didn’t budge.

Even surrounded by everyone he loved, something still felt off.

Luca lingered at the edge of the table. The fragile smile he’d worn during dinner had slipped.

“I should probably get going,” he said, like he already regretted it.

The room stilled.

“We just fed you!” Rocky protested. “You need like thirty minutes before going on a walk or you’ll get stomach cramps!”

“You don’t have to,” Flaca said firmly, but her voice carried more worry than command.

Omar glanced up, frowning. “Stay the night. No one’s kicking you out.”

Julian’s chest squeezed tight. “Yeah, man. Crash here!”

But Luca shook his head, his eyes wide, guilt and fear knotted together. “I can’t. You know I can’t.” His fingers worried at his bracelet until his knuckles went white. “They’ll notice.”

The protests died. They all knew what he meant.

From the armchair, Rio set his plate aside. He’d been eating in silence, but now he stood and grabbed his keys.

“I’ll drive you,” he said simply.

Luca blinked, surprised. “You don’t have to—”

Rio cut him off with a look. “Yeah, I do. You’re not walking over there in the dark by yourself.”

For a second, Luca just stared, then nodded. “Okay. Thanks, Rio.” His voice was small but relieved.

Rio had always been Julian’s shield, but seeing him extend that to the rest of their patchwork family made Julian love his brother in a different way. Maybe that was what kept them alive. Not magic, not muscle, but catching each other when the world tried to drop them.

Julian wanted to grab Luca, duct-tape him to the couch, keep him safe in the noise and warmth of the apartment. But wanting and being able were two different things. He hated that most of all.

“At least let me know when you get there, okay?” Julian managed weakly.

Luca nodded. “Yeah. Promise,” he said, slinging his backpack over one shoulder.

Flaca pulled Luca into a quick hug before letting him go. Rocky messed up his hair on purpose, making him squawk, and even Omar muttered, “Text us if you need us.”

Julian walked him to the door, heart pounding like he was sending him off to war. “You know we’ll come get you if you need us,” he said.

“I know.” Luca’s smile was small but brave. “See you tomorrow.”

The door shut behind him, and the apartment felt too quiet all at once.

Julian grabbed his fork and stabbed at the last of his dinner.

“You’re gonna break it,” Omar warned.

“Better the fork than me,” Julian shot back, jaw tight.

Luca walking out the door, the way everyone had looked at him over dinner, the exhaustion of too little sleep and too many chores. All of it pressed down, heavier and heavier, until he dropped the fork with a clang.

“Screw this,” he muttered. Maybe a hot shower could burn the jitters out, scrub away the weight digging under his ribs.

He ducked down the hall, desperate for a moment alone.

The cramped space of the bathroom, thick with mildew and cheap cologne, was at least quiet.

He cranked on the shower. Water hissed as steam billowed into the room, wrapping around him like a shroud.

The heat loosened the knots in his shoulders, but something about it felt … wrong. Off. Julian closed his eyes, tilting his head back, letting the water pour over him. For a moment he almost believed everything was normal. The rhythmic patter on his skin, the sharp scent of shampoo, muffled laughter from the living room—anchors he clung to. An illusion of peace.

But the steam clung too heavy, too close. He killed the water and stepped out, lightheaded. The air was smothering, thick enough to choke. Swiping at the mirror, he tried to clear the fog.

The reflection that blinked back was fragmented, the outline of his face warped, off-center. Something black was spreading across his chest.

“What the fuck—” The words snagged in his throat.

Through the smear of glass, a jagged darkness cut across his heart, branching like spiderweb veins. Smoke curled from the center, pulsing with a slow, sickly beat. It settled over the scar left by Catriz, as if mocking the blood he’d already spilled, the death Julian had already survived.

But this was different. Not the chill of spirits or the hum of brujería. This was something else. Colder, twisted. It didn’t feel magical so much as personal. Like a bruise that never faded, a wound carved into his chest that no one else could see. Except now it was there, staring back at him, undeniable.

For a second Julian wasn’t sure if he was still in the bathroom or if the world had tilted sideways. Nausea crawled up his throat. He’d cheated death once—was this the price? A warning?

His fingers hovered over the mark, hesitant. Half expecting his skin to burn or the darkness to crawl up his arm. He touched it.

Nothing. No heat. No cold. Just that dull ache he’d carried since Día de Muertos.

“Shit—” He rubbed at it, palm scouring his skin as if he could erase it. The mark stubbornly remained unchanged.

He tried to laugh, but his throat was as brittle as glass. “Probably should’ve stayed a ghost,” he muttered.

The air shifted. Heavy. Watching.

A figure reared up behind him in the mirror. Tall. Human-shaped. Wrong. Edges bleeding like ink into water, smearing into the room.

Julian’s heart slammed against his ribs. He couldn’t move, couldn’t blink, as it loomed closer.

The bathroom shrank into a cage. The laughter outside vanished, swallowed whole, leaving a hush so deep it rang in his ears.

Then—a growl. Low, guttural. It reverberated through Julian’s bones and against the tiled walls, deep and gravelly, shaking the very air from his lungs. Every instinct screamed Run.

With a trembling breath, Julian spun around, fists clenched and raised, ready to confront whatever nightmare had followed him.

But the bathroom was empty. Just towels and the stale damp.

The noise of life trickled back, muffled laughter seeping through the walls.

But the mirror offered no comfort. Only his pale face stared back, wide-eyed and trembling, a new dark mark pulsing faintly over his heart.

And the feeling—it wasn’t gone. Whatever had been watching wasn’t bound to the glass, or this room. It was in every corner, every shadow. The kind of hurt he thought he’d buried, but it waited for him anyway.

Something old. Something hungry.

And it wanted Julian.







TWO
YADRIEL



“¡Ahí está el elegido!”

Yadriel flinched before he could stop himself. One of the tías glided past with a tray of pan dulce balanced like a miracle, eyes bright as candle flames. Two more aunties tittered near the nave, knotting satin ribbons around jars. The church was packed with brujx decorating for the holidays.

“Lady Death’s Chosen shouldn’t be stuck tying ribbons,” someone joked, and another muttered, “Even miracles can’t escape setup duty.”

Yadriel managed a smile because that was what you did when the elders teased you. It was friendly—reverent, even. Still, each comment thudded into his stomach like a small stone.

A few weeks ago, he’d stood in this very church with smoke and marigolds in his lungs and felt chosen. The blessing had been a warmth that soaked into his bones, a certainty as bright as a lit wick. He’d walked out dizzy with it—hands clasped with Julian’s, sure that the path ahead would open, sure that he’d be doing real work. Guiding. Releasing. Helping.

Now he was wrist-deep in satin, tying bows.

He tugged a loop too tight. The ribbon bit his skin. It wasn’t that the work didn’t matter—it all mattered. The Midnight Vigil, the Candle Dance of Eternal Light, the way the community remade the cemetery into a vision of hope. But every time someone called him “el elegido,” they also handed him a broom, or a list, or a “maybe next time.” Excitement had curdled into impatience.

“Careful,” Maritza said, hip-checking him out of his spiral, her pink-and-purple hair styled into box braids. She tipped her chin at Yadriel’s mangled bow. “Saint Knot-Finger, patron of trying too hard.”

He huffed. “Funny.”

“True.” She scooped up Purrcaso from the floor where he was trying to eat a stray piece of ribbon and wiggled him at Yadriel until the crooked cat’s tiny chin presented for tribute. Yadriel obliged, scratching, and was rewarded with an undignified string of drool.

Across the aisle, Enrique and Lita directed a parade of candles, incense, and ladders. Yadriel’s father caught his eye and smiled, proud and patient. Everyone starts with the basics, his dad kept saying. You put in your time. You work your way up.

Time. Up. When?

“Wanna ditch? We could hide out at my place,” Maritza said under her breath, reading him like always. “I mean, it’s not like they’re letting us do anything important anyways—”

“This is important,” he said, sharper than he meant to. He forced his voice down, gentler. “All of it, including the bows. The whole community counts on us to do our part.”

Maritza fixed him with a look that said she was holding back a retort. She wasn’t wrong—he did agree with her that they were being benched more than they should be. But if he said that out loud, the impatience would leak into everything else. And there were jars to finish.

“Basics first,” he muttered, more to himself than her. He tied the ribbon again—clean loop, clean tail—and set the jar in the growing line of soft lights.

“Okay, Mr. Broody Brujo, enough sulking,” Maritza announced. She hooked her arm through his and tugged him toward the house. “Come on! Bedroom meeting! Emergency escape!”

Before he could argue, she was already hauling him outside. Purrcaso’s tiny paws padded after them.

The moment they reached his room, Maritza threw herself across the bed, arms flopping like she’d just run a marathon. Purrcaso trotted in after them, purring loudly.

“My arms are gonna fall off,” Maritza groaned into the comforter. She rolled onto her side, raising an unimpressed brow. “You’ve literally been blessed by Lady Death. You brought Julian back from the dead. And your dad still has us running candle duty?”

The words were meant to tease, but they stung anyway. Yadriel sank into the chair at his desk, jaw tightening. He had hoped that being blessed by Lady Death would finally prove he was ready—that his dad would see him as more than just his kid needing to be kept safe.

Instead, it felt like the opposite.

Maritza propped her chin on her hand, studying him. “I know your dad thinks he’s protecting you, but maybe it’s time he realized he can’t wrap us in Bubble Wrap forever. He’s gotta let you, like, be who Lady Death already said you are.”

Yadriel managed a crooked smile, though the heaviness didn’t lift. “Us?” he asked, raising a brow. “Last I checked, you were a vegan who didn’t practice brujería.”

“Uh, yeah, us,” Maritza said, punching him lightly in the arm. “I was there for the whole bringing-your-boyfriend-back-to-life thing, remember? Doesn’t matter I don’t heal. You do the magic, I contribute with my cleverness and beauty.” She batted her eyelashes so dramatically he couldn’t help but snort.

“Is that it?” he teased. His chest was lighter already.

“Duh!” She knocked her knuckles on his head. “We’re a package deal! The duo! The dream team!” She paused, then added grudgingly, “Plus Julian. I guess.”

A surprised laugh slipped out of Yadriel before he could stop it. For a moment, he could almost believe everything would work out—that someday, his dad might finally trust him to do more than clean-up duty.

The door to Yadriel’s room slammed open, banging against the wall hard enough to rattle the frame.

Purrcaso yelped and darted under the bed.

Julian stumbled in, chest heaving, hair damp. His eyes were wild, darting too fast, like he couldn’t find where to land them. “GUYS—GUYS—GUYS! You have to see this!” The words tumbled out, sharp and breathless, almost tripping over one another.

“Dammit, Julian!” Maritza shrieked, clutching her chest.

“What—?” Yadriel started, but Julian bulldozed right over him, voice pitching higher.

“Some weird shit is going on!” He was frantic. “There’s this dark spot on my chest—I swear it wasn’t there before, and then I got out of the shower and it WAS, and I don’t know what it wants from me!”

Yadriel had seen Julian cocky, reckless, even furious. But this? The raw terror in his eyes—the absence of bravado—twisted something sharp in Yadriel’s chest. For a split second, Julian looked like he had the night he died.

Yadriel pushed that memory down, hard. “Dark spot?” he managed, already moving closer. His hands hovered, unsure what to do.

“YES. And it GROWLED!” Julian’s voice cracked on the last word.

Maritza opened her mouth, probably to make a joke, but Yadriel shot her a warning glance. This wasn’t the usual Julian theatrics. His boyfriend’s brave front had slipped, and underneath, Yadriel saw raw fear.

“Jules, slow down,” Yadriel said, forcing his own voice steady. “Breathe.”

Julian yanked up his shirt, baring his chest.

“Look!” he barked, as though if he shouted loud enough, they’d finally see what he did.

Maritza yelped, throwing up her hands. “Whoa, whoa! This is a no-nipples zone! Cover that up before you scar me for life, dude!”

Julian pointed at his chest again. His gaze flicked wildly between them, desperate, begging. “LOOK!” he repeated.

Yadriel leaned in, eyes scanning Julian’s sternum where he jabbed frantically. All he saw was skin—warm, flushed—rising and falling in jagged rhythm.

And the scar, still purple and puckered from where Catriz’s blade had pierced him weeks ago.

“Jules…” Yadriel reached out, just to touch him, just to make sure Julian was still solid and here. He laid his palm over the puckered scar but felt only Julian’s hot, sweaty skin and the thudding beat of his heart. “Nothing’s there. Just your scar.”

Julian’s expression crumpled, confusion curdling into frustration. “What? No! Not the scar!” He pressed Yadriel’s hand harder. “The spot! Right there! It’s huge! It’s moving!”

Yadriel didn’t know what to say. There was no dark spot, and there was certainly nothing moving.

“You really don’t see it?” Julian whispered, all the fight draining into something smaller, shakier.

Maritza’s eyes darted toward Yadriel, nervous. “I’m not seeing anything, either…”

Yadriel shook his head.

Julian raked a trembling hand over his buzzed scalp with a noise that was half growl, half plea.

“Something’s wrong with me.”

Maritza rolled her eyes too fast, like she was trying to chase the tension away. “You hit your head skateboarding again?”

“It’s like my brain is just buzzing nonstop,” Julian said, words tripping as he rushed to get them out. “Like there’s a bunch of tabs open in there and I can’t find the one playing an ad!”

“That’s because you have ADHD,” Maritza said.

He scowled. “How do you know that?”

“How do you not?”

Julian’s fists balled at his sides. “I’m not making this up! I can feel it. Like this—this emptiness, right over my heart.” He shuddered hard, clutching his biceps as if he needed to hold himself together.

The sight gutted Yadriel. Julian was always fire, always motion, never fragile like this. Yadriel loved him for that spark, and to see it flicker was freaking him out.

He was supposed to be the brujo now, someone who could protect people. But standing there watching Julian unravel, he didn’t feel powerful at all, just useless.

“Jules—” he started, but Julian cut him off.

“What if I’m turning maligno?”

The question flooded Yadriel’s mind with images of twisted, restless spirits—lost, dangerous, unrecognizable.

“No.” He gripped Julian’s shoulders, grounding himself in the heat of his boyfriend’s skin. “That’s not what’s happening, Jules. You’re not going to turn maligno.”

“Yeah, you’re not even dead anymore!” Maritza added, but her sarcasm landed too flat, too thin.

Yadriel slid his palms down the tense muscle of Julian’s arms, soothing him with touch. “Just breathe with me, okay? In. Out.” He forced his voice to steady. “You’re here. You’re safe.”

Julian shivered again, full-bodied, like a rabbit in a snare. His fingers spasmed and clutched tighter in Yadriel’s grasp.

“We believe you, Jules,” Yadriel murmured, warming Julian’s cold hands between his own. “If you say something’s there, then something’s there. Even if we can’t see it.”

Maritza cleared her throat. “Can you put your areolas away now?”

“Maritza!” Yadriel shot her a scolding look, but Julian barely seemed to hear it. His focus was entirely on the mark that wasn’t there.

Julian let his shirt fall back down like he couldn’t stand to look anymore.

“I don’t understand,” he whispered, so quietly Yadriel had to strain to hear him.

Yadriel hated watching Julian unravel while he stood there empty-handed, with no spell, no ritual, nothing that could make it better.

Maritza shifted uneasily on the bed. “Have you ever heard about anything like this?” she asked Yadriel.

He shook his head, the motion sharp. “No. Nothing about chest marks on the living—and definitely not ones only one person can see.” The uncertainty settled in his stomach like a snake.

Maritza’s lips pursed. “So, Julian’s an outlier. Again.”

Julian groaned, dragging his hands down his face before letting out a bitter shout. “Great!”

Yadriel pressed his thumb against his bottom lip, thinking it over. “It’s gotta have something to do with brujería,” he reasoned aloud. “Weird stuff almost always does.” But the question lingered—why Julian?

Maritza tilted her head, skeptical. “If anyone knows, it’ll be Lita…” she ventured, though she sounded uncertain.

“Or my dad,” Yadriel added, though he hesitated. He knew how skeptical his dad could be, how hesitant to embrace anything that didn’t fit neatly within the bounds of what he considered “normal,” even for brujería. If his dad even listened. Lately, he had been so wrapped up in other work, it felt like he barely had time for Yadriel.

Julian scoffed. “And say what?” His voice rose with each word, frustration mounting. “That his son’s boyfriend has some creepy shadow glued to him that nobody else can see?!”

Yadriel frowned, reaching for calm. “We can’t just ignore this, Jules. What if it’s something serious?”

“I know it’s serious!” Julian barked through clenched teeth.

Yadriel flinched.

Julian’s shoulders sagged, the fire draining out of him as fast as it came.

“I know it’s serious,” Julian repeated, softer now, and Yadriel reached for his hand, giving it a squeeze.

“Magical or not, I don’t trust them to believe me.” Julian jerked his head toward the door, where the noise of the household still drifted through. “Especially if they can’t even see the damn thing. What do you think they’ll say if we tell them I’ve got some creepy shadow on my chest? They’ll just say I’m stressed or imagining it.”

Maritza paced back and forth, her mouth tightening. “He’s not wrong. Adults panic before they listen. Especially our adults.”

Julian huffed out a bitter laugh. “Yeah. Because if something’s weird with me, it must be my fault, right? It must mean I’m dangerous.” His hands curled into fists. “People at school say that shit about me all the time. One rumor and suddenly I’m the kid who fights for fun, the kid you avoid in the hall. Doesn’t matter what I actually do.”

Yadriel’s face fell, his chest tightening.

“Julian,” he said softly, stepping closer, “Lita and my dad wouldn’t think that.”

Julian raised an eyebrow. “Dude. Your dad won’t even let you walk with me to school without Maritza. You think he’s gonna hear this and be chill about it?”

Yadriel’s protest died on his tongue. The silence that followed was honest. Heavy.

Maritza crossed her arms. “Look, you know I love them, but Julian’s right—they don’t handle ‘different’ well. Not at first.”

Yadriel winced but nodded. “They … didn’t really know how to deal with me when I came out,” he admitted quietly. “They weren’t trying to hurt me, they just … reacted wrong. Out of fear. Out of not understanding.”

Julian’s expression softened—but only for a moment.

“Exactly,” Julian said. “I don’t want them looking at me like I’m some problem to fix. Or something to be scared of.”

Maritza moved over, bumping his shoulder with hers. “Which is why we’re not going to them yet. We need information first. Answers. Then we bring it to them when we actually know what we’re talking about.”

Yadriel nodded firmly. “We protect each other. We don’t throw you into the deep end without a life jacket.”

Julian let out a long breath, some of the tension bleeding from his shoulders. “Okay. So it’s just us for now.”

“Just us,” Maritza echoed. “The Brain Cell Coalition.”

Julian snorted. “We don’t have enough brain cells for a coalition.”

Maritza gasped. “Excuse you!”

Yadriel stepped in. “If anything, there’s a brain cell,” he said. “And it’s Maritza’s.”

Maritza nodded while Julian spluttered indignantly. “Thank you, Yads.”

Yadriel smiled faintly, though unease still prickled at his skin. If Julian’s mark was tied to brujería, sooner or later the adults would have to find out. Knowing his dad, he would forbid Yadriel to spend time with Julian—not until his dad and the other brujos were able to clear the dark magic, if that’s even what it was. He definitely would not let Yadriel help. It’s too dangerous, mi hijo, he’d say.

A soft knock rapped at the door, and Enrique leaned in. He looked the same as always—neat plaid button-down, steady posture—but there was something off.

“Oh,” he said, glancing between them. “Didn’t mean to interrupt.”

“Everything okay?” Yadriel asked, trying to read him. Maybe his dad already knew about Julian’s invisible mark.

“Of course,” Enrique replied a little too quickly. “Just a lot to prepare. The holidays always bring extra work. And there are spirits who need tending to.”

That tracked, but something about his dad’s tone made it feel like only half the truth.

“Let us help,” Yadriel offered instantly, taking a step forward. “With the spirits, I mean. We can handle it!” He needed this. To learn from his dad and make him proud.

Enrique’s mustache twitched. A telltale sign of hesitation. Yadriel could feel the no coming.

For once, Maritza and Julian remained silent.

Yadriel steadied his gaze on his father. “You said it yourself, Papí—it’s time to embrace change. Right?”

It was a cheap shot, directly throwing Enrique’s words back in his face from Día de Muertos, but it seemed to get through.

Enrique rubbed his jaw.

“Okay,” Enrique said with reluctance but also a hint of acceptance.

Yadriel’s heart leaped in his chest.

“There is one spirit,” Enrique said carefully. “Nothing dangerous. He’s been around for years, quiet, peaceful. Bartolomé, a guitarist who drifts through Belvedere Park.”

Julian’s head snapped up, eyes widening with excitement. “Wait, the ghost guitarist?! That’s real? Everyone at school says if you skate the park at sunset you can hear him playing across the lake!”

Enrique laughed. “That would be him. He’s never caused trouble. He’s just lingered too long. Lita has been holding on to his tether, waiting until he’s ready.” Enrique paused as though weighing his decision once more. “If you want to help—if you’re serious—this would be a safe place to start. Offer Bartolomé some solace in his final moments.”

“We’ll do it,” Yadriel said, his voice steady. This was what he’d wanted, a chance to do real brujo work, to prove himself.

“Hell yeah!” Julian agreed, grinning ear to ear. His mind seemed to already be racing with curiosity about the mysterious ghostly musician.

Enrique straightened, standing inches above Yadriel. “But listen to me. You go, you release him, you come straight back. No detours. Spirits can surprise you, even the gentle ones.”

There it was. The edge of caution. It wasn’t a test run Enrique was giving them—it was training wheels.

Julian, of course, didn’t hear any of that. His grin split wide. “LET’S GO!” he cheered. “We finally get to do some real brujería. A ghost guitarist? That’s sick!” He shook Yadriel’s shoulders, bouncing with excitement.

“Let’s make some brujería happen,” Maritza said, her voice filled with a gleeful determination as she grabbed her bag.

Yadriel swallowed down his frustration and forced a smile. His dad’s trust was right there, dangling just out of reach. Close enough to taste, but not enough to believe in fully.

He’d just have to show his dad they could handle it.

“Be careful,” Enrique said. “Take care of each other. And bring the tether back when you’re done.”

“We will, Papí,” Yadriel promised.

Enrique nodded. As he left the room, Maritza clapped her hands together with mock ceremony.

“All right, Dream Team,” she said. “We’ve got a ghost to release and zero snacks packed. Tragic oversight.”

Julian grinned, slinging an arm around Yadriel’s shoulders. “I’ll serenade Bartolomé into the afterlife myself!”

Yadriel groaned, but he couldn’t help but smile. “Please don’t,” he said. “The dead deserve peace, not punishment.”

Julian laughed, loud and bright. The knot in Yadriel’s chest loosened. With Julian’s warmth at his side and Maritza’s fire at his back, it all felt easier to bear.







THREE
JULIAN



Julian didn’t make it two steps into the living room before Lita’s voice cracked through the air like a whip.

“Yadriel? Maritza? Where are you two? There are still boxes waiting!”

He flinched on instinct, even though she wasn’t yelling at him. Lita just had that tone, the kind that made someone want to stand up straight and volunteer to mop the floors just to stay on her good side.

But when Lita looked at Julian, her whole face brightened.

“¡Ay, Dios mío! Julian, I didn’t know you were here!”

“Uh, hey, Lita,” he said, trying to sound casual and like he totally wasn’t keeping a secret.

Lita didn’t buy it.

She immediately took a step closer and eyed him carefully.

Julian gulped. Could she see the mark?

“Mijo, are you okay?” Lita was good at seeing through his bullshit, which, unfortunately, made her the scariest adult in this house.

“Yeah, I’m fine, Lita!” Julian blurted like a kid caught sneaking out. He cleared his throat and tried again. “Just—you know, hanging out.”

Behind him, Maritza mumbled, “Smooth.”

Julian gritted his teeth. Not helping.

Thankfully, his boyfriend was there to save him, as usual.

“Lita, Julian doesn’t know much about the brujx holidays,” Yadriel said, nudging Julian as if it were all a joke. “He thought the Midnight Vigil was just Christmas.”

Julian blinked at him. Dude. At least it seemed to satisfy Lita.

“¡Ay, Julian!” she said, exasperated but friendly. She pressed a thick white candle into his hands. “These are not just candles! They’re prayers. At the vigil, on the night of the twenty-third, we bless them and pass the flame from person to person until the whole room glows. Unity. Lady Death’s light.”

She swayed her hands like she was holding an invisible candle. “The next night, Nochebuena, comes the Candle Dance of Eternal Light. Everyone carries their candles into the courtyard, dancing and weaving patterns of light. At the end, the candles are left burning so any spirit still wandering can find their way home.”

Julian stared at the candle in his hand, imagining a glow spreading through a dark room, through headstones, through the night sky. It pulled at something inside him—something steadier than the unease still creeping under his skin.

“That,” Yadriel said with pride, “is what it means to honor Lady Death. Community and connection. To the spirits, to each other. To who we are.”

Julian swallowed hard. For a second, it felt like the candle really could chase off every shadow. Even the one over his heart.

“Cool, cool, cool. You’re gonna walk me through it again later, right?” Julian asked Yadriel. “I don’t want to embarrass myself and do the wrong things at the wrong time. I can’t remember that much off the top of my hand.”

“Head,” Maritza said. “Top of your head.”

“Same diff!”

Yadriel chuckled and shook his head affectionately. “I’ll make sure you don’t mess up,” he promised, pressing into Julian’s side.

The way Yadriel smiled up at him put a big, goofy grin on Julian’s face and set his stomach on fire.

Lita’s gaze drifted past them, unfocused. “The spirits feel different this winter,” she murmured. “So I think we could all use some of Lady Death’s light. Actually—” She frowned. “I should check the far rows again. A few of our regulars haven’t been showing up.”

“Ghost truancy?” Julian asked, distracted, as he laced his fingers with Yadriel’s.

That earned him a laugh, but Lita still shook her head. “It’s probably nothing. I just don’t like when things go quiet.”

Then she clapped her hands briskly, her smile snapping back into place. “But that is not your worry tonight!”

Yadriel stood straighter. “Lita, Dad told us—me—” he corrected, “to go to Belvedere Park and release Bartolomé.”

Lita crowed enthusiastically. “Aye, your first release?” she said, grinning from ear to ear. “This is so exciting! Wait here, wait here!”

Technically, it wasn’t his first, Julian thought. Yadriel had saved him when he was a ghost. But maybe that didn’t count.

Lita disappeared into the hallway and returned, holding a bundle in a dark, worn cloth. She gently unwrapped it, revealing a guitar.

Not just any guitar, though. It was very old, the kind that looked like it had seen things. Its mahogany body bore the wear from countless hours spent strumming, and etched into it were swirling patterns of lighter wood, like cream in coffee.

A trill of excitement ran up Julian’s spine. “Whoa,” he breathed, leaning forward to pluck one of the strings.

Lita handed it to Yadriel, her expression turning serious. “This belonged to Bartolomé. It’s his tether—the thing tying him here. Let him play for you, let him hear the music one last time.” She smiled sadly. “Help him find the peace he’s been waiting for.”

Yadriel cradled the guitar reverently. Julian could tell this was a big deal, and he was stoked for his boyfriend.

“Take this, too,” she added, handing Julian a crumpled paper bag.

He peeked inside and gave Lita a dubious look. “Stale bread?”

Lita smiled fondly. “He likes to feed the ducks.

“One more thing, mijo.” She caught Julian with a stern look that pinned him to the spot. “Our ways are for us alone. Outsiders wouldn’t understand, and it could put them in danger. So no talking about brujería outside the círculo. Not to your friends, not to anyone.”

Julian’s mouth went dry. He hated secrets. Not only was he a shit liar, but secrets were also wedges driven between him and the people he loved most.

Lita’s voice softened a fraction, as if she could read his mind. “This isn’t about secrets. It’s about safety.”

But the way Lita said it, steady and absolute, made it feel less like a rule and more like a lifeline. If he broke it, if he dragged Omar or Rocky or Flaca or Luca into this, they’d be the ones paying for it.

He wanted to argue, to crack a joke, to say My people can handle anything. But the words stuck in his throat. He swallowed instead, forcing himself to nod. “Yeah. Got it.”

The promise sat heavy in his chest, so he did what he always did when things got too serious—he reached for a joke.

“Guess we better not mess this up,” Julian said, giving Yadriel a lopsided grin. “No pressure or anything, right?”

Yadriel smiled back, his eyes flickering with a mix of nerves and determination. “No pressure,” he agreed.

Maritza snorted. “Great pep talk, you two. Now come on, let’s get this show on the road! We’ve got a spirit to help and ducks to feed.”

Lita waved them off as the trio set out through the cemetery.

“We need to ask Rio if it’s okay for you to come with us,” Yadriel said, tossing Julian a look.

Julian groaned. “He’s just gonna give us the whole Be careful speech and probably tack on homework or something.”

“Then call him now and get it over with,” Maritza said.

Julian scoffed. “What if he says no and makes me go home?! I can’t miss this!”

Maritza ignored him. “On speaker.”

Julian rolled his eyes but took out his phone and did as he was told. It rang once. Twice.

“What?” came Rio’s voice, gruff and already annoyed.

Power tools buzzed and reggaeton bumped in the background.

Julian winced but powered through. “Hey, uh, can I go with Yads and Maritza for a bit?”

“Where?”

“Skate park,” Maritza mouthed.

Julian repeated it louder. “Skate park!”

There was a pause.

Julian’s knee bounced. He knew Rio didn’t really trust him yet—not after everything. But still, it grated every time he had to ask like this, like a kid asking permission to play outside.

Finally, Rio answered. “Keep your phone on you.”

“I’m literally talking to you on it right now!” Julian said loudly, almost fumbling his phone. “It’s cracked but alive!”

“Back before six. Do your homework. You’re still failing.”

Julian’s cheeks burned hot. “I KNOW!” he barked, too defensive and too fast. He hated how easy it was for Rio to get under his skin—like his brother had a master key to Julian’s short temper that he tried to keep locked up.

Yadriel leaned in. “We’ll have him back before six,” he said, always the diplomat. “And we’ll make sure he gets his homework done.”

Another long pause. Then: “Fine.”

Julian killed the call and shoved his phone into his pocket as they began to walk. “He’s the worst.”

“He’s worried,” Yadriel offered.

“Worst.”

Maritza fell into step beside Julian and Yadriel, making a face at the way they walked so close, arms brushing, exchanging sidelong smiles.

“I swear, I am the third wheel on a clown car with you two,” she complained.

Julian scoffed. “We’re barely even doing anything.”

Yadriel added, “Yeah, you’re the one being dramatic.”

Julian pointed. “Exactly! We’re innocent.”

Yadriel nodded. “So innocent.”

Maritza jabbed a finger at both of them. “See?! Clown. CAR.”

They walked along the familiar path through graves, headstones, and colorful nichos until they reached a fork in the path.

Without saying a word, all three instinctively veered to the left, deliberately avoiding the old church that loomed to the right. A shiver whistled across Julian’s scar, but the moment they left the dark silhouette of the church behind them, it was gone.

His fingers drifted to the chain around his neck, closing over his St. Jude medal. The silver was warm from his skin. He rubbed his thumb over it, grounding himself.

Yadriel had worked his butt off for his first big brujo responsibility, and Julian wanted everything to go well, and he especially didn’t want to do anything to fuck it up for him.

But he also didn’t know how to fit into Yadriel and Maritza’s duo, now that he wasn’t a kind-of-ghost anymore. Yadriel had his dagger. Maritza had her brain. Julian had … charm? Depending on who you asked.

The December sky was already racing toward sunset as they trudged up the worn path leading to Belvedere Park.

“So, this dark spot—” Maritza began.

“More like a freaky black wormhole to hell, but yeah, go on,” Julian grumbled.

“You can’t see it unless you really focus?” she asked.

“Seems like it.” Julian yanked up his white tee to check again, ignoring Maritza’s dramatic gag.

He focused. At first, it was just the scar—then the black split winked open, smoky tendrils flexing like fingers. He yanked his shirt down.

“Yep, definitely still there,” Julian said. “I think it’s taunting me now,” he added, scowling.

“Maybe it’s some kind of brujo birthmark?” Maritza wondered. She took out her phone and started tapping away at the screen.

“What are you—?” Yadriel glanced at the screen over Maritza’s shoulder.

“I’m checking BrujxTok,” she said.

“Maritza!” Yadriel hissed, swiping at the phone. “You can’t post stuff about brujx!”

“I’m not posting, I’m searching!” Maritza argued, holding the phone out of Yadriel’s reach.

“We’re not even supposed to talk about it outside the community!” Yadriel’s voice pitched higher, like his dad was going to appear out of thin air and confiscate his portaje.

Julian remembered Lita’s warning and felt it pinch all over again. Outsiders couldn’t know. Not Omar, not Rocky, not Luca, not Flaca. His people. He hated it, but Yadriel’s panic and Lita’s voice in his head made the rule feel carved in stone.

“We can’t ask the adults, so what else am I gonna do, Yads?!” Maritza barked back, waving him away as she attentively flicked through videos.

She paused. “Okay, yeah, I’m only seeing tarot girlies and white dudes with locs.” She shot Julian a glare. “My algorithm has been fucked ever since you sent me that video, Diaz!”

“THAT CAT-SUMMONING WAS HIGH ART,” Julian defended himself. “YOU LAUGHED!”

“Is it a curse?” Yadriel wondered quietly, his voice laced with concern. He kept stealing glances at Julian. Like maybe if he caught it off guard, the mark would reveal itself.

“Great, from zero to cursed in a day,” Julian muttered, forcing a laugh that sounded hollow even to him.

As they continued their trek through the familiar streets, Julian couldn’t shake the nagging thought poking at the back of his brain.

What if he was wrong? What if they did need the adults?

The possibility gnawed at him, a tiny mouse nibbling holes in the fabric of his certainty. They had knowledge, resources—maybe even answers.

But then he pictured Yadriel’s worried frown, the way his hands twisted together anxiously.

No. Protecting Yadriel from his family’s backlash trumped everything.

“Earth to Julian!” Maritza snapped her fingers in his face.

“Sorry,” Julian said, shaking off the creeping dread.

“Your face does this little twitchy thing when you’re stressing,” Maritza observed, half teasing, half concerned.

Julian sighed. “Just thinking about the next move.”

Maritza huffed. “Well, whatever the move is, we gotta be careful about it.”

“Right, totally,” Julian said, nodding along. “Measure once, cut twice.”

Maritza stopped dead in her tracks. “It’s measure twice, cut once.”

Julian threw his hands in the air. “I’m not in the mood for riddles, Maritza!”

Yadriel’s mouth twitched like he was fighting a smile. “You sure you don’t wanna rethink the whole ‘no brujx’ plan?”

Julian hesitated, caught between his loyalty and the fear of what might happen if they were wrong. But admitting doubt now would only fray the thread of bravery he was clinging to.

He’d made Yadriel’s life difficult enough—he refused to make it worse.

“Nah,” Julian said, more to convince himself than them. “We stick to the plan. We always land on our feet, right?”

“Right,” Yadriel echoed, but he seemed less sure.

“Hey.” Julian managed a grin, looping his arm around Yadriel’s neck to pull him against his side. “We got this!” he said, planting a loud, wet kiss on his boyfriend’s cheek. “First, we gotta help out Bartolomé!”

Route 60 ran straight through the middle of Belvedere Park, from east to west. The north side was pretty run-down, with worn-out sports fields and some picnic benches. It was mostly dried grass, dirt, and cracked pavement.

They crossed the street to the entrance of the pedestrian bridge that crossed over the 60. A chain-link tunnel covered the bridge like metal bones of a giant snake silhouetted against the sky. Up ahead was the downward slope where Luca had gotten jumped and Julian had barreled to his rescue.

A coldness slithered over Julian’s scar.

“Hey, you good?” Maritza asked loudly over the roar of traffic below. She might not have seen his mark, but she always seemed to know when he was on edge.

“Fine,” Julian lied. He could still feel the sting of Catriz’s attack but shoved it to the back of his mind.

Julian’s favorite spot was the skate park. His dad used to bring him and Rio there all the time. Rio usually sulked on the bench while Julian hurled himself into the bowl, fearless enough to give their dad a heart attack every few seconds. Rio never got the balance down.

Now the place buzzed with life. Skaters grinding rails, roller girls flipping tricks, some old dude arguing with kids on scooters while a crowd filmed the bowl for the next viral crash.

Julian’s fingers itched to show off the new board Yadriel had given him, but they were on a mission. So he kept walking toward the aquatic center tucked in the corner, where he and his friends used to sneak in for free rec hours—always in the shallow end, for Flaca’s sake.

The south side of the park had a big lawn, trees, and, of course, the man-made “lake” that was technically just a pond. People called it El Parque de los Patitos because of all the birds that hung out.

On one side loomed the courthouse and civic center, on the other, the sheriff’s station with lots crammed full of cop cars. But the courthouse lot stole the show—rows of lowriders gleamed under the fading sun, paint jobs shimmering with stories of pride and legacy, hoods lifted like treasure chests.

“Whoa,” Julian muttered, momentarily dazzled.

Then music drifted from the lake, pulling them onward. It wasn’t hard to see why Bartolomé haunted this place—Julian would, too. Laughter carried on the air, ducks skimmed the water, and the scent of fresh grass mingled with warm earth. He imagined the spirit sitting on one of the benches, strumming chords while life buzzed harmoniously around him.

An amphitheater sat at the lake’s edge, facing a large stage built on a concrete island in the water. Folklórico dancers spun, their colorful skirts painting the air with every twirl. Beside the stage, mariachis serenaded the crowd, their voices rising above the strings and brass as if calling to the heavens.

“Let’s find somewhere quiet. We don’t need an audience for this,” Yadriel suggested as they dodged one family picnic and then another.

“Over there, it’s more secluded.” Maritza led them to a bench under a huddle of trees.

Something moved in the shadows of the branches.

“Wait—what was that?” Julian asked quietly, searching for—well, he didn’t know what, but he had a feeling it wasn’t a guitar-playing ghost.

“Look at you, tapping into your sixth sense,” Maritza teased, but the way she was grinning let Julian know she was impressed.

“Let’s hope it’s Bartolomé and not someone else.” Yadriel’s big brown eyes focused on the lake, his lips pressed between his teeth. He held his Hydro Flask and the guitar in front of him, his knuckles white.

“What’s up?” Maritza asked, coming up on his other side.

“A little freaked,” Yadriel admitted. “It’s my first official release—I don’t want to mess it up.”

Julian barked a laugh, earning him a glare from Maritza.

“But you’re you!” Julian said.

When Yadriel gave him a confused look, Julian continued. “You’re, like, the most powerful witch—”

“Brujo,” Yadriel corrected patiently.

“The most powerful brujo ever! You literally brought me back from the dead!” Julian reminded him.

“I guess,” Yadriel said, but he still sounded miserable. “But it feels like if I slip up, it proves I don’t deserve this.”

Julian’s chest filled with warmth. It was wild to him that Yadriel couldn’t see how cool, badass, and sometimes scary-in-a-good-way he was, but Julian was happy to remind him.

He grabbed Yadriel by the front of his hoodie and dragged him in close. “Listen, you already did the impossible—this is just ducks and a guitar!” he said, grinning ear to ear.

That coaxed the smallest smile out of Yadriel before he leaned in and buried his face in Julian’s chest. “I guess,” Yadriel muttered into Julian’s shirt.

Julian happily squeezed his arms around Yadriel in a reassuring hug.

“He’s right, Yads,” Maritza added, giving his shoulder a squeeze. “Go show ’em how it’s done!”

Sandwiched between them, Yadriel finally smiled. “Thanks, you guys.”

He stepped forward, and Julian gave his butt a pinch.

Yadriel jumped, swatting his hand away.

Maritza groaned and rolled her eyes. “Can you control yourself?” she asked, pushing Julian out of the way to follow Yadriel.

“You know I can’t!” Julian shot back, chasing after her.

The lake shimmered with the fading daylight as Yadriel set the guitar down at his feet. “Here goes nothing,” Yadriel said, his gaze locked on the still surface of the lake.

Julian couldn’t help but shuffle impatiently beside Maritza, who gave him a shove.

“Chill,” she whispered, though her own hands kept toying with the pink quartz rosary around her neck.

“Sorry, sorry, sorry,” Julian mumbled, locking his dark eyes on the calm waters, trying to anchor himself in the moment. It was like trying to hold on to a breeze—elusive and gently mocking his attempts at stillness.

Yadriel knelt beside the bench, setting down the old guitar case and pulling a worn canvas pouch from his bag.

Julian and Maritza instinctively moved into place on either side of him, standing like a pair of human privacy screens.

“I really don’t want to explain to a cop why my boyfriend’s waving around a bloody knife,” Julian muttered, glancing around.

“Then keep your body between him and the BabyBjörn brigade,” Maritza whispered back.

Julian snorted but nodded. Fair enough.

Maritza pulled out her phone and angled it like she was texting, ready to flash a distraction if anyone wandered too close. Julian squared his shoulders, scanning the area with exaggerated nonchalance.

Even though they were surrounded by life—the distant rumble of skateboards, the warbling of mariachi trumpets, the whirring of hydraulic pumps on a lowrider—the quiet area by the water felt set apart.

Yadriel laid a simple cloth on the ground and placed a small ceramic bowl in its center. From the pouch, he poured a splash of clear tequila from a nip bottle, followed by a dark vial of chicken blood. The scents mixed in the air, sharp and earthy, oddly grounding.

Julian knew he was supposed to be a lookout, but watching Yadriel prepare the ritual was magnetic. There was something about the way Yads moved when he was doing magic—careful, focused, reverent. He looked different in that moment. Not just confident but also powerful.

Like this was what he was made for. Julian couldn’t help but grin. He’d fallen for Yadriel once in a cemetery. Apparently he could keep falling for him anywhere.

Yadriel struck a match. The flame caught on the third try, and he dropped it into the bowl. Julian held his breath.

“Te invoco, espíritu,” Yadriel whispered to the flame.

For a beat, nothing happened.

Then a soft whoosh. The offering lit with golden fire, casting gentle, dancing light. The flame shimmered more than burned, like sunlight rippling across water.

Julian stared, heart full and heavy all at once. Brujería at work. And damn if it wasn’t kind of beautiful.

The air thickened, the charge of magic stirring the hairs on Julian’s arms. And then there was a soft, almost imperceptible sigh as the fabric of reality folded, allowing the past to bleed into the present.

A figure materialized on the bench by the water’s edge. The spirit looked like a memory struggling to maintain its shape. Edges blurred and features softened to the point of near transparency.

Bartolomé had a ghostly, rugged charm. He looked like he had walked straight out of an old black-and-white movie—scuffed leather jacket, high-waisted pants, and tousled hair with streaks of silver. His eyes held a kind sadness, as though he’d seen too much, and Julian couldn’t help but notice the thin scar along his jaw.

He had that musician vibe—long, calloused fingers and all—as if he were still holding on to the feel of his guitar even in death. There was a glow about him, a glimmer that trailed behind, as though he were made of music itself, flickering and unfinished, waiting for an ending that never came.

In his hands, Bartolomé held a ghostly guitar, the same one Yadriel had brought, which was in his lap.

“Whoa,” Julian breathed.

“Hey, Bartolomé,” Maritza called gently. She sat down next to him and Julian moved to stand on his other side.

“Hello,” the spirit replied, his voice a rustle of leaves. A sound that felt both there and not.

“Got something for you.” Yadriel offered the packet of stale pan. “Lita sent it.”

“Ah, how kind of her.” Bartolomé’s smile was a mere quiver of light, but it was sincere. He took the offering, crumbling the bread between ethereal fingers, which impressed Julian because it had taken him a whole day to move crumpled-up paper when he was ghost-ish.

Ducks waddled over, eager for the unexpected feast as they let out happy quacks.

“Man, ducks really love this stuff, huh?” Julian said, watching the birds squabble playfully over the pan. A chuckle escaped him, tension shedding from his shoulders.

“Doesn’t take much to make ’em happy,” Bartolomé agreed, his attention torn between their company and the simple joy of feeding his feathered friends.

The ducks glided over the shimmering water, oblivious to the spectral figure feeding them. Bartolomé’s form wavered like a candle flame caught in a gentle breeze, his gaze fixed on the little fleet of birds.

“Your abuela,” he began with a sorrowful nostalgia that rippled through the air, “we’d sit here for hours, just like this. She understood the beauty of quiet moments.” His eyes, though faded, held an ocean’s depth of memory.

“Life … it’s precious, and I’ll miss it immensely.” Bartolomé released another handful of crumbs into the wind. “But I’d rather go now, on my terms. I trust Enrique, and if he worries, so do I.”

Julian frowned. He knew the threat of turning maligno was something all spirits faced from overstaying in the land of the living, but what did Bartolomé mean by Enrique worrying?

He looked to Yadriel and Maritza for clarification, but they were both too focused on the task at hand.

Yadriel nodded solemnly, the corners of his mouth twitching downward as if he could feel the weight of Bartolomé’s words. Julian watched, feeling the echo of loss in his own chest.

Carefully, Julian picked up the guitar Lita had safeguarded, his hand tightening around the neck. It was surprisingly heavy.

He stepped forward, the guitar extended. “Here,” Julian said, his voice steady despite the swirl of emotions within him. “Lita’s been keeping it safe for you.”

Bartolomé turned toward him, and the air seemed to vibrate as their hands met, the guitar passing from living skin to ghostly fingers. The touch sent a chill down Julian’s spine and goose bumps racing up his arm. The old man’s smile was a sunrise of gratitude, the lines on his face deepening with joy.

“Ah, my guitar,” he murmured, running his fingers along the fretboard. “I’ve missed it.”

With a practiced ease, Bartolomé began to play, coaxing a melancholic melody from the strings. The notes hung in the air, beautiful and heartbreaking.

Julian closed his eyes, letting the music envelop him. It spoke of love and loss, of joy and sorrow—of a life fully lived and a goodbye long overdue.

“That’s beautiful,” Maritza whispered, her usually sharp tone softened by the serenade.

Yadriel only nodded in agreement, his eyes bright.

They stood there, united in silence, as Bartolomé played. Each note was a farewell, a release of what had been and what could never be again. When the last chord faded into the twilight, Bartolomé lowered the guitar and looked at them with a serene finality.

“It’s time,” he declared.

A lump formed in Julian’s throat. He scrubbed his fist against his eyes impatiently. This was somehow Yadriel’s fault. Having a boyfriend was making him soft.

Bartolomé sat quietly on the bench now, his guitar resting in his lap, his fingers still curled gently around the frets. The ducks wandered off.

Yadriel lifted his portaje, hand steady.

Something shifted in the air, as though the space between worlds had gone paper-thin.

Yadriel approached Bartolomé, his face open and solemn. “¿Estás listo?” he asked gently.

Bartolomé gave a slow, sure nod. “Listo,” he confirmed with a tired smile, his spectral form shimmering.

Julian didn’t know how this worked, not really, but everything about the moment soothed his restless mind.

“Muéstrame el enlace,” Yadriel said.

A golden thread sparked to life between the guitar and Bartolomé’s heart, gleaming against the darkening sky. It pulsed with its own heartbeat.

The thread hovered in the air, beautiful and fragile, impossibly real.

Julian held his breath. His chest went tight—not with fear, exactly. With that familiar awe that always showed up when Yadriel moved as though Lady Death had carved him for moments like this.

Yadriel hesitated for a fraction of a second, then brought the dagger down, slicing through the golden thread connecting spirit to guitar.

For a moment, Bartolomé’s spirit, once blurry and faded, gleamed with golden light. He stared out at the lake and at the ducks one final time. A soft smile graced his features.

Then as if a dam had broken, marigolds burst forth in a vibrant rush, showering golden hues that painted the world in warmth and light. The scent of cempasúchil filled the air. And then, with a soft sigh, Bartolomé was gone, released into the embrace of whatever lay beyond, leaving nothing but the gentle rustle of marigold petals.

“Adiós, Bartolomé,” Yadriel murmured.

Maritza wiped away a tear. Julian felt something catch in his throat. They had helped a soul find peace. It was heavy, this mix of sadness and pride, like saying goodbye to a friend while cheering for the new life waiting for them.

Helping Bartolomé cross over—it had meant something.

“Come on,” Yadriel said, picking up the guitar. “Let’s take this back to Lita.”

Julian, Yadriel, and Maritza walked together, the weight of their task lifting as they joked and teased. As they left Belvedere Park behind, the echoes of folklórico music danced in the air.







FOUR
JULIAN



Julian woke up feeling like he’d lost a fight with a truck and then asked for a rematch. His limbs were heavy, his back ached, and there was an odd throbbing under his sternum that clawed outward when he breathed too deep.

In the bathroom mirror, he lifted his shirt. The dark spot was still there, pulsing beneath the scar, meaner at the edges. For a moment, panic pressed up his throat. He could shove it down, pretend it wasn’t getting worse. But that was the old move.

“Okay,” he told the mirror, jaw set. “We’re gonna figure this out. One step at a time.”

He thumbed out a quick text to Yads:

need to talk later. chest worse.

Then he hauled on his dad’s leather jacket, bracing himself for the day.

Luca was already in the kitchen, slumped over the table with a mug of coffee gone pale with creamer. His hair stuck up at odd angles, and his tired eyes said more than words ever could. Julian slid into the seat across from him, knocking his knee into Luca’s leg.

From the living room came Omar’s voice, sharp and hyped, Rocky’s laughter chasing after it. For a second, Julian let his head tip back, soaking in the familiar noise. Normally, this was the safest place he knew—here with his people. But now the promise he’d made to Lita and Yads sat like a rock in his stomach.

They couldn’t know. He couldn’t tell them about the brujx or the mark on his chest, which was messed up considering he told his friends everything. If something was wrong, they were the ones who got him out of it.

Footsteps stomped closer until Omar loomed over him, grinning wide. “Me and Rocky were just talking—how ’bout we skip today?”

Julian perked up, the offer hitting like muscle memory. His old reflex said, Ditch. Cut loose, bolt down the street, let the day spin out like it used to. But the new reality said, Stay. Get answers. Corner Yads and Maritza and figure out what the hell’s happening.

Julian swallowed the guilt that rose like bile—guilt for lying, guilt for pulling away—and shoved it down.

He smirked at Omar instead. “Yeah, because I really need Most Likely to Get Kicked Out on my record!” he tried to joke. “I’m trying to graduate, not get expelled—again.”

Rocky appeared behind Omar. “Don’t be ridiculous,” she said with a withering look. “We all know you’d get voted Biggest Loudmouth.”

Julian couldn’t help the laugh that escaped him, though it turned into more of a groan as he pressed a hand to the annoying ache in his chest.

“Thanks for the vote of confidence, Rocky,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “But I’m still not skipping. I’ve got stuff to do.”

“Stuff to do?” Omar repeated, eyebrow raised and suspicion flickering in his eyes. “Since when are you so excited to go to school?”

Julian tried to shrug it off. “I just—y’know. Gotta be on best behavior and whatever. Besides, I’m meeting up with Maritza and Yads.”

Rocky crossed her arms, her smile fading. “You’ve been spending a lot of time with them lately. What gives?”

Julian felt the familiar, unwelcome pressure under his ribs. He tried to force a smile. “Well, one of them is my boyfriend,” he pointed out.

Omar’s expression soured.

“And they’re cool people to chill with!” Julian glanced at Luca, hoping for some kind of support, but Luca just looked back at him, eyes tired, as if he could see right through the flimsy excuse Julian was trying to conjure up.

Omar exchanged a look with Rocky, his lips pressing into a thin line. “Whatever, man,” he said, walking back into the living room. He sounded hurt, maybe, or just suspicious.

Julian swallowed the guilt rising in his throat. The dark spot throbbed beneath his skin.

“Fine,” Rocky said, a touch of reluctance in her voice. “Guess we’re going to school after all.”

“Yeah,” Luca agreed, glancing at Julian again before looking away. “Let’s just go.”

The four of them made their way out of the apartment, the usual chatter quieter than normal. As they walked down the street, Julian could feel the tension in the group, a silent wedge that seemed to grow the closer they got to school. He tried to shake it off, to focus on anything else, but the throbbing in his chest wouldn’t let him.

Julian caught up with Yadriel and Maritza by the front steps of the school, trying to ignore how the weight in his chest dragged at every stride.

Yadriel leaned closer, voice pitched low. “Got your text. Let’s talk about it later, okay?”

Julian nodded. Good. A plan. Finally.

Maritza gave him a quick once-over, her freshly done curls bouncing as she squinted. “Don’t you dare pass out on me in bio, Diaz. I’m not doing CPR.”

Julian snorted. “Relax. I’m unkillable, remember?” At least he was before the mark appeared.



Between periods, Julian ducked through crowded hallways toward Yadriel’s locker, stealing quick kisses whenever he could slip past the tide of students. Just little brushes of mouths—fast, secret, perfect—before someone’s backpack nearly took him out or a teacher shouted for everyone to keep moving. Every kiss was a breath of warmth before the world snapped back into reality.

Julian waved at the kid with the beat-up duffel bag who camped out by the gym, already unzipping it to reveal his black-market snack stash.

“Got Takis and chamoy pickles!” the kid stage-whispered.

Julian snorted. “Bro, it’s nine in the morning.”

A trio of girls had claimed the bathroom doorway as an impromptu piercing studio—one holding ice to a friend’s earlobe while another hovered with a sewing needle and terrifying confidence. Julian pretended he saw nothing.

Classes dragged on like molasses, each minute ticking by slower than the last. The lectures felt endless, the teachers’ voices blurring into one long drone in Julian’s head. At lunch, he met up with Maritza and Yadriel behind the science building, their usual quiet spot.

Maritza ranted about a group project gone wrong, Yadriel tried to calm her down, and Julian just soaked it all in—their jokes, the way they made him feel normal again. He even managed to spend a few minutes with Omar, Rocky, and Luca in the courtyard before the bell rang, the four of them crowded around one too-small bench, laughing at Rocky’s terrible impressions of her math teacher. It wasn’t perfect, but it was something.

When the bell rang, Julian slumped into his graffiti-tagged desk, feeling as though he were fighting an uphill battle against boredom and restlessness. The classroom clock ticked with that slow kind of agony that only a high schooler forced to sit through a lecture on cellular mitosis could understand.

Julian’s rebellion that day was quieter—confined to the restless shuffle of his sneakers, the gnawing urge to bolt from the room, and the frustrated sighs slipping from his lips. He tapped his pen against the desk. Out the window, East LA sprawled beneath a sky so blue it almost hurt to look at, but inside, the beige walls of the classroom seemed to close in on him, pressing down, suffocating.

His brain darted from one thought to the next, a hyperactive squirrel, as Mrs. Garza’s voice droned on in the background, her words blending into a dull hum.

“Mr. Diaz.” Mrs. Garza’s voice sliced through his wandering thoughts. “Is there something more interesting outside?”

“Sorry, Mrs. G,” Julian muttered, though his gaze drifted back to the window almost immediately. He couldn’t help it.

“Julian Diaz!” Mrs. Garza snapped again, jolting him back into the present.

“Earth to Julian!” someone snickered from behind, followed by a paper ball bouncing off his back.

Julian spun around, his grin sharp.

“Got something you wanna say, Rodriguez?” he challenged, a hint of mischief in his eyes.

Rodriguez, one of Julian’s former soccer teammates, glared back. He had held a grudge against Julian ever since he said Rodriguez’s face looked AI generated during a match.

“Enough!” Mrs. Garza snapped, her patience frayed.

Julian turned back around, a smirk still playing on his lips, pleased to have gotten under Rodriguez’s skin. He could be a nuisance, sure, but it was only because sitting still felt like trying to hold on to smoke—impossible and maddening.

Julian raised his hand. “Mrs. Garza, can I go to the bathroom?”

Mrs. Garza sighed heavily. There were only twenty minutes left in the school day. “Make it quick, Mr. Diaz,” she said, waving a hand toward the door. “You get five minutes.”

Julian bolted out of the classroom, a feeling of freedom washing over him as he strolled down the hallway. On his phone was a new message from Flaca—a picture of a sandwich she’d flirted her way into getting for lunch. Julian snickered, shaking his head.

He was tempted to text Yadriel for some stolen time together, and his thumb hovered over his boyfriend’s name, but Yads was probably being a responsible student.

Later, he told himself, tucking the phone back into his pocket.

Julian pushed through the bathroom door, only to be greeted by muffled sounds of someone booty beatboxing. With a suppressed snort, he turned right back around, deciding he’d rather go to a different bathroom than share this one with whatever was going on in stall number three.

As he walked, Julian rubbed absently at the scar on his chest. A strange sensation prickled under his skin. The kind that made the hair on the back of his neck stand on end. The icy coldness was back, seeping through his bones.

For a moment, the beige walls of the school seemed to dissolve, melting into swirling shadows—a vision stretched out before Julian, dark and endless.

Jagged stalactites formed from the shadows overhead as a cavern grew from the darkness. The sharp smell of damp earth hit Julian’s nose. The echo of water droplets plinked into a pool that spread below. The rippling water glowed with venom green and sickly blue light, casting everything in a ghostly shimmer.

Then—movement.

A shadow broke away from the far wall, unfurling like smoke made solid. A tall, hunched figure stood just across the rippling water, its outline flickering like bad static. The shadows twisted, and for a split second, Julian could’ve sworn someone was watching him, their eyes glowing like dying embers.

Julian stumbled backward with a choked gasp, shoulder slamming into the lockers. The impact snapped him out of it.

He blinked hard. Was he seeing things?

Then, just like that, the vision shattered—beige walls, buzzing lights, the lingering scent of floor cleaner. But Julian was still gasping, chest heaving as though he’d sprinted a mile.

“What the fuck?” he whispered into the silence, searching for any signs of the cave, but there was only the beige hallway and tiled floor before him.

Julian’s legs trembled under him. His pulse thundered in his ears. Whatever that had been—a vision, a memory, a warning—it had felt too real to be a hallucination. But what else could it be?

“Focus, Jules,” he muttered to himself, still shaky as he leaned against the cool metal of a locker.

He fumbled for his phone, desperate for normalcy, for TikToks, for anything to distract him from the image burned into his brain. Gradually, his heartbeat started to slow. He was mid-laugh at a video of a cat talking in its sleep when his phone buzzed with a message from Yadriel.

You aren’t in class, are you?

A grin tugged at Julian’s lips as he quickly replied.

how did you know?

The notification for the TikTok you just sent me.

Yadriel had him there.

bathroom break

His shorthand for I needed to escape before I lost my mind.

How long’s your bathroom break been?

Julian glanced at the time, shrugging off the question.

time is a social construct, babe, he typed, but before he could hit Send, that prickling sensation returned. His scar throbbed dully but was no longer cold. Julian looked around, half expecting to see something lurking just out of sight, but there was only the hum of fluorescent lights.

“Chill, Jules,” he muttered, pocketing his phone, and tried to tell himself it would be okay.



When Julian finally got back into class, he was just ten minutes late past Mrs. Garza’s bathroom deadline. Five minutes later, the bell rang, signaling freedom. Julian merged into the sea of students spilling into the hallway, eager to leave the suffocating classroom behind. Outside, the sun cast a warm glow across the windshields of cars as he caught up with his friends.

Julian, Omar, Rocky, and Luca joined Yadriel and Maritza on the walk home. Rocky’s and Luca’s skateboards clacked down the sidewalk while Omar rode his lowrider bicycle lazily in the gutter. Julian held his board so he could walk with Yadriel and Maritza.

“We’re peeling off here,” Yadriel declared at the rusted gates of the cemetery.

“I’m gonna go with them,” Julian said. He hadn’t been able to talk to Yadriel and Maritza about the mark on his chest during lunch. And now he needed to tell them about the weird cave he’d seen, too, and he couldn’t do that in front of his friends. “I’ll meet you guys at the apartment!”

Rocky hopped off her board, eyes gleaming. “Can we check it out?”

Julian wished he could include them, but the iron gate of El Jardín Eterno loomed like it was waiting for him to screw up. He opened his mouth, ready to shut her down—

But Yadriel beat him to it.

“Sure,” Yadriel said with a smile.

Julian blinked at him. “Wait—what?”

Maritza threw her elbow into his side.

Yadriel was actually letting them in? Julian’s stomach lurched as if he’d missed a step on the stairs. Wasn’t this the kind of thing Lita or Enrique would blow a gasket over?

Julian rubbed the back of his neck, forcing a grin that felt paper-thin. “Uh, you sure, Yads?” His voice cracked on the words.

Yadriel shrugged, way too nonchalant for how panicked Julian felt.

“Ten minutes. Main path only. No wandering, no photos, and if I say we leave, we leave,” Yadriel said, steady but firm as he looked at Flaca, Rocky, Omar, and Luca. “Sound good?”

Julian immediately broke out into a sweat. Please, please, please don’t let this blow up in our faces.

Rocky gave Yadriel a two-finger salute. “Captain Cemetery, yes, sir.”

Omar raised a brow. “Is there a gift shop?”

Maritza snorted. “No, but I’m the bouncer.”

Rocky smiled at her. “We should hang out more.”

Julian laughed nervously.

Ten minutes. He could survive ten minutes, right? As long as he didn’t look too long at any ghost waving at him. As long as he didn’t slip and say hi back. The last thing he needed was Omar or Rocky watching him chat with empty air.

Together, they all crunched down the main path. Yadriel shifted into tour guide mode. “That’s my family’s house,” he said, nodding toward the squat, tile-roofed home just inside the gate. “And the church. It’s locked unless there’s service or ceremony.”

The small yellow church stood proud against the deepening sky, its white trim sharp at the edges, the bell tower throwing long shadows across the courtyard.

Rocky smiled. “Kinda cute, actually.”

Luca murmured agreement, tilting his head like he was committing the details to memory. Omar wasn’t looking at the church at all—he was watching the headstones.

Julian swallowed hard, pulse climbing. He couldn’t sense the ghosts, could he?

Yadriel kept moving. “Over there is the courtyard where we hold vigils,” he explained, pointing toward the open space beneath the arch of jacarandas. “On holidays, everyone gathers here.”

Yadriel continued offering facts and tidbits about the cemetery and how his family were its keepers. All surface level and kinda boring, but maybe that was the point.

They passed a bench where Señora Flores sat with her wide-brimmed hat, knitting needles clacking. She tipped the brim in greeting. Julian clenched his jaw, quickly looking away to keep his eyes locked on Yadriel’s back instead.

A moment later, while Yadriel showed off some newly painted nichos, a boyish giggle cut across the path. Dieguito, no older than seven, zipped in front of them and reached for Julian’s sleeve like he always did.

“Let’s play hide-and-seek!” he demanded.

Julian jerked his arm away, pretending to cough as he forced a grin at Omar.

Dieguito’s face fell, hurt flashing across his features before he disappeared.

Julian’s face twisted, frustrated and disappointed in himself. He felt like a complete asshole for ignoring Dieguito, but it wasn’t like he had a choice. He’d just have to make it up to the ghost boy later. If Dieguito forgave him.

Maritza drifted closer and nudged Julian with her elbow. “Hey,” she whispered, letting her pink-and-purple curls fall so the others couldn’t see her lips move. “Relax. Yadriel’s been keeping brujx secrets his whole life. He can handle a couple nosy questions from your friends. You don’t have to look like you’re about to pass out.”

“Easy for you to say,” Julian muttered under his breath.

After a slow loop past the churchyard, Yadriel shepherded them back to the gate. “That’s all for today.”

“Boo, short field trip,” Rocky grumbled, but her eyes were bright, satisfied.

“Yadriel’s five-star Yelp review: too strict, no gift shop,” Omar added, pedaling a slow circle on his bike.

Flaca, who’d been quiet, adjusted her bag and gave Yadriel a brisk nod. “Respect,” she said, as if she were stamping her official approval.

“Thanks for letting us in,” Luca added. “It’s … beautiful.”

Julian loved his friends but couldn’t wait for them to leave. “Later, losers! Don’t eat all the leftover pizza before I get home!”

When they finally pushed off on their boards and bikes, Julian exhaled hard. He doubled over, bracing his hands on his knees. “Holy shit, I can’t believe we pulled that off!”

“You mean Yads pulled it off,” Maritza corrected. She slung her arm through Yadriel’s, smirking. “Look at you, tour guide extraordinaire! Didn’t even lose a single tourist!”

Yadriel shrugged, but his grin was satisfied. “It’s not my first time having to cover for the brujx.”

Julian let out a shaky laugh. “Bold move, though! If Lita finds out—”

“I know,” Yadriel cut in, but not defensive. He frowned as he looked up at Julian. “I don’t want to keep your friends out, Jules. But I also can’t just … throw open the gates, you know?” he said. “I thought if they got a little look around, it might be enough to keep their curiosity from boiling over. For now, at least.”

Julian wanted to kiss him, so he did. “That was actually genius,” he told Yadriel, grinning like a doofus again. It wasn’t even about the genius plan. It was about the way Yadriel kept choosing him, over and over.

Yadriel gave him a small smile.

Maritza wrinkled her nose. “Gross, you two are gonna start making heart eyes again.”

Julian snorted. “If you weren’t here, we’d be doing a whole bunch of stuff,” he told her, wiggling his eyebrows.

Maritza groaned. “Urgh!”

“Jules,” Yadriel hissed, his face turning bright red.

Julian cackled—he loved getting Yadriel all worked up.

A breeze rustled the courtyard where Dieguito had darted across earlier, catching Julian’s attention. The little boy spirit peeked from behind a headstone, round eyes wide and cheeks ruddy.

“One sec,” Julian said to Yadriel and Maritza before jogging over to him. “Hey, lil’ man, sorry about that,” Julian said, crouching down to meet him at eye level. “Didn’t mean to ignore you, just had to play it cool with the normies around, y’know?”

Thankfully, Dieguito’s smile broke wide, forgiveness instant, before he scampered off, giggling.

Julian straightened, already feeling better. He turned and scanned the headstones until he spotted a familiar shimmer near the wall. He grinned.

Marisol hovered in her oversize gray hoodie, the sleeves dangling past her translucent hands. Wisps of dark hair slipped from under her hood, catching faint golden light as she flickered. For the first time, Julian noticed the enamel pin stuck to her backpack strap—a tiny stack of manga volumes, the colors glowing faintly with her.

Julian’s face lit up. “No way! You’re into Haikyu!!?”

Marisol’s outline brightened, her jittery form smoothing for a moment. She pressed her hand against the pin like she was showing it off, her sneakers flickering against the gravel. She lifted her hood just enough for him to catch the edges of a shy smile.

“That’s one of Yads’s favorites!” Julian said, grinning. “He’s made me watch the anime, like, a bajillion times! Good taste, dude.” He nodded in approval. “I’ll try to track down the next volume for you!”

If Yadriel didn’t have it, Julian could probably snag it from the school library, if it wasn’t already checked out.

Marisol actually looked excited, then touched the pin again. She shimmered once, like a candle flame guttering in a draft, before drifting back among the stones.

Julian ran to catch up with Yadriel and Maritza. The brief interactions with ghosts did more to lift his spirits than the entire school day had.

The cemetery didn’t feel like just the brujx’s anymore. It felt like his.



Yadriel’s combat boots crunched on the gravel path alongside Julian’s scuffed Chucks as they followed Maritza down the path. Usually, Julian could feel the fluttering energy of his attention span like fireflies in his chest, but there, among the dead, it was oddly soothing. The familiarity of the cemetery—of the spirits, of the brujx magic thrumming faintly through the soil—made the tension in his shoulders start to ease.

But then the shadows crept back in his mind.

The dark, endless vision. The glowing water. The way the world had disappeared from under him. It weighed him down and slowed his stroll.

“I saw something at school today,” Julian said, interrupting whatever Yadriel and Maritza had been discussing.

They both turned to look at him, confused, before exchanging glances with each other.

“What do you mean?” Yadriel asked.

Julian hesitated, then blurted it out. “In the hallway. I think it was like … a vision of a cave or something? It smelled weird, and there was water and all these glowy lights,” he listed off in an anxious tumble of words. “Just for a second, but it was like the walls faded away, and there it was.”

Maritza’s brows shot up. “A cave? Are you sure?”

Julian rubbed his scar, trying to quell the unease. “Yeah, pretty sure. It was dark, all swirling shadows. I don’t know, it felt … wrong. Bad.”

Yadriel frowned, gaze dropping to Julian’s chest. “Do you think it has something to do with the dark spot?”

Julian shrugged, lips pressing together in frustration. “I don’t know what it means, but it’s starting to ache more,” he said, absently rubbing his scar again. “It just doesn’t feel right—I don’t feel right,” he clarified. “But maybe we could look it up? Is there like a brujx Google or something?”

Maritza shook her head. “Most brujx don’t write that kind of stuff down, Jules. Too risky if a non-brujx reads it,” she explained. “It’s all oral, passed along face-to-face.” Her arms crossed. “Which means we need to find someone who knows more than us.”

“Not Lita. Definitely not my dad,” Yadriel added quickly. “They’d shut this down or worse—” He cut himself off.

Julian wondered what would be worse, but it was clear Yadriel wouldn’t say more. “So we need someone who won’t totally freak out,” he said.

Maritza tapped her chin. “Exactly. Someone who’ll actually tell us what this could mean without grounding us or ratting us out.”

“We’ll figure out someone.” Yadriel squeezed Julian’s shoulder, steady. “You’re not alone in this.”

Julian leaned against his boyfriend. For the first time all day, the panicked buzz in his chest quieted. He managed a small, crooked smile. “Thanks.”

Maritza sighed, a sympathetic but exasperated look on her face. “I just wish we could do something to make you feel better.” She tilted her head.

Just like that, Julian’s mood brightened. “You know what would make me feel better?” he said. “Tacos!”

Yadriel laughed.

“I shouldn’t have asked,” Maritza grumbled.

“How about some Jack in the Box?” Julian flashed a grin, hoping to coax a smile from Maritza and Yadriel.

Yadriel rolled his eyes, but Julian saw the corner of his mouth twitch. “You’re ridiculous.”

“Goofy,” Maritza muttered.

Julian blinked. “What’s he got to do with it?”

“Jack in the Box tacos are the worst!” Maritza clarified, shaking with laughter.

“I know what good tacos are—I’m a taco concierge!” Julian argued back.

“You mean connoisseur,” Maritza deadpanned.

He nodded. “Yeah, that too!”

Maritza made a face. “Do you know they deep-fry those things? And they use American cheese! Plasticky, gross American cheese!”

“You’re making my stomach growl!” Julian whined.

“Fine, we’ll get your tacos,” Yadriel conceded, shaking his head fondly.

“Three tacos!” Julian confirmed, emphasizing each word with a waggle of his eyebrows, getting a rush of joy at the small victory.

“Three tacos,” Yadriel echoed, and this time, he did smile—a small, genuine thing that made Julian’s heart skip a beat.

“If we’re getting three tacos, we might as well get four,” Julian reasoned as he led the way.

“Julian—”

“It’s two for like a buck fifty!”



The scents of greasy fries and sizzling burgers mingled with the laughter echoing off the walls of the bustling Jack in the Box where Yadriel, Maritza, and Julian were tucked into a corner booth. Crumpled napkins littered the table amid half-empty salsa packets and the remnants of their quick meal—or well, Yadriel and Julian’s meal. They’d learned that the only vegan option at Jack in the Box was a chicken teriyaki bowl without the chicken, so Maritza opted out.

It was one of those rare moments when the supernatural world didn’t seem to press so urgently against the veil of normal life.

Julian leaned back on the pleather bench with an easy grin. “So there I was, right here, midnight munchies hitting hard.” He pointed at the floor for emphasis, his lanky frame stretched out as he launched into his story.

“Then me, Omar, Rocky, Flaca, and Luca go outside, about to head back,” Julian went on. “When, suddenly, I hear this rustling and scraping by the dumpsters. And it’s, like, serious horror-movie vibes, y’know? All we needed was a guy screaming ‘Did you hear that?!’ Thought for sure it was La Llorona coming to drag me away after I escaped her down by the LA River—”

Yadriel’s head tipped to the side. “Wait, what?”

“Don’t interrupt, Yads!” Maritza shushed, her pink-and-purple curls bouncing with suppressed laughter.

“I went to go check it out and threw open the lid of the dumpster. Turns out”—Julian paused for effect, his smile wide—“it was just a chubby raccoon trying to score some leftover tacos. Swear to God, his eyes were all lit up like tiny demon flashlights, and then—”

Julian slapped his palm on the table. Maritza and Yadriel jumped, dissolving into a new fit of laughter.

“It jumps out at me like a bat out of hell!” Julian told them. “It latched on to my sleeve with its teeth, and I didn’t know what to do, so I just spun in a circle, shouting and swinging this raccoon around—”

“Oh my gods.” Maritza cackled. “This is what happens when I’m not around to supervise?!”

“I’m gonna barf!” Yadriel groaned, doubled over with laughter. “You weaponized a raccoon?!”

Julian threw up his hands. “I blacked out halfway through, but I think I earned its respect!”

As Yadriel and Maritza’s laughter tumbled, cold suddenly prickled at the back of Julian’s neck. A flicker of movement yanked his attention. Past the windows streaked with fingerprints, shadows were moving just beyond the glow of neon signs. But only at the edge of his vision. Every time he tried to look at them directly, they dissolved.

A sharp tug pulled at Julian’s ribs, as if someone had hooked him and was trying to reel him in. His scar throbbed in time with it, a pulse that wasn’t his own.

Julian froze. The booth, the neon glow, Yadriel and Maritza’s chatter—all of it blurred into a tunnel. The pull dragged his attention toward the back door, insistent, urgent.

He felt the urge—the need—to get up and check it out.

“Uh, give me a sec,” he muttered, already sliding out of the booth. His legs moved before his brain caught up, sneakers sticking to the syrupy floor as if resisting him.

“Where you going, Jules?” Yadriel called after him, still half laughing but his voice muffled.

Julian didn’t answer. He couldn’t. The hook kept tugging, dragging him closer to whatever was outside.

“Probably nothing,” he mumbled to himself, repeating the words in his head like a mantra. But Julian knew better than to ignore his gut, especially when it whispered warnings that clawed at his insides.

His feet carried him instinctively, the fluorescent lights of Jack in the Box casting long shadows that danced unnaturally across the linoleum. His heart thumped an erratic rhythm as he approached the door, the chilly night air sneaking through the crack and nipping at his skin.

“Hey, wait up!” Yadriel’s worried voice cut through Julian’s concentration like a knife.

He and Maritza caught up as Julian pushed open the heavy door, a bell clanging their departure overhead. The parking lot outside was a stark contrast to the artificial warmth inside—dark and deserted except for a few scattered cars, the rattle of an old AC unit clinging to life above them and the steady hum of traffic like distant thunder.

“What’s going on?” Maritza asked sharply.

“Something’s not right,” Julian murmured, more to himself than to them. His eyes darted from shadow to shadow, trying to spot what they were hiding. “Can’t you feel it?”

Before anyone could answer, a sound split the air—a low, bone-deep screech that made Julian’s blood run cold.

There was only one thing in the world that could make a noise like that.

The three shared a brief look before Julian took off. He didn’t think—he just ran in the direction of the maligno’s screech.

Julian’s sneakers slapped against the cracked pavement, punctuated by his rapid breaths. The scar on his chest throbbed with a phantom pain as if in response to the maligno’s call. Fear of what might lurk just beyond the reach of the dim streetlights chased Julian’s heels, but it didn’t matter.

If someone was in trouble, he was going to help them.

They skidded to a stop behind the restaurant, the stench of spoiled grease and rotting food punching Julian in the nose. He scanned the alley, and there—near the dumpster—deep gouges had been clawed into the stucco wall. Black, tarry muck oozed in streaks and puddles across the ground.

“There—look!” he said, pointing. “Can you see that?!” he asked, not trusting his own eyes.

Maritza nodded, hands balling into fists at her sides. “I can definitely see it.”

“Check this out,” Yadriel said as he crouched down. Trash was spilled across the ground, disturbed by a path of chaos leading to the darkened corner where the dumpster sat.

“It’s gotta be a maligno, right?” Julian asked, his voice steady but his insides churning as he frantically searched the area. He fought the urge to turn and run, taking Yadriel and Maritza with him, but he knew they couldn’t leave—not until they found the maligno on the loose.

Something—someone—watched them. Julian could feel it pressing against the back of his skull, heavy and cold, like the moment before a storm breaks. The darkness seemed to bend inward, swallowing the edges of the alley until only their small circle of light remained.

Then, from the shadows behind the dumpster, the maligno spirit lunged toward them, its form dark and shifting like black smoke made flesh. Julian barely had time to react before it was on them, cold and angry energy blasting through the air.

“Shit!” Julian barked, yanking his board up like a shield. The impact rattled his spine as the spirit slammed into it, knocking him sprawling but buying Maritza enough time to yank Yadriel out of the way.

The maligno shrieked, wheeling toward them again. Julian scrambled to his feet, heart jackhammering, adrenaline drowning fear.

Yadriel was immediately on it. “¡Muéstrame el enlace!” he cried, his dagger blazing as the golden thread flared to life.

“Pendant—there!” he shouted, spotting where the thread led to a broken locket glinting among spilled trash.

The maligno lunged for Yadriel.

The world narrowed to one rule—nothing touched Yadriel.

Julian darted forward first, snatching a rancid towel from a waterlogged box. He cracked it across the creature’s face with a snap that echoed off the alley walls.

“Over here, Sludgefather!”

The spirit reeled, shrieking, shadows thrashing. Julian staggered but didn’t run. He kicked hard at the locket, sending it skidding closer to Yadriel’s boots.

Yadriel snatched it up.

The maligno whirled back, catching Julian in the chest with a swipe that sent him crashing to the concrete. Pain flared white-hot, breath knocked out of him.

Through the haze, he saw Yadriel lift his blade—

But then a blur of motion cut through the alley, fast and precise.

A curved dagger of what seemed to be black glass met the maligno’s strike, sparks showering as green glyphs pulsed faintly along the blade. The figure moved like water, redirecting the spirit’s thrashing swings with practiced ease. One hand wielded the portaje, the other tucked neatly behind their back as if they didn’t need it.

The maligno recoiled with a hiss.

Yadriel didn’t waste a second.

“¡Te libero a la otra vida!” he cried, and brought his glowing dagger down through the golden thread.

The maligno exploded into radiant light, marigold petals spiraling upward in a silent burst before drifting gently to the pavement.

For a heartbeat, everything was still.

Julian lay on the concrete, heart still hammering. He pushed himself up on an elbow, eyes locking on their rescuer.

The stranger stood tall, two long bubble braids pulled back from their sharp, angular face. Golden brown eyes caught the faint glow of the neon signs, flashing like embers. They crouched, lifting the broken locket in one hand, turning it over with a quiet sigh.

“Too late,” the stranger murmured. “Already crossed over.”

Julian got himself up and Yadriel raced to his side.

“Are you okay?!” he asked, running his hands down Julian’s arms, his chest, making sure he was in one piece.

Julian nodded, bewildered. “I think so,” he said, but his attention was locked onto the stranger.

“What the hell was that?!” Maritza whispered sharply, retreating back to Julian and Yadriel to put distance between her and the stranger.

Yadriel shook his head, eyes wide. “I have no idea.”

Julian stepped forward cautiously, wiping blood from his palm. “Hey—uh, thanks. That was…” He trailed off, not knowing what to say.

The stranger stood up and gave a sly grin. “Fast?”

A surprised laugh jumped in Julian’s chest. “Yeah. Fast.” He blinked. “Who—?”

“I’m Angel,” they said lightly. “And I’m a bruje.”
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YADRIEL



Yadriel stared at the stranger in the alley. His brain stumbled through what had just happened—the fight, the maligno, the stranger with a portaje—and then stalled on the word they’d used, still ringing like a bell.

“Bruje.”

Not “brujo.” Not “bruja.” Not “brujx,” either.

The syllables turned over in his mind like a stone being smoothed by water.

Angel was tall, with dark bubble braids falling over one shoulder and eyes that glinted like molten gold.

“Easy,” they said, hands up and steady. “Maligno’s gone. You’re okay.”

Julian cradled his hand, which had been bloodied by the maligno’s strike. “I’m fine—still attached—just…” He winced. “Ow.”

“Can I take care of that for you?” Angel asked, glancing to Julian first, then to Yadriel and Maritza, as if asking for permission.

Before Yadriel could say anything, Julian shrugged.

Angel stepped forward. They gently took his wrist and unwound a burgundy rosary from their own knuckles. They pressed its beads to Julian’s palm.

Yadriel’s breath caught. Warm light kindled between their hands—soft, golden, familiar—until the torn skin knit closed.

Julian flexed his fingers, eyes huge. “No freaking way.”

Angel let out a small, amused laugh. “Way.”

“What the shit?” Maritza whispered, her voice tight.

Julian continued to stare at his hand, mouth open in shock. “How’d you do that?!”

Angel only smiled, a calm, self-assured energy radiating from them.

Yadriel couldn’t stop staring at the rosary still in Angel’s hand. A rosary. For healing. But they’d also had a dagger—Yadriel had seen it during the attack. One portaje for healing, and another for release.

“You’re from the East LA círculo, right?” Angel asked.

Yadriel gave a cautious nod. “Yeah…” he said slowly.

Angel’s gaze swept the three of them. “Name’s Angel, like I said—she/they pronouns. I’m from a small Texas círculo—off the radar but legit.”

Yadriel tried to mask his surprise. He knew there were other círculos, of course, but the idea that someone like Angel—someone like him—had grown up in one where they could be open, could do magic like this, was staggering.

Julian tilted his head, catching up and connecting the dots. “Wait, you healed me. But that’s—I thought only girls—” He grimaced. “I’m saying this wrong.”

“Yeah, no shit,” Maritza agreed.

Angel chuckled, unbothered. “I get that a lot.” Their fingers adjusted the rosary on their wrist. “I’m nonbinary, so Lady Death gave me both gifts—healing and release.”

Yadriel’s mind reeled. Impossible. It wasn’t supposed to work that way. Yet here Angel stood, effortless and real, living proof of a version of brujería Yadriel had never been allowed to imagine. He had spent so long fighting just to be seen as one thing—as a brujo—and Angel had both. Both powers. Both gifts. Like Lady Death hadn’t asked them to choose.

And the wildest part? They didn’t look conflicted. They looked whole.

Maritza, seeming a bit flustered, crossed her arms. “For real?” she asked, more curious than hostile.

Angel raised an eyebrow. “Our traditions have changed. Evolved. Lady Death’s magic is gender-affirming, and so are we. I’m not the only trans bruje in our círculo, either.”

“I KNEW IT!” Julian shouted.

Yadriel’s heart clenched in his chest. He couldn’t believe it.

Yadriel swallowed hard. “So … your círculo just … accepted that?”

“Of course,” Angel said, as if it were obvious. “Lady Death sees me as I am. They just followed her lead.” Angel chuckled. “It’s been that way for longer than I’ve been alive. Kids, people my age, even elders,” she listed off. “We all have our roles, but there’s room for growth, for adaptation.”

Their gaze flicked to Yadriel, and their lips twitched into the faintest smile. “Tradition is important, but so is change.”

Yadriel’s heart felt like it might burst. This—this was everything he wanted for his community.

Angel paused when they caught the look on Yadriel’s face—a flicker of confusion, maybe even longing. Their grin dimmed. “Wait … your círculo doesn’t?”

Yadriel hesitated, then shook his head.

Angel’s brow furrowed with quiet disbelief. “Damn,” they murmured. Not judgmental, just disappointed. “You’d think Lady Death made that clear enough.”

Yadriel didn’t realize how tightly he was gripping the hilt of his dagger until Julian bumped him with a shoulder.

“See?” Julian grinned, always looking on the bright side. “Told you there had to be more trans brujx out there.”

Yadriel managed a small smile, but his mind was spinning. Julian looked so happy—practically glowing with excitement at having been proven right, that other trans brujx like Yadriel were out there. And part of Yadriel wanted to be swept up in that joy, to lean in to the hope that this meant things could be different.

But beneath that flicker of hope churned something deeper, heavier. Seeing Angel—confident, accepted, powerful—made him feel more than just awe. It made Yadriel ache. Ache for something he was still missing, just like when he first met Flaca.

Angel hadn’t had to fight for their place the way he had. And if they had … they didn’t wear it like armor the way Yadriel did.

He wasn’t jealous, not exactly. But the reminder of everything he’d had to prove just to be seen as a brujo, let alone one with power, made it hard to breathe.

“What are you doing here?” Maritza asked, still measuring.

“Passing through,” Angel said. “Heading south to see family across the border. I felt something wrong nearby and followed it.”

Yadriel’s brow furrowed. “The maligno?”

Angel nodded, impressed. “I got here just as it attacked. You’re the one who released it, right?”

Yadriel blinked, startled. “Yeah … I did.”

Angel grinned approvingly. “You’re good. Most people can’t manage it that quickly under pressure.”

Heat flared across Yadriel’s cheeks. “Thanks.”

Maritza still looked unsure, but her stance had shifted. Less guarded. More thoughtful.

“I’ve never met another brujx like me,” Yadriel said quietly, almost embarrassed to admit it.

Angel met his eyes. “You’re not alone. Even if it feels like it.”

They said it so simply, so matter-of-factly, that it made Yadriel’s throat tighten. The silence stretched for a beat. Julian rocked on his heels and looked between them.

Yadriel blurted, “Do you want to come over?”

He hadn’t planned to say it. The words had slipped out before he could stop them. But now that they were hanging in the air, he realized why they had come so easily—why they felt necessary.

Because this was more than awe or curiosity. This was recognition. It was possibility. It was the first time Yadriel had seen someone like him—someone with both power and acceptance, who wasn’t caught in the fight to prove themself every single day.

He thought of Lita, of how she’d want to see this for herself, to look Angel in the eye and know the truth. He wanted her to see it, too.

He wanted to believe it was real.

Angel tilted their head.

“I mean—if you’re passing through anyway,” Yadriel rushed to add, suddenly nervous. “I’d like you to meet my abuela. She’d want to meet you.”

Angel studied him for a long moment, then gave a small, genuine nod. “I’d like that.”

Julian let out a whoop. “Awesome!”

Maritza finally uncrossed her arms. “Let’s hope Lita doesn’t faint,” she muttered.

But Yadriel saw a small smile tug at her lips.

Maybe things were changing after all.

Angel moved their car before dinner, promising to meet them at the address Yadriel gave in a few minutes. They didn’t offer much more than that, and Yadriel didn’t push. Something told him that giving Angel space was just as important as making them feel welcome.

Yadriel, Julian, and Maritza walked back together, the hush of evening creeping in around them. Whittier Boulevard hummed distantly behind them.

Julian was the first to break the silence. He practically bounced in place, unable to stand still as the excitement buzzed through his limbs.

“Okay, so, that was amazing! Did you see the way Angel healed my hand? Like, full-on movie magic!” he exclaimed, waving his hand wildly in front of Yadriel before spinning in a half circle like he might physically explode if he didn’t keep moving.

“Yeah, we saw,” Maritza said flatly, still sounding a bit rattled.

Julian ignored Maritza’s tone and turned back to Yadriel. “And did you hear what they said? Both gifts! Healing and releasing! That’s, like, next-level stuff, right?! You ever met anyone else like that?”

Yadriel shook his head. “Never. I didn’t even know it was possible to receive both of Lady Death’s blessings.”

He was used to Julian’s energy, the way he never quite stood still, but there was something even more charged about him now. Seeing someone like Angel had clearly lit a fuse.

And part of Yadriel envied that. Not just the ease with which Julian expressed his joy but the clarity of it. For Yadriel, this wasn’t simple. Angel’s existence made him feel hopeful and hollow at the same time—like he’d glimpsed a better world but didn’t know how to get there.

“Well, it is!” Julian said, practically bouncing beside him. “And they’re trans—like you!”

Maritza gave him a sideways look. “They’re not like Yads. Not exactly. They’ve got both portajes.”

There was something in her voice Yadriel couldn’t quite place. Not judgment, not jealousy, but something.

“They must do things really differently in Texas,” Yadriel offered, trying to keep the peace.

“It’s Lady Death’s magic, that part’s the same,” Maritza continued. “It’s the circle that’s different. Angel’s just lets them without being questioned or judged or ignored.”

Her words echoed in his head, louder than he wanted them to.

Maritza had always been frustrated by the limitations of their community’s traditions. Yadriel could relate. Who wouldn’t be? She had the skill, the drive, the knowledge—but the East LA brujx wouldn’t even let her craft weapons like her dad, let alone give her a dagger of her own. Their círculo had always said she didn’t fit, that her role wasn’t hers to claim.

And yet here was Angel, with both gifts, both portajes, welcomed by their circle without question. It wasn’t fair—and Yadriel could feel the injustice of it buzzing under Maritza’s words like a frayed wire.

He looked over at her and quietly said, “You should have been allowed to have a dagger.”

Maritza gave a soft hum, her lips pressing into a tight-lipped smile that lacked any joy. Neither agreement nor denial.

They walked in silence as the graveyard gate came into view, its iron letters catching the last light of day.

Julian broke the quiet again. “You think Lita’s gonna lose her mind?”

Yadriel felt a flicker of excitement. He had so many questions for Angel—about their círculo, their life, what it was like being a nonbinary bruje where they came from. He’d never met anyone like them before—someone who understood what it was like to stand at the intersection of two worlds and belong fully to neither but also to both.

His father’s words from Día de Muertos echoed in his mind—about the importance of embracing change, of helping the brujx community grow. This was it. Angel was that change. They represented something more, something that Yadriel longed for not only for himself but also for his entire community.

Yadriel exhaled through his nose, a nervous smile playing at his lips. “Honestly? Yeah. But first … I think she needs to meet them.”



The savory aroma of spices and roasted meat wafted through the cozy kitchen, enveloping Yadriel as he carefully diced tomatoes, his hands moving with precise care to help Lita cook. The rhythmic chopping was soothing, grounding him in the present despite the restless excitement simmering just beneath his skin.

He hadn’t told Lita that Angel was coming. He figured it was easier to spring it on her than risk a premature veto. He kept compulsively glancing at the front door, waiting for Angel’s arrival.

The warm, vibrant space of the kitchen offered its own form of protection, one that Yadriel hadn’t fully appreciated until now. Every corner was adorned with Lita’s wards—protective black obsidian stones lined the windowsills, fresh aloe vera plants flourished on every available surface, and red thread twisted like garlands across thresholds. Poinsettias brought bursts of color and the faint scent of flowers.

There were more wards than usual—subtle but unmistakable. A second layer of thread, a fresh rattlesnake skin still drying—Yadriel chalked it up to Lita’s penchant for going all out during the holidays.

It made him feel safer, more grounded, as if the house itself were watching over them.

Julian watched him from a stool across the counter, his lanky frame folded into the small space like an oversize cat. His smirk was teasing, but there was an ease in his posture that wasn’t always there, and Yadriel felt a quiet pride at the sight.

Julian thrived here. The wards, the warmth, Lita’s watchful affection—all of it worked to settle the restless energy that usually vibrated through him.

Maritza, meanwhile, stirred the vegan frijoles with practiced skill, her curls bouncing in rhythm with the Selena song playing from Lita’s ancient boombox.

“Julian, pass the tortillas! And don’t even think about eating them!” Lita called from the stove, her eyes full of mock sternness.

Julian grinned, slipping a tortilla onto his lap before handing the stack over. “Who, me? I would never!”

Maritza bumped him with her hip. “You’re a walking liability.”

Yadriel chuckled softly. The warmth of their banter, the smell of home-cooked food, and the safety of Lita’s wards wrapped around him like a comforting blanket.

“Yadriel, mi amor, grab the box of tissue paper for later! We need more poinsettia decorations for the church,” Lita called, flipping another tortilla barehanded on the comal.

“Got it, Lita.” He moved to the pantry, retrieving the familiar cardboard box. The edges were beat up from years of use, and his fingers brushed over it reverently as he carried it to the kitchen table.

Maritza slid a finished poinsettia across the table. “You guys better appreciate the art happening over here! I’ve got glitter in places glitter should not go.”

“What about me?” Julian piped up, swinging his legs. He always needed something to do, always wanted to be at the center of the action.

“You, Julian, will help me with the papel picado!” Lita instructed, her tone light but firm. “Show me those hands of yours are good for something gentle,” she teased, her eyes sparkling with mischief.

Julian stood, saluting with exaggerated enthusiasm. “Challenge accepted!”

As the room transformed into a flurry of activity, laughter and warmth filled the room. The scissors snipped, the masa was kneaded, and the smells of roasted chilies and cinnamon hung thick in the air.

“Where’s Dad?” Yadriel asked, checking the clock on his phone. It was getting late, and he always showed up for dinner, or at least sent Yadriel a text if he wasn’t going to.

“He’s got many things to do tonight, so he will be home late,” Lita told him, not looking up from the stove.

“Oh,” Yadriel said, his shoulders slumping. He’d wanted his dad to meet Angel, to see another brujx who was like him.

“Your father is very busy, Yadriel,” Lita said sternly. “He has many responsibilities.”

“I know,” Yadriel replied, doing his best not to sound petulant.

The chime of the doorbell rang through the house, breaking the spell. Yadriel’s pulse quickened, a thrill shooting up his spine. He exchanged a look with Julian, who raised an eyebrow in amusement.

Lita paused, her hands stilling above the comal. Her brow furrowed as she looked toward the front door. “The doorbell?” she muttered to herself. “No one rings the doorbell—they just come in whether you want them or not.”

“I’ll get it,” Yadriel said quickly, setting down his knife. He wiped his hands on his jeans and hurried toward the door, his heart beating a little faster with each step.

When he opened it, Angel stood there, framed by the doorway. Their golden eyes swept the room behind Yadriel with feline curiosity. They were draped in layers of dark fabric, their stance guarded but calm.

“Hey!” Yadriel greeted them. A huge smile cracked his face. “Come on in!”

Angel hesitated as if they were double-checking the rules of someone else’s house.

Julian chuckled and crossed his arms. “What’re you, a vampire?”

“No.” Angel stepped over the threshold. “They’re not in this part of North America.”

Julian’s arms fell to his sides. “Wait—what?”

Lita appeared behind Yadriel, her expression warm but surprised. “Ah, a guest! I wasn’t expecting anyone, Yadriel!” she said, looking Angel over with open curiosity.

Yadriel smiled nervously. “Lita, this is Angel. They’re a bruje from Texas. We, uh, ran into them earlier while dealing with a maligno.” He left out the part where Angel had saved his life. He figured Lita didn’t need all the details. Not yet, anyway.

Lita froze, her eyes widening as she turned to Yadriel. “A maligno? Where?”

“It was behind that haunted Jack in the Box, Lita!” Julian said. “The one I told you about!”

“With the raccoon?” Lita confirmed—it was one of his favorite stories after all. A shadow passed briefly over her face before she schooled her features. “You didn’t mention anything about a maligno, Yadriel.”

Yadriel’s shoulders shot up to his ears at her stern tone.

“Why didn’t you tell me this earlier, mijo?” she asked, turning to Julian and Maritza with concern, checking them for injuries. “You three got into a fight with it?”

Yadriel winced, realizing how nonchalant he’d sounded. “It—it’s okay, Lita. We handled it,” he said quickly, trying to reassure her.

“It wasn’t a big deal,” Julian interjected, flashing a grin as he sauntered into the room. “Yads took care of it like a total badass.” He gave Yadriel a playful nudge, the pride in his voice clear.

Lita’s eyes narrowed, darting between them. “Still, malignos are nothing to brush off. Thank you for helping them,” she said, turning to Angel. “You’re welcome here, mija. Any friend of my family is family, too.”

Angel’s guarded expression softened. “Thanks. Your home is really nice.” They gestured to Lita’s aloe vera plants and rattlesnake skins. “Feels safe.”

Maritza peeked out from behind the curtain of paper she was slicing. “Damn, you’re polite. Most guests just insult Julian and steal a tamal.”

Lita’s eyes crinkled with a gentle warmth. “It’s our duty to protect our home and those we care about. I’m glad you feel that way, mija.” She beckoned Angel toward the kitchen. “Come, you must be hungry! Join us!”

“That’s okay, really—” Angel tried to say.

Lita waved them off. “Donde come uno, comen dos!”

While Maritza and Julian argued over the best shapes to cut out for paper poinsettias, Yadriel assisted Lita with the rest of dinner. Angel took a seat at the counter.

“Tell me, querida, how did you end up here?” she asked, handing Angel a cup of steaming atole.

Angel traced the rim of the cup with their finger. “I’ve been traveling, trying to make it to Mexico for La Vigilia de Medianoche—the Midnight Vigil—to be with my family.” They paused, glancing around at the cozy kitchen.

“It’s a hard time of year to be away from family,” Lita said with a knowing nod.

Angel shrugged, their expression unreadable. “It is what it is. I’ll make it there in time.”

Yadriel’s heart ached a little at the thought of Angel traveling alone, trying to make it home for something so important. He couldn’t imagine missing the Midnight Vigil, being away from his family during such a sacred event. He wanted to say something comforting, but he wasn’t sure what.

“But being here is nice,” Angel continued. “Like maybe I was supposed to find you all. I haven’t had a homemade meal in a long time,” she admitted with a breathy laugh.

Lita’s eyes glistened. “Sometimes, Lady Death has a way of guiding us to where we need to be, even if we don’t understand it at the time.” She rested a hand on Angel’s arm. “You know,” Lita said, “you are very welcome here. And if you’re still here for the vigil, please join us.”

Angel’s lips parted in surprise, and for a moment, Yadriel thought he saw something vulnerable there—a crack in Angel’s armor.

“Thank you,” they whispered, their voice almost lost beneath Julian and Maritza’s bickering.

Yadriel smiled. It was nice to have Angel here.

“Tell me more about your circle,” Lita said. “How do they do things there?”

Angel hesitated. Yadriel knew they were gauging how traditional Lita might be, how accepting.

“It’s different,” they said slowly.

Maritza cleared her throat. “How does that work for you, Angel? I mean … having both gifts? Healing and releasing—that’s not something we’ve ever seen here.”

There was a subtle shift in Maritza’s posture, her jaw set a little too tightly. Yadriel could tell she didn’t mean to challenge Angel, but there was something underneath her question that went beyond curiosity. Maybe even a tinge of longing. Maritza had always played it cool, always waved off what she couldn’t claim as her own. But Yadriel knew better. He knew what it cost her to give up being a bruja.

“We don’t designate tasks by gender,” Angel explained. “Bruje like me—nonbinary folks—we can do both. Heal the living, release spirits.” Angel shrugged as if it weren’t a big deal while Yadriel’s whole world was being split open. “It’s liberating, in a way.”

“I can’t even imagine.” Yadriel’s voice caught, more wistful than awed.

Angel gave a small smile. “It’s nice to have that freedom. To just be who I am, without limitations.”

Lita nodded thoughtfully. “We could all learn something from your circle,” she said. “It’s time we celebrated our differences, made room for everyone.”

Yadriel couldn’t help but feel annoyed. It was hard not to notice the irony. Lita had struggled for years to accept him as trans, yet she didn’t hesitate for a second with her first nonbinary brujx. He was grateful, truly—seeing Lita accept Angel so easily filled him with hope. But it still stung that it had taken her so long to offer him the same grace.

Maritza’s brow furrowed. “So you don’t have to choose,” she said, more to herself than anyone else. “That’s kinda … awesome.”

“I think it’s incredible,” Yadriel said. “The way you live, the way your circle accepts everyone.” Angel had the understanding and support Yadriel had always wanted from his community. From his own family.

Angel met his gaze. “Thanks, Yadriel,” they said quietly. “That means a lot.”

Julian nudged Yadriel’s foot. His eyes were soft and filled with admiration. Yadriel felt his heart swell, and he reached over, squeezing Julian’s hand under the table. Julian held on a second longer than necessary.

They worked in comfortable silence, the sounds of paper folding and scissors cutting filling the kitchen. Yadriel couldn’t help but steal glances at Angel, marveling at how effortlessly they seemed to fit in despite their guardedness. He was fascinated by them, by their confidence, by the way they existed outside of the traditional roles that seemed to define the East LA brujx.

The dinner passed with laughter and easy conversation. Angel slowly seemed to ease under Lita’s unrelenting warmth. Yadriel hoped they felt a sense of safety with his family, even though his círculo held very different beliefs when it came to gender.

Later, as Lita showed Angel some of the other decorations, Julian leaned closer to Yadriel. “Come outside with me for a sec?”

On the porch, the chill of the night was a stark contrast to the warmth inside. Julian reached for Yadriel’s hands.

“Thanks,” Julian whispered. “For, like, all this—for making a place for me, showing my friends around.” He huffed a laugh. “I hate keeping them in the dark.”

“I know,” Yadriel said. The truth sat heavy and simple. “We’ll find a way to tell them the right way. Safely.”

Julian squeezed his fingers. “Soon?”

“Soon,” Yadriel promised.

Julian nodded, relieved. “What did you think about that maligno, though?” he said. “I’ve seen some scary shit, but that? That was different. It felt like it was waiting for us.”

“What worries me is how it pulled you,” Yadriel said. “Like you were on a string.” Or a leash.

Julian rubbed his chest. “You didn’t feel that, too?”

Yadriel shook his head. “We can sense a maligno’s presence when they’re close, but not that far, and I’ve never been dragged to one like you were. Something weird’s going on.”

Julian bumped his shoulder lightly against Yadriel’s. “Guess I’m not the only one with spooky instincts.”

Yadriel fell a little deeper for Julian. “You belong here.” He leaned in, pressing a soft kiss to Julian’s lips—a promise, a reassurance.

Julian pulled Yadriel to him, his hand slipping around his waist. Yadriel could feel Julian’s warmth all the way to his core. Julian kissed him like he needed to make sure it was real. Like if he let go too soon, the belonging might disappear. Julian pulled back, eyes bright, his voice teasing. “You know, if you keep being this sweet, I’m never gonna leave.”

“Good,” Yadriel replied, his heart light. “That’s kinda the point.”

They shared another kiss before stepping inside. Angel, Lita, and even Maritza were laughing over something in the living room. Yadriel’s heart felt full. Hopeful.

When it was time for Angel and Julian to leave, Lita walked them to the door. She rested her hand on Angel’s shoulder. “You’re always welcome here, mija. And if you change your mind, we’d love for you to join us for La Vigilia and the Danza de la Luz Eterna. We’ll be preparing dishes for our ancestors, and I’d be honored if you’d help.”

Angel smiled. “Thanks. Maybe next time.”

“I’m gonna head out, too,” Maritza said, planting a kiss on Lita’s cheek before giving Yadriel a quick hug. She punched Julian’s arm affectionately. “Try not to get haunted tonight.”

Then she turned to Angel, holding up two fingers in a casual peace sign. “Come back sometime. You’ve got decent vibes.”

Julian leaned in to press a gentle kiss to Yadriel’s forehead. “I’ll see you tomorrow?” he asked as they pulled apart.

He tried to sound casual, but he never quite managed it when it came to Julian. “Of course,” Yadriel replied. Julian gave Yadriel one last smile before following Angel and Maritza out.

Yadriel watched them disappear down the walkway, his heart feeling strangely light and heavy all at once.

He thought about what Angel had said, how tradition matters but so does change. The same things his dad talked about during his aquelarre. He pictured Julian’s friends standing there, welcomed instead of excluded. If there was a right way to open the door, his dad would know it. He had to ask.

The front door clicked open, letting in a draft of cold night air. Enrique stepped inside, Carhartt jacket folded over one arm, his face drawn and tired. He paused at the sight of the half-finished decorations still scattered across the kitchen.

“You’re late,” Lita said, more weary than scolding.

“Too much work,” Enrique replied, setting down his jacket. His eyes flicked to Yadriel. “Everything go well?”

Yadriel’s pulse picked up. The words were out before he could stop them. “I want to tell Julian’s family. And his friends. About us. About brujx.”

Enrique stilled, clearly not expecting this out of the blue. He sighed. “Not yet.”

Yadriel’s frustration boiled. “Why not? He’s lying to them every day. It’s tearing him up. He deserves—”

“Because once we tell, we cannot take it back,” Enrique said firmly. “And until he is your formal family—until there is a vow between you—this conversation is different.”

As if the only way Julian’s people could count as family was if Yadriel’s dad could stamp them with a marriage seal. As if everyone’s life bent toward that narrow path. He clenched his jaw, swallowing the frustration before he said something he’d regret.

“We’ll discuss it again,” Enrique said, already retreating upstairs. “When the time is right.”

Lita’s hand found Yadriel’s shoulder. “Tu juicio es bueno,” she murmured. “Even when others can’t see it yet.”

His family was never going to change. He and his friends would just have to figure it out on their own.

The quiet of the house pressed in, heavy where laughter had been minutes ago. Yadriel stayed rooted in the kitchen, jaw tight. The wards hummed against the windows, steady and patient. He wished he could be, too. But he couldn’t wait that long. Something had to change.







SIX
JULIAN



Night settled over the cemetery, chill threading into Julian’s bones. Walking between Maritza and Angel, he caught the scents of damp soil and faint incense from earlier offerings.

Maritza split off at the gates. “I gotta head home,” she said, pulling her jacket tighter. “I’ve got about ten minutes before my mom starts blowing up my phone.” She huffed and rolled her eyes.

Julian gave her a quick side hug. “Night, Maritza!”

She gave Angel a polite nod and vanished down the street.

Angel stopped at a beat-up Honda parked just beyond the cemetery gates.

“Guess I’ll catch you later,” they said, but it sounded like they didn’t mean it.

“For sure, I’m around!” Julian said back, hoping that she knew he really did mean it.

He lingered, watching them open the car door—then froze. The overstuffed back seat was impossible to miss. Clothes piled high, a blanket and pillow crammed into one corner, a blinking charger in the cupholder. Recognition hit.

This wasn’t a pit stop. This was home.

“Living out of your car, huh?” He couldn’t not ask.

Angel stilled, keys in hand.

Julian knew what it was like to pretend he was fine when he wasn’t. After his dad died, there were nights when even sleep felt impossible. If it hadn’t been for Carlos giving them the apartment above the shop, he didn’t know where he and Rio would’ve ended up.

“That sucks,” he said, because it did.

Angel still didn’t say anything, but Julian could see their embarrassment mixed with defiance. They probably wanted him to drop it, to just walk away, but he couldn’t.

“It gets freezing cold at night—well, freezing for California, which is like in the sixties, which is probably a lot colder than Texas, I don’t actually know,” he reasoned out loud. When Angel just stared at him, he kept going. “What I’m saying is, you shouldn’t sleep out here. Come back to my place! It’s not big, but we’ve always got room for one more?”

Angel’s voice cut sharp, shoulders tense. “I don’t need your pity.”

Julian backed up a step. “It ain’t pity!” He held his hands up in surrender. “It’s what friends do! They look out for each other.”

Angel shifted from side to side. “Friends, huh?” they repeated, like testing a word they weren’t familiar with.

Julian grinned. “Yup. I’ll even ask my brother—he’s the legal adult, so technically he’s the boss.” He thumbed out a text. Seconds later, a thumbs-up emoji popped back. Julian held the screen out. “See? Green light from el jefe himself!”

A laugh escaped Angel before they could stop it. They shook their head at Julian. “All right. But just for tonight.”

“Deal!” Julian clapped them on the shoulder. “Now, am I walking, or are you giving me a ride?”

Angel rolled their eyes but opened the passenger door. “Just don’t touch the radio.”

Julian gave them a salute. “Scout’s honor!”



“They’re normies, by the way—my friends and my brother,” Julian warned as he and Angel made their way up the steps.

Angel gave him a curious and confused look. “They are?” they asked, surprised.

Julian nodded. “Yeah, so we gotta keep all the brujx stuff hush-hush!”

Angel frowned, like she had follow-up questions, but Julian was already pushing the apartment door open with his shoulder.

The smells of chocolate cake and lemon cleaner assaulted his senses immediately, followed by the sight of his friends mid-decorating.

Flaca was on a stool draping string lights across the doorway. Rocky was sticking snowflakes to the windows with laser-level precision. Omar fluffed the sad little plastic tree like he was personally offended by its posture, while Luca adjusted the red plaid shirt they used as a tree skirt. Boxes spilled ornaments and tinsel everywhere.

“What’s goin’ on in here?” Julian asked, throwing Angel a quick don’t panic smile.

“Holiday takeover, obviously,” Flaca said without turning around. “Also, hi!” She waved the end of a light strand in Julian’s general direction. “We thought you got kidnapped.”

Omar lifted his brows. “You didn’t answer your phone. Again.”

Julian winced. He tugged his phone out—several unread messages blinked accusingly at him.

“Crap. Sorry. I got caught up with Yads and Maritza.”

Rocky huffed, but it wasn’t annoyed—more a figures kind of sound. “We assumed you were doing Important Cemetery Stuff,” she said, peeling another snowflake off the sheet. Julian’s stomach twisted anyway. Even when they weren’t mad, guilt found him just fine. He was juggling too many things—brujx stuff, school, Rio, friends, Yadriel—and some days his hands were just … full.

“I really am sorry,” Julian said, softer. “Didn’t mean to be late.”

Luca stepped forward, offering a tentative smile that made his dimples show. “We saved the ornament box for you,” he said, nudging a glittery tub toward him. “The special ones.”

Julian’s chest loosened a little. “Thanks.”

Angel hovered at the doorway like they weren’t sure where to stand, but the room’s energy wasn’t hostile—just busy, loud, familiar.

Julian crouched and flipped open the box. The ornaments were a mess of memories—the clay star Rocky made in sixth grade, the chipped bell they found at a thrift store, the snowman Flaca once hot-glued googly eyes onto at two a.m.

Warmth seeped into his bones.

Maybe he’d dropped the ball, but he’d made it home. And sometimes that counted more than being on time. He reached toward a glittery snowman, fingers brushing the soft cotton scarf, when Omar asked sharply, “Who’s that?” He jerked his chin toward Angel, still standing near the door, tense and unreadable.

“Oh, this is Angel!” Julian said quickly. “They’re a new friend. They’re staying the night.”

Rocky raised an eyebrow. “Staying the night?”

“Yup!” Julian said with forced cheer.

Flaca, bless her, smiled warmly. “Welcome to the chaos.”

“Thanks,” Angel said, their golden eyes darting around the apartment, taking in the scene.

Rio paused washing the dishes in the kitchen with a sharp glance in their direction.

“Angel, that’s my brother, Rio,” Julian introduced.

Angel lifted a hand in a hesitant greeting.

Rio nodded, reserved but not unkind, before he turned back to scrubbing dishes.

Julian shrugged. “Don’t mind him, not much of a small talker.” He gestured around. “That’s Omar,” he continued.

Omar jerked his chin up in greeting.

“Rocky—”

Who paused fiddling with window clings to offer a curious glance.

“Flaca—”

She perched on the armrest of the old recliner, smiling.

“And Luca!” Julian gestured to Luca, whose easy charm and disarming smile seemed to flicker for just a moment when his gaze met Angel’s.

“Hey,” Angel said, the corners of their mouth lifting in a half smile.

“Sit down, make yourself comfy!” Julian nudged Angel toward the cushions. “Omar, scoot!”

Omar obliged, folding his legs as Angel settled beside him, their black clothing absorbing the room’s dim light. Julian caught Angel’s quick glance around, the subtle shift in their posture, a slight relaxing of shoulders as if shedding an invisible weight.

He hoped his friends would be nice, even if they were mad at him.

“Sorry to barge in on you guys,” Angel said.

Flaca waved her off with a warm smile. “Don’t worry about it! Thirsty?” She pulled out a box of Sprite cans and started passing them around.

“Julian brings home strays all the time,” Omar huffed, as if he thought it was annoying.

“That’s how the rest of you got here,” Rio said, tossing the dig from the kitchen.

Julian rolled his eyes. “Love you, too, bro!” he called back, grabbing a Sprite.

Angel took in the cramped living room as they navigated the sea of new faces. But when Luca shuffled forward, the light catching the marbled scar on his cheek, Angel’s composure shifted.

A spark of recognition—or was it excitement?—flared in their eyes.

“Hey, I’m Luca,” the smaller boy said, with that habitual nervous laughter. He extended a tentative hand. “Full-time anxious guy, part-time Christmas elf.”

“I know,” they replied, amused. The way she shook his hand—calm, steady—made Luca relax a little.

His laugh turned real this time, awkward, but sweet.

“I’m still Angel,” they said, grinning.

“So, what brings you to our side of LA?” Rocky asked, her tone casual but eyes sharp as obsidian.

“Just…” Angel began, glancing at Julian as if they were looking for an unspoken cue.

Julian gave a small, encouraging nod—the same one he’d used on skittish street dogs and lost freshmen alike.

Angel went with “Just passing through, really.”

“Passing through,” Omar echoed, fingers erratically tapping the side of his Sprite can.

“Where are you from?” Flaca asked. Always the social butterfly, she seemed eager to make a new friend.

“Texas,” Angel replied, eyes darting away, almost as if they were looking for an exit.

“How’d you end up in California?” Rocky asked.

“You got family around here or something?” Omar added.

Angel’s response was a careful sidestep. “No family, mostly acquaintances,” she said with a casual shrug.

Julian felt the shift—the way Angel’s tone went paper-thin when they lied. He cracked his Sprite open a little too hard, carbonation fizzing like static.

“Sounds mysterious,” Rocky said as she toyed with her ponytail.

Angel’s answers skimmed the surface like stones across water, leaving ripples of curiosity in their wake. But even as the questions kept coming, no one actually pressed them for answers.

Angel’s lips twitched into a half smile, a shadow darting across their face. “I’m on my way to Mexico to meet up with my extended family.” They tucked one of their braids behind their ear.

Luca’s smile grew. “That sounds fun!”

Angel shrugged. “I guess. Family can be … complicated,” they murmured, the word heavy. They avoided eye contact, fixating on a crack in the plaster wall.

There was a quick exchange of glances. But instead of skepticism, there was something quieter—understanding.

“Relatable,” Flaca said in an annoyed tone, rolling her eyes. Rocky and Luca nodded in agreement. Omar only crossed his arms and sank deeper into the couch.

The crew got it. They had all found their way to this apartment for a reason. And they knew what it meant to wait for trust to grow before asking for more.

Every one of them had their own scars—literal or not. Flaca’s family was transphobic trash, Rocky technically lived in a group home even though she spent nearly all her time here, Omar’s parents had been deported back to Honduras, and Luca’s parents were abusive pieces of shit.

They knew what it meant to have complicated families, to carry things too heavy to say out loud. If there was one thing they respected, it was someone not being ready to talk.

Julian didn’t need to defend Angel. His friends were already giving them the space they needed.

Still, he caught Angel’s flicker of relief when the questions stopped, and something in his chest eased, too. Angel was way better at covering their brujx secret than Julian was. In fact, everyone seemed better at it than him, but he guessed that was just another thing he needed to get used to, no matter how much it sucked.

Flaca hopped down from the chair with a small box of glittery stars. “Wanna help us out?” she asked brightly. No interrogation, just space, offered like a second plate of food.

Angel hesitated, then took the box. “Sure.”

From there, the room picked up momentum. Flaca draped another string of LEDs along the wall, crowing about her dollar-store haul. Rocky attacked the windows with Santa hats and snowflakes, like a mural project. Omar grumbled about “shitty new ornaments,” even as he strung emerald and ruby globes with surprising care. Luca fluttered between them all, sleeves swallowing his hands, steadying wobbly thumbtacks.

“I fixed the lights,” Rio said. The three-foot fake tree twinkled by the window. Its plastic branches were crooked and losing needles, a testament to years of love and limited storage space.

Julian dug into the special ornament tub, lifting each piece with reverence. A chipped ceramic taco Rocky had made. Luca’s glitter ball of folded wishes. Flaca’s thrift-store “skateboarding hot dog” she insisted was Julian-coded.

“Best part’s still to come!” Julian declared. With a dramatic flourish, he crowned their crooked plastic tree with the sparkly star topper. It tilted immediately. “Voilà! The grand final!”

Luca, Rocky, and Flaca laughed while Omar shook his head in the specific endearing way he saved only for Julian. Angel let out a quiet chuckle, a small crack in their guard.

“Thanks for waiting,” Julian said, softer now.

Rocky flashed him a grin of forgiveness. “We figured you’d show up eventually. You always do.”

For a heartbeat, he let it all wash over him—laughter, lights, closeness. A pulse of normal. The warmth in the room wrapped around him like a blanket, muffling the noise in his head. For the first time in a while, he wasn’t catching up or falling behind. He just was.

Angel shifted beside him, less coiled now, as if they’d finally found a chair with a backrest.

It stirred something protective in Julian. Angel had been sharper at Yadriel’s, walls stacked high in that tidy house full of rules and watching eyes. Here, complicated was normal. Heavy things could stay unsaid.

And for Angel, that difference seemed to matter.

Rio emerged from the kitchen carrying a Pyrex dish, chocolate cake still warm, Christmas sprinkles melted into a messy rainbow on top.

“Aw, hell yeah!” Julian cheered as he bounced across the room to Rio. Chocolate cake from the box was his forever favorite—his dad used to make it for him and Rio, and Rio had kept the tradition alive.

“I haven’t had cake in ages,” Angel admitted, a hint of longing in their voice as they stared at it.

“Then prepare yourself,” Omar said solemnly. “This is cake the way God intended—full of preservatives.”

“I’ve literally cried over this cake,” Luca added, deadpan. “In a good way.”

“It’s gourmet if you squint hard enough,” Rocky agreed, shoveling a forkful.

“Or starving enough,” Flaca added.

Julian handed Angel a plate, grinning. “See? Best sales pitch ever!”

For a while, the apartment was only forks clinking and laughter, frosting smeared across plates.

Then Rocky licked icing off her thumb. “We should do something special for Christmas.”

“Tamales!” Flaca said immediately.

“Posadas!” Rocky countered.

“Both!” Julian declared.

Rio wiped his hands on a kitchen towel and called out, “I can make natilla again, but last time it came out like sweet concrete.”

Julian snorted. “It tasted fine! Dad used to burn it every year anyway. It’s tradition.”

He scratched the back of his neck, thoughts drifting to Yadriel. “Also … I gotta figure out what to get Yadriel for Christmas without selling a kidney.”

Ideas flew—

“Something from the heart,” Luca said earnestly.

“Something practical, like a hoodie,” Omar offered.

“Skin care,” Flaca pitched. “What’s his skin type?”

“Handsome,” Julian replied.

The room collapsed into groans and laughter. Even Angel smiled around a forkful of cake. Conversation drifted into comfortable quiet, forks clinking against plates.

Angel leaned toward him, voice low. “Hey, Julian.”

“What’s up?” he asked, still grinning.

They nodded toward the faint curve near his ear. “How’d you get that scar?”

Julian’s grin faltered. His fingers brushed the mark. “This old thing? Elephant seal in Malibu. It tried to steal my Takis. All teeth and fury, but I scared it back into the ocean.”

Angel snorted, arching an eyebrow. “You’re full of it.”

“Julian, the elephant seal slayer,” Luca mumbled, a ghost of a laugh in his voice.

“Yep, that’s me.” Julian chuckled along even as a pang of unease settled in his chest. By the look on Angel’s face, they obviously didn’t buy it, but they also didn’t question him.

By the time the plates were scraped clean, chatter had spun off into stories. Luca sat cross-legged on the floor, sleeves pooled around his hands, recounting his latest school drama with dramatic gestures.

“She swore I never turned it in,” he said. “But I had receipts! Screenshots! I had a whole PowerPoint ready!”

Angel leaned forward, golden eyes glinting with amusement. “Seriously?”

“Dead serious,” Luca said with a solemn nod. “If I go down, I go down petty.”

Julian barked a laugh. “Facing down your teacher after she lost your assignment? That’s gutsy!”

Angel joined in, warm in a way Julian hadn’t seen before. “That’s more than gutsy,” they said to Luca. “That’s impressive.”

Color rushed to Luca’s cheeks. He shrugged, mumbling, “It was nothing.”

“Nothing?” Julian nudged Angel with his elbow. “He’s a menace in disguise. Like a quiet storm—if the storm also apologized afterward and brought snacks.”

Angel chuckled, and Luca ducked his head, pink-eared, pretending to fuss with his plate. The little spark between them lit Julian’s chest with hope. If anyone deserved something good, it was Luca.

Then Julian’s attention snagged on something that didn’t belong.

A blotch marred the front of Luca’s sweater, just below his collar. At first he thought it was chocolate frosting, or maybe a stain he hadn’t noticed, but the edges were too sharp. Too dark.

“Luca, you spill something?” Julian asked, trying to sound casual.

“Probably frosting,” Omar said, licking some off his thumb. “Or glitter from Flaca’s obnoxious sweater.”

“Obnoxious glitter?!” Flaca gasped, mock offended. “That’s holiday shimmer, thank you very much!”

Julian forced a laugh, but the stain wasn’t frosting. It pulsed, like ink bleeding through cloth. Whispers seemed to slither at the edge of his hearing—not sound exactly, but static.

He blinked, and the blotch seemed bigger. The whispers pressed closer. A hum in his bones, like thunder simmering beneath the floorboards. Julian’s breaths turned sharp and shallow.

“Julian?” Luca’s voice was small, far away. “You look spooked.”

Julian tried to respond, but his thoughts were slipping, too fast to catch. His hands curled into fists against his thighs, nails digging deep. The air around him felt wrong. Off. Charged.

The dark stain spread. Fear clawed up his throat.

“Julian, dude, you’re freaking me out,” Luca said with a nervous laugh.

“Sorry,” Julian croaked, scrambling for something that wasn’t the truth. “Just … déjà vu or something.”

His chest buzzed, like something clawing to get out.

Rocky’s voice cut in with some loud retelling of her battle with window clings, laughter rising around the table.

And then—Angel was beside him.

They leaned in close.

“Don’t worry,” Angel whispered, their breath brushing his ear. “I can see it, too.”







SEVEN
JULIAN



It was already late. The sun was long gone and the streets glowed under harsh orange streetlights. Julian paced back and forth beside the Stingray, his energy sparking like a live wire. His friends had politely ignored his and Angel’s exit—except for Omar, whose hard gaze burned into him until the door shut.

Angel leaned against the car, arms crossed, their golden eyes tracking him.

“You—you can see them?! They’re real?!” Julian shouted, his words tumbling over each other.

Angel’s mouth quirked with amusement. “Yes and yes.”

“Holy SHIT,” Julian breathed. “I’m not seeing things! It’s real!” He nearly laughed, delirious with relief, even as questions piled up. “I thought I was losing it! I’ve got one—Luca too! What are they?!”

Angel tilted their head, studying him, as if weighing how much to say. “It’s called Marca Hueca—the hollow mark,” they said. “And it’s a symptom.”

Julian froze. “A symptom of what?”

“Susto,” Angel replied. The word came out calm and deliberate, as if they’d said it a thousand times before.

Julian frowned and gave a shake of his head. “Fright?” he echoed. “How do you even get that? Am I contagious or something?!” Julian thought about all the times he’d kissed or touched Yadriel since noticing the dark spot.

If he accidentally passed along a magical disease to Yads—

“You’re not contagious!” Angel said with a laugh.

“I don’t see what’s so funny about this!” Julian barked.

Angel held up their hands. “Sorry, sorry,” they said before clearing their throat and getting their facial expression back under control. “It’s like an illness of the spirit.”

“But what IS it?” Julian was getting frustrated.

“Susto’s what happens when something really bad—like, soul-deep bad—scares the spirit out of your body,” Angel explained. “Sometimes it’s just a piece, sometimes the whole thing. The Marca Hueca isn’t the cause. It’s the scar, what’s left behind when part of your soul’s missing.”

“What kind of trauma?” he asked, already dreading the answer.

Angel shrugged, but their eyes darkened. “Could be anything—a spirit encounter gone wrong, messing with forces you shouldn’t, almost dying, losing someone,” they listed off. “Anything that rips you open in a way you can’t patch. The kind of shit that makes you feel like you’re walking around with half your soul missing.”

The words hit Julian like a punch to the gut.

Luca. His bruises, his scar, the weight he carried on his small, hunched shoulders. What Luca had been through seemed more than enough bad shit to rattle anyone’s soul loose from their body.

He thought of his own jagged scar over his heart, memories of Catriz and Lady Death.

“How do you know if someone has it?” His voice cracked, a threadbare sound barely tethering him to the here and now.

“Aside from the gaping hole in their chest?” Angel cocked an eyebrow. “Trembling hands are common—”

Julian clenched his fists to still them.

“And chills. Like your body forgets how to stay warm,” Angel said. “The soul’s like your inner heater—lose part of it, and you’re always cold. But it messes with your head, too.”

Angel tapped their temple. “That’s where it hits hardest. Mood swings, insomnia, no appetite … It’s not just being sad or freaked out—it’s deeper. Like your soul’s out there somewhere, trying to find its way back without a map. Like you’re stuck between this world and the next.” They paused, thinking. “Disconnected.”

“Disconnected,” Julian echoed. He’d felt that—being a ghost in his own life, drifting through scenes like he didn’t belong in any of them. Was that what Luca had been feeling, too?

Julian shuffled his feet, the gravel beneath his sneakers crunching in the heavy silence that had fallen between them. The moon hung like a watchful eye overhead, casting pale light on Angel’s angular features as they leaned against the Stingray, their catlike eyes reflecting the streetlights overhead.

“The body don’t lie,” Angel told him, sorrow—maybe pity—seeping into their voice. “You see someone shivering when there ain’t no chill in the air? Or maybe they’re just standing there, staring into nothing like they lost the script to their own life?”

Julian nodded, wrapping his arms around himself to ward off the invisible cold. He felt it, that shiver that kept crawling up his spine.

Luca had been more distant lately, quiet and closed in on himself. And Julian? He couldn’t deny the constant unease that had lodged deep in his chest, threading through him like ice water.

Julian hadn’t realized he was shivering until Angel narrowed their eyes, watching him like they were putting something together.

“So, Julian,” Angel said, a gravity to their voice, “what happened to you?”

Julian flinched.

He could still smell the oil outside the mechanic shop. Hear the tires screeching.

The sharp crack of the gun.

His dad’s body crashing into his, pinning him to the pavement.

And then—nothing.

The hospital ceiling. Rio telling him the truth.

Julian shook his head roughly, willing the memory away like he always did.

Some part of him had never come back from that day.

“I don’t know,” he said, voice hoarse. “Maybe I’ve always been like this.”

Angel studied him, their gaze unreadable. “Something must’ve happened,” they murmured. “You’re not normal, Julian. Not the regular kind of abnormal, either.”

They hesitated. “You must’ve made some kind of connection to a death god.”

Julian’s breath caught.

Angel went on, matter-of-fact. “I can see them because I was blessed by Lady Death, like the rest of my family. We serve her by helping spirits pass on.”

“A death god?” Julian repeated, heat rising to his cheeks.

His brain betrayed him—Yadriel’s trembling hands, the chill of the stone floor, the moment Lady Death called him back to his body.

The second chance he was never supposed to have.

But this wasn’t something he could just share. Not with someone from another círculo. Not with someone he barely knew. Especially because it was really Yadriel’s secret to tell.

Telling Angel would feel like handing over something sacred—like betraying Yadriel, the brujx, and whatever fragile thread still tied him to the living.

“I, uh…” Julian shrugged, painfully casual. “I dunno. Maybe I’ve always been a little haunted.”

It sounded weak even to him, but the last part was true.

Thankfully, Angel didn’t push. “If you can see Marca Huecas, you’ve got something else at play. Something … otherworldly.”

Otherworldly.

Like the shadows that had followed him since that night.

His thoughts spun—back to the stone floor, to Lady Death … and then, suddenly, to Catriz.

To the jaguar mask. The altar. The pain. The knives.

“Catriz!” Julian blurted out, the name tasting bitter on his tongue.

Angel’s brows knitted together. “Catriz?”

“Yadriel’s uncle!”

Julian could still feel the heavy air, the sting of blood, the sharp edge of obsidian. The way Catriz had looked at him as if he were already dead. “He tried to sacrifice me to Bahlam, some ancient death god!”

Angel’s eyes widened, a glint of recognition sparking within their golden depths.

Julian rambled on. “Drained my soul with those jaguar knives—”

“La garra del jaguar,” they breathed. The words didn’t just hang in the air—they stuck.

Angel stepped closer. “That’s not just dark magic, Julian. That’s … ancient. Dangerous. Why risk that?”

“Because the guy was messed up! He was born without powers and was desperate enough to try to steal them by sacrificing people to that jaguar god!” Julian spat out, each word punctuated with a fresh wave of realization washing over him. “He wanted power!”

Something passed through Angel’s eyes. Gone before Julian could clock it.

“Bahlam,” Angel said. “That’s heavy brujería, Julian. Not something you walk away from unchanged.”

Julian hadn’t thought about it like that before—not really. That maybe what Catriz did to him had left something behind.

Maybe it had marked him for life.

“You’re tangled up in serious brujo shit,” Angel said, voice quieter now. “Whether you meant to be or not.”

“Classic me,” he said, but inwardly, his panic was starting to churn. This connection to the spirit world—the way Julian kept seeing things, the way the dark spot pulsed as if it were alive—it wasn’t random or temporary.

And no matter how far he ran from it, it was catching up.

“So I’ve got a sixth sense for soul scars because a deranged brujo played pincushion with me?”

Angel’s lips curved into a half smile that didn’t quite reach their eyes. “Maybe it’s a gift,” they said. “Maybe it’s baggage. Either way, it’s yours now.”

Not an accusation—just the truth. Whatever this thing inside Julian was, it wasn’t going away.

“Here’s the thing.” Angel paced a small circle. “Lots of people carry a Marca Hueca. Shit happens. We lose parts of ourselves. Most of the time, people keep on living. Damaged, yeah, but still here.”

They stopped to face Julian.

“But when a spirit dies with a hollow mark—that’s when things get dangerous.”

Angel’s voice dropped. “The mark doesn’t just stay behind. It festers. And if no one helps them—no one guides them—it twists. That’s when you get a—”

“Maligno,” Julian finished.

Angel nodded.

Julian touched his scar. Was the spot turning him into a monster? And what about Luca? The dark spot blooming across his chest. Luca’d been pulling away lately, quieter, but still smiling like it didn’t hurt.

“It’s not just about seeing them, is it?” Julian said quietly. “The Marca Hueca.”

Angel shook their head. “That’s just the start. If you want to protect someone—and yourself—you have to stop it before the damage becomes permanent.”

Julian pulsed with hope. “You mean I could actually do something about it?”

Angel shrugged as if it were no big deal. “If you’re serious, yeah. I can teach you. How to read the signs. How to help people before it’s too late.”

Julian thought of Luca’s shy smiles, his nervous laugh. He thought of the dark spot blooming on Luca’s chest that mirrored his own. But for the first time in weeks, Julian didn’t feel doomed. Maybe this was a fight he could actually win.

“All right,” he said. “Let’s figure this out. For Luca. For me. For all of us.”

“Good,” Angel said, and Julian felt confident that Angel had his back.

But even with a plan in place, something still gnawed at the edge of Julian’s mind.

“There’s one more thing,” he said, quieter now. “Sometimes I see … stuff.”

Angel raised an eyebrow. “Stuff?”

“In the dark,” Julian clarified. “Not people. Just … shapes. Like shadows. Watching.”

Angel’s brow furrowed. “Shadows?”

Julian nodded. “Like they’re waiting for something. Like they know me.”

Angel’s eyes narrowed, gaze drifting past Julian into the dark beyond them.

“Focus on what’s in front of you,” they said. “We’ll deal with your shadow friends later.”

Julian didn’t know what he was getting himself into, but he couldn’t walk away now.

Not when he could help Luca.

Not when there was a chance to understand the darkness that had taken root inside him.
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The next morning, Julian jolted upright in bed, heart hammering as if he’d been running. His sheets were tangled around his legs, damp with sweat. For a second, he couldn’t breathe—shadows clawed at the corners of his vision, too dark, too heavy, like they were watching him sleep.

He blinked until the room came back into focus. The old box fan spinning, the pale gray of early morning leaking through the blinds, Rio’s bed empty and made. But the chill clung to him. And that feeling—that wrongness—hadn’t left.

He needed to talk to Yadriel. Now. Preferably ten minutes ago. To tell him what Angel said about the Marca Hueca, Luca, and whatever the hell was happening to him.

In the living room, Julian’s brain was so out of it, he tripped over someone’s shoe and crashed into the kitchen table hard enough to make it wobble like a shopping cart someone had jacked from Food 4 Less.

“Shit,” Julian hissed, hoping he hadn’t bothered anyone dozing.

Angel sat up on the floor propped against the wall, her dark layers blending into the shadowy corner. She yawned, but her catlike eyes were sharp as ever. “You always start the day with full panic energy or is this a limited-time vibe?”

He cast a quick glance around the room to make sure Omar, Flaca, Rocky, and Luca were still asleep. “Only when I’m running on four hours of sleep and a healthy dose of soul-related trauma,” he tried to joke.

Angel tilted her head. “You good?”

Not nosy. Not suspicious. Just checking.

“Aside from everything?” Julian forced a laugh and shook his head, avoiding her gaze. “Yeah, sorry. Just … I didn’t sleep great.” Julian tried to play it off, but his thoughts kept looping—the mark on Luca, the voice in the dark, Angel’s words echoing in his head.

Just thinking about it made his skin crawl. He grabbed a half-empty Sprite from the counter and took a swig like it might fix his life.

“We should get going soon,” he said louder to the room.

Rocky and Luca stirred, yawning and groaning as they prepared for another day of school. Flaca remained motionless, her chest rising and falling in the steady rhythm of deep sleep, exhaustion from her new job keeping her tethered to dreams.

Omar’s spot on the couch lay empty. After Julian decided to clean up his act and start trying at school again, Omar rejoined the soccer team to “keep himself focused,” but Julian knew that meant “to keep out of trouble.”

Julian divided a brown, spotty banana into four bowls and dumped dry cereal on top. The milk jug was nearly empty—definitely not enough for four bowls. Digging around, he located a nearly finished carton way in the back. He checked the expiration date.

November 13.

It was hella expired, but November 13 was his birthday. Julian loved when things expired on his birthday—it felt like good luck, and right now he could really use it.

He dumped the clumpy milk into the sink.

“Out of milk?” Rocky asked groggily, rubbing her eyes as she shuffled into the kitchen.

“Enough for you three,” Julian said, splitting the last of the non-spoiled milk between bowls for Rocky, Luca, and Angel. “Eh, kinda,” he added.

“Thanks,” Rocky said, diving right in.

“You sure?” Luca asked, clutching his spoon as he looked up at Julian.

“Definitely!” Julian assured him, contemplating his own breakfast fate.

Cereal and orange juice? Why not? It was like breakfast with a side of rebellion. He doused his banana-laden bowl with a generous splash, the tangy aroma rising to greet him.

Angel leaned against the counter, bowl in hand. “Interesting choice,” she remarked at Julian’s experimental breakfast.

“I call it ‘culinary innovation’!” Julian said.

“Or ‘desperation,’” she quipped, earning a snort of laughter from Luca.

“I love living on the edge,” Julian said. A smirk played on his lips as he crunched down on his breakfast, the taste not entirely unpleasant.

He checked the time on his phone again. “Come on, we gotta go!” he called to Rocky and Luca.

“I’ll follow you guys out,” Angel said.

Julian shouldered his skateboard, the grip tape brushing against his jeans as he descended the creaky stairs with Rocky, Luca, and Angel in tow. The scents of motor oil and metal shavings from the mechanic shop comforted him. He and Rio had basically grown up in the shop since their dad used to co-own it with Carlos.

“I’ll catch you guys later,” Angel said as she walked to her car parked along the fence. She cut Julian a look. “Text me.”

“I will, promise!” Julian told her.

The clatter of skateboards echoed through the garage as Julian, Rocky, and Luca maneuvered past stacks of tires and oil drums.

A sharp whistle caught Julian’s attention. Carlos lumbered out from behind a lowrider.

“Good to see you three taking school seriously!” he said, wiping his greasy hands on a rag.

“I dunno about all that—” Julian said, but Carlos still flicked a folded bill at him. He caught it with practiced ease.

“For lunch,” he said with a knowing look. “All three of you gettin’ too skinny, man!”

“Thanks, Tío!” Julian said brightly, though he’d pocket the cash rather than spend it on food. Yadriel’s lunches were always more appealing than anything the school cafeteria dished out, and every dollar saved was another step closer to the perfect Christmas gift for him.

“Bye, Rio!” Julian hollered into the back of the shop, expecting an echo of farewell or, at best, a grunt in response.

“Wait up,” Rio called, getting up from his workbench. “I’m driving you,” he announced, jingling his car keys.

Rocky and Luca exchanged excited glances—no one passed up a free ride—but Julian groaned.

“The Stingray only fits two people!” Julian protested. “Three if we’re being illegal about it—”

“That’s why I’m only driving you,” Rio cut in, already heading toward the car.

Rocky and Luca’s excitement popped like a balloon.

“Aw, man,” Rocky groaned, throwing her head back dramatically.

“But we were going to walk with Yadriel and Maritza!” Julian objected, frustration bubbling in his veins.

“I’ll drop you off at his place,” came Rio’s clipped response.

Julian opened his mouth to protest, but Rio was already opening the car door. “You coming or what?”

Before Julian could respond, Angel called, “I can take Luca and Rocky!”

She was still by her car, the passenger door open and the seat already folded down for someone to get into the back where she’d pushed aside some of her belongings.

Rocky perked up immediately. “Seriously? Thanks, Angel!”

Julian sighed, seeing the logic in it. “Yeah, okay. Thanks, Angel.” He didn’t want to be stuck in a car alone with Rio. This was probably a trap to lecture him about school or some shit for fifteen minutes.

Angel shrugged. “No worries.”

Rocky grabbed her backpack with a grin. “See? Problem solved. Let’s go.”

“We’ll see you at school?” Luca said as he reluctantly walked toward Angel’s car.

“Yeah, if I survive,” Julian grumbled, giving a sad little wave to his friends.

As the Stingray roared to life, Angel’s car disappeared around the corner. The sound of Luca’s laughter carried faintly on the breeze. Julian fought for radio supremacy, but Rio’s taste in old-school R&B overruled Julian’s preferred reggaeton tracks without mercy.

“Seriously? This station again?” Julian jabbed at the buttons, only for Rio to switch it back with a glare that dared him to try it again.

Julian dramatically threw himself back against his seat and crossed his arms. “You’re the worst DJ alive!”

“Don’t care,” Rio replied dryly.

Julian scowled out the window, bouncing one knee and chewing on the inside of his cheek. He silently prayed to Lady Death to not let Rio ask a bunch of questions. He just wanted to be dropped off at Yads’s. That was it.

Rio didn’t say anything for a long while and just let the low growl of the engine fill the silence, his expression unreadable behind his sunglasses.

“You been acting weird lately,” Rio said. Not a question.

“It’s called having a personality,” Julian grumbled.

“Mm-hm,” Rio grunted. “You disappear for hours, you show up late for stuff—”

“I said I didn’t mean to!” Julian shot back.

Rio cut him a look. “What’s going on with you?”

“Nothing!” Julian lied immediately. “I just want to see Yadriel!”

“You trying to see him or hide from me?”

The question hit hard. It wasn’t just a jab—it was Rio looking at Julian like he knew something was wrong.

Guilt flared hot under Julian’s skin. He hated that Rio could still read him like this, and he hated lying even more. But it wasn’t like he could tell Rio about the Marca Hueca. Or who Angel really was. Or the nightmares. Hell, he barely understood any of it himself.

Rio settled back into his seat. “I’m not trying to get in your business,” he said, relenting.

Julian’s fingers twitched against his thigh. Rio’s tone put him on edge. “I’m fine,” he insisted.

Rio scrubbed a hand over his face. “Just—do better.”

Julian swallowed, guilt sitting sharp in his throat.

Rio sighed, the fight draining out of him. “I don’t wanna yell at you, man. I don’t wanna … do any of this.” He jerked his chin at him. “’Cause I like you. Sometimes.”

A tiny huff of air escaped Julian, almost a laugh. “Wow. High praise.”

Rio didn’t answer. Just drummed his fingers against the steering wheel, like he didn’t believe a word of Julian’s lies but wasn’t going to fight Julian, not yet. The silence settled heavy between them, broken only by the growl of the engine and the hum of traffic.

The Stingray pulled up alongside the brick wall of the cemetery, and Rio cut the engine. “I’m walking you up to Yadriel’s,” he declared.

“What?!” Julian’s voice pitched higher than intended. “No need for the escort service, really!”

His heart did a jittery dance. Outsiders weren’t exactly welcome at brujx hangouts, and Rio qualified as Mr. Outsider himself.

But Rio was already getting out of the car. Julian had never let him into the graveyard before.

“Lead the way,” Rio insisted, heading for the gate and eyeing the tombstones with interest

“Fine!” Julian grabbed his skateboard, his sneakers crunching on the loose gravel. Arguing would be as effective as trying to stop a bulldozer with tissue paper.

Julian and Rio walked side by side, Julian’s thoughts racing faster than his feet. Rio, with his eagle-eyed stare, started interrogating the air like it held criminal secrets.

“Something strange about this place,” Rio muttered, his gaze fixed on an ornate mausoleum they passed.

Julian forced a laugh. “Maybe all the dead people and graves?”

“Julian!” a voice called brightly.

He flinched. Señora Catalina, an abuela in a pink housecoat and curls, waved at him from behind a low headstone, smiling in his direction.

“Your friend is handsome! Is he single? If I still had a pulse, I’d be blushing!” Señora Catalina chortled at her own joke.

Julian panicked. He kept walking, hoping his brother wouldn’t notice.

Rio hummed. “Don’t see a lot of private cemeteries around here,” he said, glancing back at the gate.

Julian rushed for an explanation. “Oh, uh—yeah— It’s like … a family thing. Family cemetery.”

Rio’s dark eyebrow arched. “This is all for one family?”

“Yeah—” Julian started to say before he realized that was dumb. “I mean, no! Damn, Rio, I don’t know!” he barked, hoping if he got annoyed his brother would just drop it. “It’s just a cemetery!”

Rio grunted. “Right.”

This was not how Julian had planned for his morning to go.

Julian’s fingers curled around the grip tape of his skateboard as they neared Yadriel’s house. The wrought iron fence creaked as they passed through the gate and stepped onto the familiar gravel path leading up to Yadriel’s family home. The house itself sat tucked between tall, ivy-choked crypts and stone mausoleums, its weathered exterior painted a pale, sun-faded blue. The porch sagged slightly at the front, wind chimes clinking together in the breeze. A cluster of votive candles flickered on a small ofrenda just outside the door, the wax pooled and cracked with age.

“This is brutal,” Julian muttered to himself as Rio’s looming presence matched him step for step. Julian’s cool image was shredding faster than knee pads on pavement.

“Quit whining,” Rio grunted.

“It’s embarrassing!” Julian protested, but his plea went ignored. The reluctance in his gut twisted tighter. With each step, Julian felt like he was betraying the already tenuous trust of the brujx.

Rio continued, clearly unbothered by Julian’s discomfort. “I want to properly introduce myself to Yadriel’s family,” he declared, his voice leaving no room for argument.

“All right, all right, all right! Just don’t make me look bad!” Julian hissed, pressing the doorbell before Rio could pound on the door.

The sound had barely faded when the door swung open, revealing Lita in all her matriarchal glory—gray hair knotted back, eyes sharp enough to cut glass.

“Ah, if it isn’t my favorite troublemaker!” she greeted Julian with a warm smile before squinting at Rio. “You’ve got a familiar face! Where do I know you from?”

Julian’s attention snapped to his brother with a frown. What was that about?

Rio shifted, the corner of his mouth twitching as if caught between a scowl and a smile. “Not sure,” he replied, voice void of any telling tone. “I’m Julian’s brother—”

“Ay, I know why you look so familiar!” Lita chuckled, cutting him off. With a flicker of mischief behind her eyes, Lita wagged a finger playfully up at Rio. “You look like one of my past lovers!”

From inside the house came a strangled noise—half screech, half gasp.

Yadriel came skidding into view, horrified. “Lita!” he yelped, his cheeks flushed with mortification.

“Oh, relax, mijo!” Lita chuckled, lazily waving off Yadriel’s humiliation. “Come in, come in!” she said to Julian and Rio, adjusting her hair as she ushered them indoors.

Rio stepped forward, and Yadriel grabbed the back of Julian’s shirt.

“Are we in trouble?” he whispered, alarmed.

“No, he’s just being annoying and tryna embarrass me,” Julian grumped, welcoming his boyfriend with a side hug.

Yadriel leaned in, voice going soft. “Hey … it’s gonna be okay. I promise.”

Something warm loosened in Julian’s chest. Before he could second-guess it, the words slipped out with a breathy laugh, meant only for Yadriel. “Eres mi calma, ¿sabes?”

Yadriel froze—just for a heartbeat—eyes widening, the shyest flush blooming across his cheeks. He didn’t seem completely reassured, but Julian loved making his boyfriend blush.

By the way Yadriel watched Rio peruse the living room, Julian thought maybe non-brujx didn’t come over that often. Lita, on the other hand, seemed to have no problem.

“Do you want some food, café de olla?” Lita asked. The smell of home cooking wafted.

Julian’s stomach—meagerly filled with banana, cereal, and orange juice—grumbled wistfully.

“I’m okay, thank you,” Rio replied.

At least he was being polite.

Lita ignored him completely. “I’ll get you something!” she said before disappearing into the kitchen.

Enrique emerged from the back of the house as if he’d been summoned.

“Oh, hello!” he said, clearly surprised but greeting them with an uncertain smile. The poor guy always looked like he hadn’t slept in days.

Julian stood a little straighter. He didn’t know why this part was making him so nervous—maybe because Enrique was quiet and serious and Rio was built like a tank and allergic to subtlety. It felt like introducing a sledgehammer to a stained glass window and hoping for the best.

“This is Rio, Julian’s older brother,” Yadriel introduced, anxiously fiddling with the frayed hem of his black hoodie.

Julian’s shoulders hunched up to his ears under Enrique’s gaze. “Sorry,” he said. He wasn’t sure if he was apologizing for Rio, for himself, or for the absolute disaster this morning had already become. Probably all three.

“Ah, Rio! Of course!” Enrique laughed, self-consciously smoothing down his hair before reaching out to shake Rio’s hand. “Nice of you to come by!”

“Mr. Enrique.” Rio nodded, a respect in his voice that Julian rarely heard. His posture was straight, polite, maybe a little too practiced—was he trying to make a good impression without looking like he was trying?

“Julian’s over here so much, I figured it’d be smart to exchange numbers,” Rio said evenly, but the edge in his voice was impossible to miss. “Just in case he forgets to answer his phone. Again.”

He didn’t roll his eyes, but the pause between sentences said he wanted to.

Julian scowled, heat crawling up his neck. “I don’t forget—I just get distracted!”

“That’s one word for it,” Rio said, not bothering to hide the pointed look he shot Julian’s way.

Julian’s annoyance boiled. This was not how he wanted to look in front of Yadriel’s family—like some kid who needed his big brother to check in on him.

But he behaved himself and instead of snapping at Rio, Julian settled for scowling and shoving his hands deep into the pockets of his dad’s jacket.

Yadriel gave his back a reassuring pat.

“Of course, I appreciate that,” Enrique replied, then glanced toward Yadriel as he dug out his own phone. “Exchanging numbers is a good idea—”

Lita burst back into the living room with fresh pan wrapped in a paper towel.

“Here!” Lita interjected with an eagerness that made Julian laugh and Yadriel cringe.

She stole Rio’s phone—tapping in her number quickly for an old lady who claimed to not know how technology worked—before thrusting it back into his large hand. “For emergencies,” she confirmed with a mischievous grin, putting the warm bread into Rio’s open hand. “Or if you want some home-cooked food. Or a date,” she added, tittering gleefully.

“Lita!” Yadriel chided, his cheeks burning red.

“Thank you,” Rio said, even flashing a quick smile.

“I’ll, uh, give you mine, too, just in case,” Enrique said with an apologetic look, and the two exchanged numbers.

Julian didn’t know how his brother managed to keep a straight face. He was barely holding it together, but Rio just nodded politely. “I appreciate it.”

“Why don’t you stay for breakfast?” Lita asked, wiping her hands on her apron. “Or dinner? We always have plenty of food!” Both Enrique and Yadriel looked alarmed, probably for the same reason, but Julian had noticed that sometimes Lita would just override a situation and no one ever stopped her.

Probably out of fear and respect. Maybe heavy on the fear.

“Thanks, but I’ve got another one back home to drop off at work before I start my day,” Rio declined.

“Another one?” Lita balked, her hand pressing to her chest. “How many do you have?”

Rio’s grin was tired. “Depends on the day.”

Lita threw her hands in the air. “Aye yi yi!” She disappeared back into the kitchen.

“Hey, everyone!” Maritza’s voice cut through the tension as she waltzed through the front door, oblivious to the number-swapping fiasco. Her dark eyes lifted as she saw the packed room. “Wow! Full house this morning, huh?” she asked with a laugh that quickly died out when she saw the looks on Julian’s and Yadriel’s faces.

In a blink, Lita was back, a huge tinfoil catering tray in her hands. “Here you go!” she said, pushing it into Rio’s hands unceremoniously. His arms shifted under its weight. “Beans, rice, tortillas I made from scratch”—she batted her eyes up at Rio—“steak, and chicken!”

Julian expected Rio to put up a fuss—he didn’t like handouts—but not even he could turn down the alluring smell of Lita’s cooking.

“That’s really nice of you—” Rio started to say.

“Oh, it’s nothing! Just slaving away over the stove since sunrise,” she replied in that way grandmas could humble themselves while expertly fishing for compliments. Lita slid a warm hand around Rio’s bicep and gave it an approving squeeze, lingering like she’d just discovered her new favorite telenovela lead. “You come see me whenever you’d like. I’ll keep you fed!”

“Uh, are we ready to go?” Maritza murmured out of the corner of her mouth to Julian and Yadriel while Lita continued to fawn over Rio.

“More than ready,” Julian said, grabbing Yadriel’s hand and pulling him toward the door. He and Maritza exchanged fist bumps before he shot a glare at Rio. “We’re leaving now!”

“Have a good day!” Lita called after them, waving cheerily as she hung on Rio’s arm.

“Yo, should we be leaving Rio alone with them?” Maritza asked, glancing back at the house as Julian made a beeline down the path that led into the cemetery.

“You mean ‘her’?” Yadriel corrected. He ran a hand over his face as if he were trying to scrub the past five minutes from his memory.

“He’ll be fine!” Julian grumbled. “That’s what he gets for being an asshole,” he said, scanning the shadows between gravestones. “Come on—let’s move.”

As they walked through the cemetery, old trees cast long shadows across the path. The morning mist clung to the weathered stones and wrought iron gates like a shroud. Despite the festive decorations dotting some of the graves, an undeniable chill seeped into Julian’s bones.

Julian marched ahead, each step crunching over gravel and dried leaves as he quickened his pace.

“Grumpy?” Yadriel nudged Julian’s arm, a playful smirk tugging at the corner of his lips.

“He’s always grumpy,” Maritza teased, bumping her hip into Julian’s.

“I mean, grumpier.”

“I’m not grumpy!” Julian barked, his mood as sour as the milk he’d almost poured into his cereal. “I’m annoyed! It’s totally different!”

That and he had something very important to tell them. Several somethings, in fact, none of which he wanted Rio, Enrique, or Lita to overhear.

“That was super convincing,” Maritza said flatly. She pulled a stained Tupperware from her bag and popped it open. Bright-red Haitian spaghetti steamed into the cold morning air, the vegan sausage and peppers smelling amazing as she dug in for a huge bite.

“You’re annoyed about Rio?” Yadriel asked. “It really wasn’t that bad,” he tried to rationalize. “It’s totally reasonable that Rio would want my dad’s contact info. Honestly, it’d be more weird if he didn’t, considering we’re dating and spend so much time together.”

Julian grunted. He continued forward on his mission, glancing over his shoulder as they walked, eyes darting from mausoleums to dark corners.

“I agree with Yads,” Maritza said. “This time I do think he was doing the right thing and not being a dick.” She paused for a moment, thinking. “Or, not only being a dick.”

“I guess,” Julian replied disdainfully.

Somehow, it was worse that Yadriel and Maritza were on Rio’s side when Julian was pissed off at him. He kicked a loose pebble, sending it skittering across the cemetery path.

“You okay?” Yadriel asked, jogging a few steps to catch up.

“Fine,” Julian muttered, quickening his pace. “Just—keep walking.”

The moment they passed into the older part of the cemetery—past the headstones with faded names, past earshot of Lita’s house, and far enough from any lingering spirits—he veered them off the main path without explaining, eyes sharp, shoulders tight.

Yadriel and Maritza exchanged a glance, startled.

“Jules—what’s going on?” Yadriel asked.

“Just—wait.”

They passed a crooked row of headstones, and Julian paused, scanned the area again.

“Okay,” he said, breath shallow. “We’re alone now, right?”

Yadriel opened his mouth, but Julian didn’t wait for a response. He turned to them so fast he nearly tripped.

“Angel can see my dark spot!” Julian blurted out. “And it’s not just me—Luca has one, too!”

Yadriel’s and Maritza’s eyes went wide.

“What?” Yadriel asked, stepping closer. “Angel can see it?”

“Luca has one?” Maritza repeated, as if Julian must be wrong.

“Yeah! Right here!” Julian pressed a hand to his chest, over the scar above his heart. “I saw it on him!”

Yadriel frowned deeply, his gaze fixed on Julian’s hand. “What did Angel say?”

“They called them Marca Huecas,” Julian said, closing his hand around his St. Jude medal. “They said it’s a sign of susto?” The word was still unfamiliar on his tongue.

“Susto?” Yadriel echoed, his brows knitting together. Then he started nodding. “Yeah, I know what that is.”

“You do?” Julian asked, surprised.

“It’s a common illness,” Yadriel explained. “Even non-brujx know about it.”

Julian shook his head. “Well, I’ve never heard of it before! Angel said it’s like—like—pieces of my soul are missing! Scattered!” he said.

“That’s what happens with susto,” Yadriel confirmed grimly. “It’s like PTSD but spiritual. Brujas treat people for it all the time.” He paused. “I got susto after my mom died.”

That news startled Julian. “You did?!” He instantly searched for signs of a dark spot lurking in the fabric of Yadriel’s black hoodie.

Yadriel self-consciously crossed his arms over his chest, blocking it. “I don’t have susto anymore—I got better,” he said, a little tersely.

He hesitated, gaze dropping to the cracked tile between them. “When my mom died, though … I had it bad for a while. Couldn’t sleep. Felt like my spirit didn’t fit inside me right—like it kept trying to float out through my ribs.” He rubbed his sternum absently.

“How’d you get better?” Julian asked quietly. How could he get better?

“Lita did limpias, and my dad helped with the offerings,” Yadriel explained, quiet and thoughtful at the memory. “But what really made it easier was building her altar at home. Leaving out her candle and favorite café. Knowing I’d see her again on Día de Muertos—that she was still close—that’s when I started feeling whole again.”

Julian swallowed hard. That kind of hope wasn’t available to him. His dad wasn’t waiting anywhere—just gone. No holiday, no candle, no second chance.

“Mostly Lita and my dad taking care of me,” Yadriel went on. “And time. That helps, too.”

Julian’s mind reeled, terrified by the idea of Yadriel having the sickness, even if he’d recovered from it already. “Angel says the Marca Huecas are like … like scars? A hole where your soul busted out of you like that alien in that alien movie!” Julian’s fingers twitched at his sides, craving something to fidget with, a physical anchor to ground his spinning thoughts.

“Seriously?” Yadriel breathed, his dark eyes searching Julian’s face for any hint of jest. But Julian’s somber expression spoke volumes.

“And if I don’t fix it, if I die with this hole inside me, I’ll turn into one of those malignos!” Julian wrapped his arms around himself.

“Okay, hold up,” Yadriel said, trying to calm him. “First, I’ve never heard that before, Jules. Second, you’re not dying anytime soon, so get that out of your head,” he said firmly.

Maritza stepped forward, her arms crossed and her expression skeptical. “And Angel told you all this? Why would they know more about susto than your Lita or Enrique?”

“And why can Angel see them but we can’t if we’re all brujx?” Yadriel added.

Julian’s brain was starting to buzz with too much information. “Angel said that some folks in her círculo do a special ceremony, a ritual thing that lets them see the marks,” Julian said, doing his best to remember how Angel phrased it. “And their portajes get a special blessing from Lady Death. Her and her family can see them.”

Maritza’s expression darkened, and she let out a sharp laugh. “Convenient.”

“She’s seen Marca Huecas before,” Julian insisted. “She knew what mine was. And Luca’s. Angel might actually know how to help.”

Maritza’s eyes narrowed. “How do you even know she’s telling the truth? She could be feeding you a load of crap.”

Julian bristled, her words hitting a nerve. “She’s not lying!” he said firmly, the memory of Angel’s serious, almost haunted gaze flashing through his mind. “She can see the marks, Maritza. Mine. Luca’s. That’s real!”

Maritza crossed her arms, unimpressed. “Doesn’t mean we should just trust her without question,” she said. “What do you even know about Angel? Besides the fact that she’s a bruje from Texas?”

“Not every new person you meet is suspicious just because you don’t know them!” Julian shot back, his arms crossing over his chest as a shield.

“All right, let’s take a second to slow down,” Yadriel said, holding his hands up.

“How can you see the Marca Huecas, then? You didn’t do any special ceremony,” Maritza pointed out.

“I know!” Julian said, throwing his hands up. “None of it makes any sense to me! But Angel knows more than any of us do, and she offered to teach me how to see the Marca Huecas easier, how to help people who have them. She said not to worry—if a maligno shows up, she’ll handle the release.”

Yadriel tilted his head, considering that, but his dark eyes were full of concern. “Answers are goo— Wait.” Yadriel’s brow pinched. “Why would malignos even show up to begin with?”

“Exactly!” Maritza said. “It doesn’t make sense!”

“Why don’t you trust Angel?! She’s a bruje who can see Marca Huecas and use them to release malignos!” Julian snapped, his frustration bubbling to the surface. “This is literally what she does!”

“First of all,” Maritza said, her sharp tone cutting, “lower the bass in your voice.”

Julian snapped his mouth shut, cheeks burning.

“It’s just…” She let out a growl of frustration. “Angel used her portaje as a weapon. It doesn’t sit right with me, Jules. Something’s off.”

Julian turned to Yadriel. His boyfriend usually saw the good in people. “Yads, come on, you trust her, right?”

Yadriel hesitated, glancing between them. “I mean … it is strange to fight with your portaje,” he admitted, then exhaled. “But she’s another trans brujx.” His voice gentled. “I don’t think she’d hurt us.”

Julian blinked, surprised at the almost dreamy tone in Yadriel’s voice. It wasn’t like Yads to let down his guard, but Julian could see how much meeting someone like Angel meant to him. Yadriel looked at Angel and saw someone who understood—someone like him.

“Look,” Maritza said, breaking through Julian’s thoughts. “Releasing a spirit, even a maligno, is supposed to have care in it. Intention,” she stressed. “It’s not just about getting rid of a problem or fighting a danger. It’s about guiding someone home.”

Julian shifted uncomfortably. “That doesn’t mean Angel’s a bad bruje.”

“No,” Maritza agreed, “but it means I don’t trust how she treats the dead. Or what she’d do if she had to choose between helping someone—or just … cutting them loose.”

That landed harder than Julian expected.

“But I’ve got this spot, and Angel knows about them. I can see Marca Huecas,” Julian said, the words tumbling out. He looked between Yadriel and Maritza, voice catching and panic rising like a tide. “And I think I can help people with them—Luca at least. I don’t know how yet—but I have to try. I can’t let anything bad happen to Luca—!”

“Or you,” Yadriel added sternly with a frown.

“The point is,” Julian said, “that mark is growing.” He paused, then added, quieter, “All the stuff I’m seeing—hearing—it’s getting worse, and I know it’s got to do with this stupid thing—” He pointed to his chest, to the mark that neither of them could see.

Julian turned back to Yadriel, his voice pleading. “Yads, I need to do this. I need answers. I need to save Luca.”

Yadriel sighed, the tension in his shoulders visible. “I get it,” he said finally. “I do. And I’m not saying Angel is bad, but—” He reached out, resting a hand on Julian’s arm. “Malignos are dangerous. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

Julian’s heart squeezed at the concern in Yadriel’s voice. “I’ll be fine,” he said, though the weight of his own doubts lingered. “Angel’s going to teach me what to do. I’m not rushing into anything blind.”

Yadriel didn’t look convinced, but he nodded slowly. “Promise me you’ll be careful,” he said. “And if anything feels off, you leave and call me.”

Julian squeezed Yadriel’s hand, his voice low. “I promise.”

As they neared the school gates, the morning noise swallowed them—the slam of lockers, the echo of skate wheels over concrete, someone blasting music from a phone that needed better speakers.

The three of them slowed as the crowd thickened, students splitting off toward their first classes.

“Stay safe,” Yadriel murmured, releasing him reluctantly.

“Always am,” Julian lied, flashing a grin.

Maritza bumped his shoulder. “Text if you need backup. Don’t be stupid.”

“I may be dumb, but I’m not stupid,” Julian reassured her.

That, at least, made Maritza and Yadriel laugh.

And then they were gone, swallowed by the crowd. But the weight in Julian’s chest didn’t go anywhere. It only settled deeper.



The classroom was stuffy. Julian slouched in his chair in his usual post-lunch food coma, propping his chin on his hand as he gazed out the window. His biology teacher, Mr. Núñez, was droning on about osmosis, his voice a low hum like the static of an untuned radio. Outside, sunlight filtered through the jacaranda trees, their purple blossoms long gone, golden leaves clawing against a pale winter sky.

He should’ve been half asleep by now, same as everyone else, but a jittery energy buzzed under his skin. Maybe too much caffeine. Maybe not enough sleep.

Julian shifted uncomfortably in his seat as a faint prickle ran up the back of his neck. It wasn’t just boredom—something felt … off.

He scanned the classroom, his gaze darting over the hunched forms of his classmates, most of whom were either scribbling notes or staring blankly at their desks. No one seemed to notice anything unusual.

Still, the sensation lingered, an itch beneath his skin he couldn’t scratch. Mr. Núñez stood at the front of the room, gesturing toward a diagram of a cell membrane projected on the whiteboard. At first glance, everything seemed normal, but then Julian saw it—a dark, oily patch seeping through the front of Mr. Núñez’s starched white shirt, spreading slowly like ink in water.

Julian’s breath hitched. He blinked, his vision sharpening as the blotch pulsed faintly, almost alive. A murmur tickled his ears, indistinct and fleeting, like distant whispers carried on a breeze. He angled his head, trying to listen, but the voices remained just out of reach, swirling and overlapping until they became a static hum that burrowed into his skull.

The hairs on Julian’s arms stood on end. His fingers gripped the edge of his desk so tightly his knuckles turned white. His heart raced, each beat pounding like a drum in his chest.

“Julian?”

Mr. Núñez was staring at him, eyebrows raised in concern. The dark spot was gone, leaving nothing but an unblemished white shirt.

“Are you paying attention?” Mr. Núñez asked, his tone stern but tinged with worry. “You look a little pale.”

Julian forced a laugh, though it sounded hollow even to his own ears. “Yeah, sorry. Just…” He was too distracted to finish, still looking around the room.

Mr. Núñez’s frown deepened. He dipped his chin to look at Julian over his glasses. “Do you need to see the nurse?”

“Uh, no— Can I use the bathroom?” Julian asked, already half rising from his seat. He couldn’t stay in the room a second longer.

After a moment, Mr. Núñez sighed and nodded. “Take the hall pass.”

Julian grabbed the wooden paddle hanging by the door—a garish, hand-painted monstrosity shaped like a fish and emblazoned with the words GONE FISHING in glittery letters. He barely noticed the snickers from a few classmates as he bolted out the door.

He told himself he just needed air, but the longer he sat in that classroom, the heavier the air had felt—like someone had turned the oxygen down just for him. His brain kept replaying Angel’s warning about Marca Huecas and malignos, the weird figure he saw, and he couldn’t shake the thought that maybe it was in there with him, watching, waiting. Julian quickened his pace.

The hallway was empty, its fluorescent lights casting a sickly yellow glow that made the scuffed linoleum floors look waxy and unreal. Julian’s sneakers squeaked as he hurried past rows of lockers, his pulse pounding in his ears.

Once a safe distance from the classroom and other people, Julian leaned against the cold tile wall, his heart pounding. He fumbled for his phone. The scuffed clear case still held a torn piece of the first note Yadriel had ever written him—a crooked heart and his name signed in careful letters. Julian had never taken it out. He shot a quick text to Yadriel:

yads, come make out with me in the bathroom!

The reply came almost instantly:

Gross.

me or the bathroom?

The bathroom. Sometimes you.

Julian chuckled.

ok not the bathroom. janitor’s closet? pleeeeease?

He knew for a fact that the lock to the janitor’s closet in Hall C didn’t work because he used to hide out there freshman year when he wanted to ditch class but was too scared to sneak off campus.

A long pause.

Fine. Five minutes.

Julian exhaled, already feeling a bit steadier. If anyone could calm him, it was Yadriel.

He leaned against the wall near the janitor’s closet, his gaze darting down the empty hall. The buzz of the overhead lights was punctuated by the occasional echo of a door closing.

Then he felt it again—that prickling sensation, as if unseen eyes were boring into the back of his skull. Light flickered beneath the closet door, not the harsh white of fluorescents but a watery blue-green glow, like sunlight filtering through deep water.

His stomach clenched. The whispers returned, faint but insistent, threading through the air like the fizz of a shaken soda can just before it blows. Julian’s hand hovered over the doorknob. The metal felt icy beneath his fingertips. With a deep breath, he pushed the door open.

The air was too still. Thick. Like the room was holding its breath. His chest buzzed again—that low static he was starting to associate with the dark spot pulsing in his chest.

The closet was cramped and dim, its shelves lined with cleaning supplies, stacks of paper towels, and jugs of that powdery pink soap that smelled like marzipan. In the center of the closet sat a yellow mop bucket. The water inside glowed with an otherworldly light, ripples spreading across its surface as though something unseen had disturbed it.

Julian stepped closer, his breath hitching. The whispers grew louder, overlapping until they became a frantic cacophony. The water churned, frothing and splashing over the rim as if in a storm. Julian’s heart pounded, his instincts screaming at him to run, but his feet remained rooted to the spot.

A deep, guttural growl rumbled from the depths of the bucket, vibrating through Julian’s chest.

Golden eyes appeared in the reflection, glowing with an intensity that made his skin crawl.

“Julian…”

The whisper curled out of the shadows.

Soft. Crooked.

And familiar.

“Julian.”

A hand clamped down on his shoulder.

Julian yelped, spinning around so fast he nearly tripped over his own feet.

“Whoa! It’s me! It’s just me!” Yadriel’s wide eyes were a mix of shock and concern.

“Jesus, Yads!” Julian’s chest heaved as he struggled to catch his breath. He glanced back at the mop bucket, but the glow was gone. The water was still, murky, and unremarkable.

“What—what the hell was that?” Julian demanded, his voice shaky.

“What are you talking about?” Yadriel asked, looking between Julian and the bucket. “I just saw you standing here, staring at nothing.”

Julian’s hands fumbled for something to hold on to, finally gripping the doorframe as if it were the only thing anchoring him to reality. “I saw—I don’t know—the water, it was glowing, and there were eyes, and—and—and—!” His voice cut off, his mind struggling to piece together the fragmented images.

Yadriel placed a steadying hand on his arm. “You’re shaking,” he said softly.

Julian tried to nod but couldn’t stop the tremor in his limbs. “It’s—it’s gotta be the dark spot!” he muttered, pressing a hand to his chest where the faint throbbing ache had intensified. “It’s connected! I know it is!”

Yadriel’s brow furrowed with concern. “We’ll figure it out, Jules. I promise.”

Julian wanted to believe him, but the memory of those golden eyes burned in his mind. As Yadriel led him out of the closet and back into the fluorescent-lit hallway, Julian made a plan to find Angel. Whatever was happening, he needed answers, and quick.

He didn’t know how much time they had. But every whisper, every shadow said the same thing—not enough.







NINE
YADRIEL



Warm gold clung to the tops of houses as Yadriel and Maritza walked home. The air had cooled just enough to make Yadriel tuck his hands into his hoodie sleeves. He walked beside Maritza in silence, the full-volume commotion known as Julian having split off with Rocky, Luca, and Omar.

Yadriel kept replaying the exchange with Julian from earlier. Wide eyes. Rigid shoulders. Breaths coming in panicked gasps. It was as if Julian were trying to act normal but couldn’t pull it off because he was that scared.

He’d told Julian that they would figure it out, but he didn’t know how. Especially not without help from the other brujx.

Yadriel glanced at Maritza, who was scrolling through her phone, her brow furrowed in thought.

“Something’s wrong with Julian,” he said.

Maritza looked up from her phone, thumb hovering mid-scroll. “Uh, yeah, no kidding,” she said. “He looked like he’s one more hallucination away from a meltdown.”

Yadriel winced. “He texted me to meet him after lunch, and when I found him, he said he saw something in the janitor’s closet.”

Maritza made a face. “Gross.”

“It wasn’t like that,” Yadriel said, though a ghost of a smile pulled at his mouth. “He said there was … glowing water? Whispers. And he swore there were eyes staring back at him from a mop bucket.”

That made Maritza slow her pace. “Okay,” she said cautiously. “Gross and haunted.”

Yadriel’s chest tightened. He’d seen Julian scared before—flinching from shadows, hiding it behind jokes—but this was different. Maritza was right, he was haunted. Whatever Julian had stumbled into, it was brushing too close to the kind of danger Yadriel couldn’t exorcise with words.

Yadriel’s voice dropped. “Between that, susto, and the Marca Huecas…” He trailed off.

The pattern was starting to scare him. It wasn’t just one weird experience—it was threads weaving together, too deliberate to ignore. Whatever was happening to Julian wasn’t random, and if the magic was fraying around him, it meant something—or someone—was pulling at the edges.

Maritza rolled her eyes, sharp and immediate. “And he thinks Angel has the answers,” she said flatly.

Yadriel didn’t bite. “They’re the only other person we know who can see the marks. That’s useful.”

Maritza’s mouth flattened. “Useful isn’t the same as trustworthy.”

“We’ll take the help and keep our guard up,” Yadriel said, ending it.

He hated that she wasn’t wrong. But he also hated how helpless he felt. Julian was slipping through his fingers, and no matter how tight he tried to hold on, he couldn’t stop it.

Maritza sighed. “So what’s the plan?”

“I don’t know yet,” Yadriel said, hesitating. “Maybe if we can figure out how to cure the susto—his and Luca’s—”

“Then we’ve got a lead,” Maritza finished, nodding. “Okay. That means we need more information. About the marks. About susto.”

“Lita might know,” he suggested. “She’s dealt with soul stuff before. Whatever Julian’s seeing … it’s different.”

Maritza tapped her temple. “She always knows more than she lets on. And she’s so damn nosy.”

“You’re right,” Yadriel said, nodding. “We’d have to be careful how we ask about it.”

Lita was stubborn, but above all else, she always wanted to help. If they could steer the conversation and keep it away from “Julian has a cursed mark only he can see,” that would be for the best. Yadriel still didn’t trust Lita or his dad to listen to them and not fly off the handle. He needed to do what was best for Julian.

Yadriel’s pulse picked up. He could already picture the tight set of Julian’s jaw, the way he brushed off concern with a joke. He wasn’t okay. And if this kept spiraling … “We need to figure it out. Soon.”

“Before things get worse,” Maritza agreed.

They walked a few steps in silence. Then, an idea hit Yadriel.

There was someone else they could ask: Miguel.

Miguel had been sacrificed, just like Julian. If this Marca Hueca thing had to do with the sacrifice, then Miguel might’ve gone through something similar. Maybe he could see the marks, too. More important, Miguel was an adult Yadriel did trust. He’d had Yadriel’s back from the start of his transition, and Miguel knew when to keep secrets.

“We should talk to Miguel,” Yadriel told Maritza.

Her eyes lit up. “That’s a great idea!”

Yadriel grinned. Finally, a plan. “But we’re not showing up empty-handed. Conchas, minimum.”

Maritza chuckled. “Obviously. If we want emotionally repressed revelations, we bring carbs.”

“Exactly.” He bumped his shoulder into hers.

“But first we need to understand what we’re dealing with.”

And Lita hopefully would have the answer.



Simmering fruit and spices greeted Yadriel and Maritza as they stepped through the door of Yadriel’s house. The warmth of the kitchen enveloped them like a comforting blanket, a sharp contrast to the crisp December air outside. The rich aroma of guavas, apples, and cinnamon curled through the air.

Maritza elbowed him with a grin. “Ponche!” She gasped, beelining toward the stove.

Yadriel couldn’t bring himself to match her energy.

Lita stood nearby, apron dusted with sugar, her silver hair pinned into a loose bun. She hummed softly—a melody Yadriel couldn’t name but had heard a hundred times before. Her voice, the smells, the soft bubbling on the stove—it should’ve soothed him. But all it did was churn the tight knot in his chest.

Lita turned, a wide smile gracing her face. “Niños, just in time! The ponche’s almost ready. You can help me with the tamales after a cup. We’re going to need a bigger freezer!” she added, chuckling to herself.

Maritza already had a mug in hand and was sipping from it dramatically. “We’re not here for tamales, Lita,” she said.

Yadriel squared his shoulders, doing his best to be brave. “We have questions.”

Lita’s smile faltered. “What’s on your mind, mi amor?”

Yadriel hesitated. He could feel Maritza watching him. But it was Lita’s steady, quiet presence that helped him push the words out. “It’s about susto.”

Lita’s brow knit. “Susto is not something people ask about lightly,” she said, wiping her hands on her apron. “Why are you asking now?”

Before he could answer, Maritza stepped in. “We’ve heard things. But no one ever explains it. Not really. We realized you’re probably the one who knows best.”

Lita’s eyes stayed on Yadriel, quiet and unblinking. He shifted under the weight of her gaze. Finally, she nodded and motioned for them to sit. “What do you want to know?”

Yadriel took a deep breath. “I know what susto is—or I thought I did. I had it after my mom died. I was so depressed, I barely remember any of it. But…”

He trailed off, unsure how to say it without unraveling. Maritza gave him a tiny nod, her expression unusually serious.

“We just … want to understand the parts no one talks about,” she said. “The stuff healers know. The things that don’t show up in books or rituals.”

Lita nodded slowly. “Susto is a terrible sickness,” she said. “Not just grief. It’s when the soul dislodges—sometimes from shock, sometimes from pain. Suffering. The stronger the emotions, the harder it is for your soul to stay tethered to your body.”

Maritza tapped her fingers against her ponche mug. “What happens when someone has it? What does it look like?”

Lita tilted her head at the question, as if it puzzled her. Yadriel exchanged a look with Maritza—that seemed to confirm Lita didn’t know about the dark spots, either.

“It varies,” Lita said. “Some people become restless. Others feel disconnected—like they’re watching themselves live from the outside. You’ll see fatigue, emotional numbness. A deep … absence.”

She turned to Yadriel. “You remember, mijo,” she said gently.

“I do,” he said quietly. “But with Julian, it’s different.” His voice dropped. “Lita … do you think he has it?”

Lita’s face fell. She folded her hands in her lap and let out a heavy sigh. “Yes, mijo. I do.”

Yadriel’s stomach dropped. “Can you see it?”

Lita frowned. “See it?” she repeated.

Yadriel quickly course corrected. “How long have you known?”

Lita hesitated, but then she sighed deep, sinking farther into her seat. “Since the first time I met him,” she said even more gently. “The fear, the pain—it was all there, etched into him. He’d been through something terrible. I could see it in his aura.”

“You knew?” Yadriel’s voice rose before he could stop it. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

Lita flinched. “Because healing from susto isn’t something you can force. It’s delicate work. Julian needed time. He still needs time.”

Yadriel clenched his fists in his lap, guilt biting at him. How had he missed it? He was Julian’s boyfriend, he should’ve been the first to notice.

“Sometimes people cling to their pain because it’s all they’ve known,” Lita continued sadly. “Or because they’re afraid of what comes next, if they let it go. In very bad cases, the soul doesn’t just leave—it fractures. Pieces scatter. That’s when you need a recuperación del alma.”

“A soul retrieval?” Yadriel echoed.

Lita nodded. “The healer has to call those scattered pieces back, gently, like coaxing doves home. It’s careful work. You can’t force a soul to return if it’s not ready.”

Yadriel frowned. “But I didn’t do that when I brought Julian back.”

“No,” Lita said softly. “You called him back whole. But if he was already fractured before he died … those missing pieces might have stayed behind.”

Her words hit like a cold wind. Yadriel thought about Julian’s brightness, his constant need to prove he was okay, how hard he smiled when he didn’t want to talk about himself. The cracks were there—they always had been.

Yadriel’s heart thudded. “Would there be a … sign? Like something left behind where a piece of his soul used to be?”

Lita paused, as if weighing something, then nodded slowly. “Sometimes, yes. Not something most people could see, though. More like a scar on the spirit. An emptiness.”

Yadriel’s mind was already racing—the Marca Hueca. The hollow dark spot on Julian’s chest. Angel’s ability to see them. Luca’s mark. All the dots were connecting now, like a constellation only he and Julian could trace.

“They’re called Marca Huecas,” he murmured, more to himself than to Lita. “Hollow marks. Soul scars.”

Lita’s brows drew together. “You’ve seen them?”

“I haven’t,” he admitted. “But Julian can. And so can someone else. Someone who’s been helping him.”

Lita didn’t press, but the wrinkle between her brows deepened. “If that’s true … then Julian may not just be carrying susto. He may be carrying the space where part of his soul should be.”

Maritza sat forward. “So what do we do?”

Yadriel’s voice came out hoarse. “Tell me how to help him.”

Lita’s eyes softened. “You already are. By loving him. That’s where it begins.” She set a steaming mug of alcohol-free ponche on the table and nudged it toward him. “But since you’re asking for the rest—drink.”

He drank. The cinnamon hit first, then the orange peel—comfort scents that made his chest ache. He remembered being the one shivering after his mom died, Lita moving around him the same way.

She gathered a stub of copal and a bundle of tea leaves with quick, practiced hands, her knuckles like knots of a tree. “Keep him fed and warm, and he needs good sleep,” she said. “Souls mend faster in rested bodies.”

Yadriel nodded too fast. Rested bodies. He pictured Julian pretending he wasn’t cold, cracking jokes while he shivered. Had he dragged Julian back wrong? Left a thread behind? The thought bit deep. He shoved it down and listened.

A match flared. Sweet smoke rose. “Limpia—copal over the head and heart—and a ruda tea,” Lita said. “I’ll show you the brew again.”

He watched the smoke curl and imagined tracing the same circles over Julian’s sternum. It’d be hard to get him to sit still. His hands would probably shake. He could practice on himself first.

Her gaze sharpened. “No listening for whispers, no following shadows. If anything calls his name, he turns away and calls you, or me. Names are hooks.”

She tapped Yadriel’s sternum. “Give him an anchor. Something to ground him when the pulling starts.”

“His necklace,” Yadriel said. He pictured Julian’s St. Jude medal on its thin chain, the way Julian thumbed it when he was nervous. Good. A thing to hold on to.

Lita set a candle between them. “At dusk, you can light a candle and breathe with him. In four, hold two, out six. Think of roots.”

Yadriel counted it in his head—four, two, six—and felt his shoulders drop a fraction. He could do that. He could be steady.

“Write down when and where the mark flares. Time, place, what he felt. Patterns tell us how to treat a wound.”

Yadriel was already mentally labeling a notebook page: Date. Time. Trigger. Aftercare. He’d text Maritza to help track when he missed something.

“No heavy places, no stray portajes, and if it worsens—fever, chills, lost time—you bring him straight home to me or your father.” She squeezed his hand. “You love him. Do these, and you’ll hold him steady.”

It still didn’t feel like enough, but at least it was a plan, and a plan was something he could carry.

Yadriel looked down at their clasped hands. The list steadied him—sleep, warmth, smoke, breath, anchors—things he could actually do. But questions pressed at the edges. Julian’s susto, the Marca Hueca, Angel’s strange link—none of it felt separate anymore.

A hand rested on his shoulder. Maritza. “We’ll figure it out,” she said quietly. “He’s not alone. Neither are you.”

Yadriel nodded. The ache in his chest didn’t disappear, but it dulled just enough to make room for something else.

Determination.

Maritza nudged his shoulder. “Conchas for courage?”

“Conchas for information,” Yadriel said, already turning.

If the elders were seeing disturbed vigils and quiet corners, Miguel would be the one to tell them.



The small panadería smelled like heaven—bread and sugar mingling with the faint aroma of cinnamon and chocolate. Yadriel grabbed a tray and tongs, his movements mechanical as he tried to focus on selecting the perfect concha. The warmth of the shop, usually comforting, felt oppressive against the weight of his thoughts. His stomach churned with an uneasy mix of guilt and dread.

“Come on, Yads.” Maritza tapped her foot impatiently. “Miguel’s probably waiting.”

“Relax.” His voice was clipped, sharper than he intended. He softened his tone as he placed the concha in a paper bag. “He’ll appreciate this.”

They walked the rest of the way to Miguel’s house in silence, the tension between them palpable. Yadriel’s mind churned, replaying every strange thing Julian had told him, every worried glance he’d caught on his boyfriend’s face. It all felt like puzzle pieces scattered across a table, and no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t see the full picture.

When they turned onto Miguel’s street, the familiar rumble of a motorcycle broke through Yadriel’s thoughts. Miguel pulled into the driveway, cutting the engine with practiced ease. He swung a leg over the bike, his mid-length wavy brown hair catching the light in a way that made him look like he’d stepped out of a movie. His leather jacket gleamed, the boots he wore scuffed but sturdy.

Miguel always exuded a confidence that Yadriel admired, even envied.

“Yads! Maritza!” he called, his broad smile so effortlessly warm it almost made Yadriel forget why they were there. “What can I do for you two?”

Yadriel held up the bag. “A thank-you,” he said, trying to match Miguel’s lighthearted tone, though his voice betrayed a hint of tension.

Miguel chuckled, accepting the concha with a knowing look. “You know me too well. Come inside,” he said, ushering them to the door on the side of the house.

The garage smelled of motor oil and sawdust, a combination of work and comfort that was undeniably Miguel. The space was cluttered but orderly, walls lined with pegboards holding an assortment of tools, neatly hung like pieces of an intricate puzzle. An old sofa sat against one wall, its faded upholstery a testament to years of use, while a mismatched armchair faced a small TV perched on a wooden crate. The faint murmur of a soccer match echoed through the garage, blending with the low metallic clink of tools as Miguel set his keys down on the workbench.

Miguel gestured for them to take a seat, his easy smile comforting the tension in Yadriel’s chest. “Make yourselves at home,” he said, settling into the armchair with a creak of worn springs.

His demeanor shifted from casual to serious. “So, what’s going on? Sounded important.”

Yadriel hesitated, his throat tightening. He glanced at Maritza, who gave him an encouraging nod. “Weird things have been happening to Julian since Día de Muertos,” he began, his voice quieter than he intended. “We’re not sure who else to talk to.”

Miguel’s brows furrowed, concern flickering across his face. “Like what?”

“He’s been seeing these … dark spots,” Yadriel said, the words feeling heavy on his tongue. “And hearing things. Whispers, voices. Sometimes he sees shadows or glowing eyes,” he explained, thinking about how haunting it had been to find his boyfriend frozen with fright as he stared into the janitor’s closet earlier that day.

Miguel leaned back, his expression grave. “That’s … not good. And you’ve never seen these dark spots yourself?”

Yadriel shook his head, a pang of guilt twisting in his chest. He’d tried so hard to be there for Julian, but this was something he couldn’t see, couldn’t touch. “No.”

Miguel’s gaze flicked to Maritza. “You?”

She shook her head, her lips pressed into a thin line. “Nope. Just Julian. It’s freaking him out.”

“He’s been seeing them on other people, too,” Yadriel added. “His friend Luca.”

Miguel hummed in response, raking a hand through his wavy hair as he gazed, transfixed, at the dark corner of the garage. Yadriel could see the cogs of his brain working, deep in thought as he mulled over Yadriel’s words.

Yadriel leaned forward, his hands clasped tightly in his lap. “You were sacrificed, just like Julian. Have you ever experienced anything like this?”

Miguel’s expression darkened, his hesitation palpable. “No,” he said after a pause. “Not really.”

“Not really?” Maritza’s tone was sharp, pinning the words down for interrogation. “What does that mean?”

Miguel’s fingers drummed on the arm of the old leather chair, the rhythmic sound a steady counterpoint to the distant hum of a passing car outside. His jaw tightened, and for a moment, he seemed to wrestle with himself, weighing the words he was about to say. Finally, his voice came, low and measured, like he was hesitant to let it out.

“Sometimes, places go … wrong,” he said. “The energy of spirits feels a beat off. It isn’t voices or eyes. It isn’t a pull. It’s an absence.”

Maritza squinted. “Since when?”

“I’ve always had a feel for it,” Miguel said. “After I came back, it sharpened. But that’s not ‘I died, so now I’m psychic.’ It’s experience. Any older brujo learns to read a room like that.”

Yadriel leaned in. “Did you tell anyone? About any of this?”

Miguel rubbed the back of his neck. “Some of it. I told Enrique and Lita when spirits started going missing.”

“But not the rest?” Yadriel asked. “Julian says he feels haunted.”

Miguel hesitated. “Not haunted, the opposite. Places that used to hum go flat. Favorite corners go quiet, like a note missing from the chord. I don’t sense anyone coming. I notice when they should be there and aren’t.” He glanced away, jaw tight. “Sometimes I get a dull pressure behind my eyes right before we find a stripped altar. That’s all.”

Yadriel lined it up in his head. Miguel felt absence—spaces gone flat. While Julian felt presence—whispers, eyes—that shone. Different instruments playing the same song.

He looked to Miguel, whose expression was tight, nearly a wince. Yadriel had known his cousin his whole life, and he knew exactly what that face meant—

Guilt.

“What is it?” Yadriel asked, not bothering to deal with preamble.

Miguel rubbed his jaw, eyes flicking toward the closed office door. “Spirits have been vanishing.”

“Vanishing?” Maritza echoed.

“They stop showing up where they always do,” Miguel said. “Vigils look … disturbed. Candles knocked over, wax gouged like something dragged through it. Offerings gone.” He exhaled. “And in two places, the portajes were missing from private altars. Not broken, removed.”

Maritza’s mouth tightened. “So it’s not just messy altars. Someone’s taking things.”

“We don’t know who yet, or why,” Miguel said. “But the older brujos are on edge. We’re checking sites quietly, always in pairs.”

Yadriel’s jaw worked. The shape he and Lita had been circling finally had edges.

Heat rose in Yadriel’s chest. “Okay,” he said, not shocked so much as grim. “So what’s the plan, and how do we help? Why didn’t anyone tell us?”

Miguel met his eyes, steady. “Because your dad and Lita are trying to protect you,” he said. “You’re young. They wanted you safe.” His tone softened. “But I also know what you two can handle.”

He glanced between them. “Here’s what you do. If you see a stripped altar, toppled candles, gouged wax or ash lines, or hear a spirit stopped showing up—tell your dad or me immediately. No solo trips. Don’t touch any portaje you didn’t bring.”

Yadriel clenched his jaw, anger and worry warring in his ribs. “You all should have looped us in sooner,” Yadriel added, quieter now. “If we knew what to watch for, we could’ve caught it faster. We’re not kids.”

“I know,” Miguel said. “That’s why I’m telling you.”

Maritza hit her limit. “He brought people back from THE DEAD!” she shouted. “Something no other brujo has done in, like, THOUSANDS of years! WITHOUT your so-called protection!”

“So why are they keeping secrets from us?” Yadriel asked, exasperated and desperate. “What more do I have to do?”

Miguel held up a hand, his tone calm but unyielding. “It’s not about keeping secrets. It’s about keeping you safe.”

“Safe?” Yadriel repeated, his voice rising. “How safe is Julian right now? He’s seeing things no one else can, and none of us know how to help him. How does hiding the truth protect anyone?”

Maritza crossed her arms, anger radiating off her in waves. “It’s CLEARLY not working!” She threw her hands in the air, exasperated. “Now we’ve got Julian out here with PTSD and seeing glowing mop buckets! Great job, guys!”

Miguel pinched the bridge of his nose, sighing. “Maritza—”

“No, I’m serious!” she continued, gesturing wildly. “You’re trying to protect us, but instead, Julian’s got one foot in the spirit world and the other in full-on therapy territory!”

“We don’t need them to shield us,” Yadriel said, trying to calm himself down. “We need them to TRUST us,” he insisted.

“Hey, I’m on your side!” Miguel interjected. “I know full well how capable you are—you both are,” he said, looking between Yadriel and Maritza. He let out a weak laugh and shook his head. “I’m alive because of you two.”

Miguel’s sincerity popped Yadriel’s anger like a bubble. Miguel wasn’t who he was mad at. This wasn’t his fault. But that didn’t change the fact that they needed to figure out how to help Julian before it was too late.

The sense of helplessness Yadriel felt in his chest was suffocating. How could he protect Julian when he didn’t even know what he was up against?

“So, what do we do?” Yadriel asked finally, his voice barely above a whisper now.

Miguel studied him for a long moment, his gaze steady and reassuring. “If Julian’s connected to this, you need to figure out how. And you need to keep an eye on him. Don’t let him face this alone.”

Yadriel nodded, determination hardening his resolve. He couldn’t afford to let his own insecurities cloud his judgment—Julian needed him. “We need more answers. More information.”

He turned to Maritza. “We try what Lita told us—care plan, notes, no heavy places.”

Maritza scowled. “Finally, a plan.”

“And we keep her looped in as much as we can,” Yadriel added. “We follow the care plan and figure out why spirits are going missing.”

Miguel smiled faintly. “Good luck. And if you need me, I’m here,” he added, leaning forward to place a reassuring hand on Yadriel’s shoulder. The warmth of his touch grounded Yadriel, a lifeline amid the swirling chaos of his thoughts.

“Also…” He glanced away, a little sheepish. “Don’t tell Lita I told you guys about the disappearances, okay? Or I’ll be in deep-shit trouble,” he said with a nervous laugh.

“Or we’ll all be in deep-shit trouble,” Maritza corrected him.

“We won’t,” Yadriel promised. “Thanks, Miguel,” he said. “For everything.”

Maritza stood abruptly, brushing off her jeans with a decisive slap. “Enough moping. Let’s go. We’ve got tea to brew and a log to set up.”

Yadriel cracked a smile at her bravado, but the new pieces gnawed at him. Vanishing spirits, cut tethers, missing portajes. The answers felt close enough to touch.

Now they just had to keep Julian steady long enough to reach them.







TEN
JULIAN



Yadriel had turned his room into a Walmart endcap for “comfort.” Blanket. Candle. Steam curling out of a chipped mug that smelled like someone had boiled a bush.

“I’m not drinking plants,” Julian said, arching an eyebrow as he sat cross-legged on Yadriel’s bed.

“You are,” Yadriel told him, tucking the blanket around Julian’s legs as if he were a burrito. His voice was soft but tight at the edges. “Warm helps.”

Purrcaso hopped onto the bed as though she were supervising. Julian tickled his fingers down her bony, crooked spine.

He sniffed the tea. Hedge in a cup. Great. He took a token sip anyway and grimaced. He caught the way Yadriel’s mouth pinched, as if he were bracing for refusal, and took a second sip just to keep that look from getting worse.

Great—now he’d officially reached “delicate Victorian invalid” status. Still, Yadriel’s hands trembled when he lit the candle, and Julian’s stomach knotted. For someone who always had answers, Yadriel looked one wrong breath away from breaking.

Julian’s chest ached with something equal parts guilt and warmth. He hated being the reason Yadriel’s voice went all careful like that—and hated more that he needed it.

“Ruda’s not here to impress you,” Yadriel said, lighting the candle. “Breathe with me. In four, hold two, out six. Think roots.”

Witch cardio, but he did it. Inhale four, hold two, exhale six. The flame wobbled when he blew too hard.

“Slower on the out breath,” Yadriel murmured, scooting close until their knees touched. His hand hovered, then found the St. Jude medal at Julian’s throat. His thumb brushed the charm as if it might break. Julian swallowed. No one ever handled him gently, like he was something worth protecting. “Anchor. If it pulls, you grab this. No listening for whispers—”

“I’m not listening for them. They keep coming for me,” Julian muttered.

“If anything says your name, you turn away and call me,” Yadriel told him. “Names are hooks.”

“Names are hooks?” Julian frowned, tilting his head to the side. “What’s that mean?”

A flush rose in Yadriel’s cheeks. “I’m not sure—just, please.”

“Drama,” Julian muttered, but Yadriel’s eyes were steady, worried, and very not dramatic. He nodded. “Okay.”

“Limpia,” Yadriel said. His hand shook once as he lifted the little dish of copal. He steadied it and pretended he hadn’t. Sweet smoke rose. He wafted it over Julian’s head and chest—small circles, careful and slow.

The room smelled like church, if church didn’t judge him. He could feel the seriousness rolling off Yadriel in waves, as if he were holding the whole world still with breath and a candle.

“Okay?” Yadriel asked.

Julian shrugged, softer than a joke. “Better than detention,” he said, which earned the tiniest twitch of a smile.

Yadriel passed over a pen and a small spiral notebook, first page labeled in neat block letters: DATE / TIME / WHERE / WHAT IT FELT LIKE / AFTERCARE.

“You made me a homework sheet for my soul?” Julian chuckled.

“Start logging every time it happens,” Yadriel said, ears coloring. “Time, place, how you felt, what you saw.”

Julian stared at the notebook like it was written in hieroglyphics. “You’re asking me to remember all that when I can’t even remember how this sentence started,” he joked.

Yadriel tried very hard not to smile. “Patterns help. If it flares, write it down. If it doesn’t, write that, too.”

Julian flipped the cover and slid the notebook into his jacket pocket. They breathed with the candle again. In four. Hold two. Out six. Somewhere between rounds three and four, the static under Julian’s ribs dipped from mad hornet to annoyed fly.

“Huh,” he said, rubbing his chest. “It actually helped.”

Yadriel sat up straighter, his big, beautiful brown eyes going wide. “Really?”

“Don’t get too excited,” Julian said with a tired grin. He slouched into Yadriel’s shoulder, borrowing the steadiness. “The mark is still there, but I’ll take what I can get. And I still hate the tea,” he added, teasing.

“You don’t have to like it,” Yadriel said, resting his temple against Julian’s. “You just have to let it help.”

Julian grinned at his boyfriend. “I appreciate you.”

Yadriel smiled.

“Hey,” Julian said, noticing something. “You’re still wearing your binder. Five-minute break, yeah?”

“After,” Yadriel promised.

Julian narrowed his eyes. “Maritza told me to stay on you about it.”

“I know,” Yadriel said, flushing. “Just not right now. I will take it off early tonight, promise.”

On the quilt, Julian’s phone buzzed. Angel’s text popped up on his cracked screen.

Headed to Denny’s. See you there.

He flicked the notification away, thumb hovering for a second over his notes app. Half of it was chaos—dumb joke ideas, ghost theories, reminders he never followed—but pinned at the top was one tiny note that was just Yadriel’s exact coffee order. Vanilla syrup, soymilk, extra shot with a sprinkle of cinnamon. He kept it there so on bad days he could show up with the right drink without asking, like it was no big deal.

The old itch tugged his attention toward the corner where the shadows pooled. He caught his St. Jude medal in his fist and looked at Yadriel instead.

“Hey,” Yadriel said quietly, catching the glance. “Eyes here.”

Julian exhaled, long, like they’d practiced. “I’m good,” he said. Not totally true, but truer than before.

“Text me if anything bad or weird happens,” Yadriel said. “And if you hear your name—”

“I call you,” Julian finished. He knocked their knees together, then hesitated. The candlelight put gold in Yadriel’s lashes. Up close, the worry was obvious. His too-bright helpfulness, the way he’d overprepared the room, that single shake of his hand.

Trying so hard it hurt.

“Hey,” Julian said, voice low. “Thank you. For … all of this. Even if I act like a jerk about the hedge tea.” His mouth pulled to one side. “You’re trying really hard. I see it.”

Some of the tension eased out of Yadriel’s shoulders. “You’re not a jerk,” he said. “You’re my boyfriend.”

The word still startled Julian sometimes—“boyfriend”—like he’d stolen something precious and somehow gotten to keep it.

“Gross,” Julian said automatically, but it came out warm. He grabbed his board and patted the notebook in his pocket. “Keep the candle for when I’m back?”

“And the tea,” Yadriel said, teasing on purpose now, as if he knew Julian needed the tone lighter. “In case you survive and need more.”

Julian rolled his eyes, stood, and pressed a quick kiss to Yadriel’s forehead. “I’ll text you,” he said. “Promise.”

“Be safe,” Yadriel said.

Julian stepped into the hall, walking a little lighter than he had all day. He was not sold on plants or smoke. But the space in his chest wasn’t quite as sharp, and someone who loved him was keeping a candle lit. For now, that was enough.



The neon OPEN sign above Denny’s flickered, casting red light over Julian’s face as he stepped inside. The scents of grease, coffee, and syrup-smothered stress smacked him square in the face.

It was crowded—truck drivers hunched over bottomless mugs, parents herding overtired kids, couples scrolling silently through their phones. The hum of life, soft and aimless.

Angel sat alone near the back, stretched across one side of a booth. Leather jacket, one boot up, one down, mug in hand, gold eyes already on him. She looked relaxed, but Julian could feel the tension coiled beneath her skin—like a panther sunbathing with one eye open.

He hesitated just inside the doorway. Something poking at the back of his head thought this was a bad idea, but Luca’s Marca Hueca wasn’t getting better, and if Angel really knew how to fix it, Julian didn’t have the luxury of common sense.

“You made it,” Angel said, her voice low and amused. She raised her mug to her lips but didn’t drink. Steam curled around her jawline.

Julian slid into the seat across from her. “You thought I’d flake on diner coffee?” he said, leaning back as if he weren’t vibrating with nerves. He kept it casual. Kept it funny. If he pretended he was fine long enough, maybe he would be.

Angel raised an eyebrow, grinning. “You’re twitchy.”

“Thanks,” Julian replied, resting both forearms on the sticky table. His fingers started drumming. Nothing said “mentally stable” like Morse-coding your panic into laminate.

Her smirk deepened. “Good. Keeps you sharp.”

Angel leaned forward. The movement was small, but her gaze sharpened—like she’d just flipped a switch. “You ready?”

His first instinct was to joke, to deflect—but the look in her eyes made it impossible. He was here for Luca’s sake, so he wouldn’t back out.

Julian nodded. “Just tell me what to do.”

Angel straightened a little. “You keep saying you hear things—caves, whispers, shadows. Don’t fight it tonight. Try opening. See if anything answers.”

Julian nodded, but Angel just kept staring at him.

He blinked. “What, like, right now? Here?” he said, glancing around at the very full diner.

Angel arched an eyebrow. “Just trust me.”

Julian did. He turned his head slowly, trying to let his eyes relax. Booths. Greasy menus. The same tired server topping off mugs. A man in a puffy jacket snoring into his pancakes. A couple holding hands but not talking. A teenager scrolling through TikTok with dead eyes.

Just people.

And then … not just people.

The shadows deepened at the edges of his vision. At first he thought it was the dim lighting, but then—there they were. Like oil slicks spreading across shirts and jackets. Faint and flickering at first, but as he looked harder, they thickened into shapes. Writhing black masses clung to the chests of nearly everyone in the room, pulsing like second hearts made of smoke.

Julian’s spine stiffened. “Holy shit.”

Angel took a sip of her coffee, unfazed. “Yeah. Denny’s is a great place for spotting emotional decay.”

Julian’s gaze swept the room. The waitress had a ragged black blotch stretching across her chest. The arguing couple both had tendrils curling from their sternums. Even the old man by the jukebox—just sitting there, still—had something heavy and flickering hanging from his heart.

“They’re everywhere,” Julian murmured, his voice catching. “How did I not see this before?”

“You weren’t tuned in,” Angel said. Her voice was calm, almost clinical. “People think sadness is invisible. It’s not. You just need the right kind of eyes.”

Julian swallowed the lump in his throat. “This is what you see? Every day?”

Angel gave a small shrug. “Most days. Holiday season makes it worse. All that pressure to feel joy—it cracks people open. These things thrive in the cracks.”

He looked back at the shadows. It made his chest ache.

“Okay,” he said, shifting slightly in his seat. “So what now?”

“Now you listen. Not with your ears. With this.” She reached out and tapped two fingers against the center of his chest. The gesture was light but startling.

Julian flinched but nodded. He closed his eyes.

The diner’s clatter and hum blurred into a low haze. He focused on his breath, on the pressure of the tabletop beneath his palms. The air had a bite to it, a chemical chill under the fried smells. A draft whispered against his ankles every time the door opened.

And then—there. A prickle.

“I feel … something,” Julian murmured.

“Stay with it,” Angel said, softer. “If it’s the same thing that’s been after you, you’ll feel it pull.”

The current sharpened, then swerved. Not a voice. A drag. Heavy. Close. Wrong.

Julian’s spine locked. “It’s … not that. Not the same.”

Angel’s eyes narrowed. “Then what?”

The pull yanked, hard enough to tilt him in his seat.

“There,” he said, already sliding out of the booth.

Angel rose with him. “I’m with you.”

Outside, the night air slapped him hard enough to steal his breath. The pull didn’t fade. It hooked deeper, jerking him into motion. Angel kept pace at his shoulder, matching his steps instead of leading.

“You’re doing better than I expected,” she said, low. “Don’t try to control it.”

“I’m not,” Julian said through chattering teeth. “It’s driving.”

The evening breeze carried the scents of grilled corn and car exhaust as Julian and Angel walked up to Mariachi Plaza.

The plaza was a splash of color against the dusk—strings of warm lights zigzagged overhead, casting a soft glow over the cracked pavement. Banners advertising Christmas posadas flapped lazily from lampposts. The usual sound of trumpets and violins was notably absent.

Julian’s sneakers crunched over litter as he followed the pull toward the center of the plaza. His gaze snagged on the domed bandstand, empty and echoing, then on the statue of Lucha Reyes. The bronze singer stood tall in a traditional ranchera dress, her hand raised mid-note, her eyes defiant as she stared down the plaza.

His breath came in pale puffs, curling in the air before vanishing. But underneath the chill, something else clung to the space—a slow, creeping wrongness. It settled into his bones.

Julian’s chest tugged—that strange inner gravity, like a thread laced through his ribs was being pulled taut. It pulled him east, across the street, toward—

“There,” Julian murmured, nodding toward a sagging building in the distance.

The sign above the entrance was sun-bleached and cracked. Letters missing. Boarded-up windows. A bent chain-link fence encircled it like a warning.

Angel’s glance flicked to him. “Still pulling?”

He nodded, swallowing hard. “Yeah.”

“Then we follow.”

With that, Angel vaulted the fence like it was nothing, swinging over with feline grace and landing in a crouch.

Julian stared after them. “Seriously?” he muttered, then hoisted himself up—graceless, louder than he meant to be—and tumbled down the other side in a tangle of limbs and shoelaces.

Angel offered a hand without comment. Their face was unreadable in the dim light, but their gold eyes flicked to him briefly. “You good?”

Julian took the hand, nodded. “Totally nailed the landing.”

Angel’s lips twitched.

They moved as one now, steps soft, weaving through debris toward the entrance. The static buzz in Julian’s chest grew louder, more pointed, zeroing in like a tuning fork.

They reached the door. Chains wrapped through the handles, long rusted and crusted with grime. Angel knelt and pulled bolt cutters from their bag.

Julian blinked. “You just carry those around?”

Angel didn’t look up. “Some of us like to be prepared.” A loud snip echoed down the empty street. The chains clattered to the ground, and Angel pushed open the doors.

The building exhaled dust and cold and something worse. Inside, the space was all shadows and ruin. Shelves half-toppled. Mannequin heads turned at unnatural angles. Broken bottles. Graffiti looping like wild thoughts across every wall.

But beneath it all, Julian could feel it—something watching.

Angel’s hand slipped to her portaje, but she didn’t draw it yet. She was scanning. Waiting.

Julian followed her eyes, his skin buzzing as if he’d been plugged into something wrong.

Then—movement.

Angel’s gaze snapped to a dark corner of the shop, where the moonlight couldn’t quite reach. Julian squinted, and at first, it looked like nothing. Just shadow on shadow.

Then the shape moved.

Writhing.

Waiting.

From the edge of the shadows, something began to take shape—not with a dramatic entrance but like smoke slowly thickening into form.

A girl.

She sat hunched in the far corner, trembling. Her limbs jerked in unnatural, twitchy spasms, like her body couldn’t remember how to move properly. A tortoiseshell peineta crowned her head, holding up stringy dark hair that clung to her face. Her shoulders shook as if she were crying, though no sound came out.

She wore a quinceañera gown—or what was left of it. Layers of white tulle and satin hung from her like fog, torn and soiled, stained with streaks of black sludge. A single satin glove still clung to one hand, the other bare and twitching. One foot was bare. The other wore a delicate heel that dangled loosely, like she’d forgotten how to stand in it.

On her wrist, Julian spotted a wilted corsage—its petals shriveled and blackened like they’d been scorched.

His breath caught.

Not just a girl. A maligno.

He could almost see the moment that should’ve been—her spinning beneath papel picado and lights, a mariachi band playing behind her, family gathered, proud and joyful. She should’ve been smiling. She should’ve been surrounded by people who loved her.

Now, she was alone in a room that stank of mildew and rot, collapsed in on herself like a marionette with its strings cut. Her face lifted slightly—and Julian saw that her eyes were gone, swallowed by inky, hollow voids.

“Damn,” he whispered, a lump forming in his throat. “She’s just a girl.”

“Was a girl,” Angel corrected, voice flat, never looking away from the maligno, like they’d already decided that sympathy didn’t get a vote. “Now she’s dangerous.”

They stepped forward, drawing their portaje in a single fluid motion. The blade gleamed cold and sharp in the half-light.

Julian hesitated, startled by the clean efficiency of it all. “That doesn’t bother you?”

Angel’s jaw tightened, but they didn’t answer. Their eyes were locked on the spirit.

“It’s time,” she said, voice ringing low and clear. Power thrummed beneath the words.

The girl-spirit flinched. For one brief, flickering moment, she looked frightened—like a cornered animal. Julian’s stomach twisted.

“Wait—!”

But then she lunged, erupting from the shadows with a guttural sound that scraped across the walls like tearing silk.

Angel was already moving, their reaction seamless—dodging to the left, foot sliding over debris, portaje raised. They didn’t hesitate, didn’t flinch. Every movement was practiced, precise, like a dancer who’d done this a hundred times before.

Julian stood frozen at first, stunned by the transformation. He’d seen Yadriel release spirits before—graceful, yes, but reverent. Angel moved like someone burning something out.

Julian’s fists clenched. He had no portaje. Just fear and the static crawling over his skin.

“Careful!” he called out, his voice cracking.

The maligno’s hollow gaze snapped to him. Cold slammed into him like a wave, and he ducked as a shadow limb lashed past his head. Wood exploded behind him.

“Left flank!” Angel barked.

“I don’t know what that means!” Julian yelled, scrambling to the side anyway. His breath came fast and uneven. His blood vibrated in his veins, his whole body on high alert.

Angel drew the thing’s attention again, sliding to flank it, eyes sharp.

Julian’s instincts screamed to run, but he wouldn’t leave Angel.

The fight unfolded in flashes of motion and bursts of shadow. The maligno girl shrieked and twisted, lashing out with limbs that stretched and contorted like smoke trying to become solid. She moved like a puppet with tangled strings—jerky, unstable—but something about her was still … elegant. Her gown flared with each motion, layers of tulle snapping through the air like ghostly ribbons.

It looked like she was dancing, a waltz remembered by a body no longer her own.

Angel spun through the wreckage with lethal grace, their portaje flashing as they dodged each blow. Their movements had the rhythm of choreography, but none of the beauty. It was violence made efficient. Clean. Cold.

The spirit wailed again—not a scream of rage but a sound that cracked against the walls like a sob made monstrous.

Julian flinched.

He could see it now—a dark spot throbbing in her chest, pulsing with each twist of grief. The peineta in her hair glinted, and something tugged at the edge of his sight.

He wanted to help her.

“Angel, the tether!” he shouted, voice cracking.

Angel hissed in frustration. “¡Muéstrame el enlace!”

A shimmer bloomed across the room—faint gold threading from the maligno’s chest to a windblown heap. In the heap, glinting among bits of plastic and a crushed soda can, was the real version of the comb.

Julian ran.

He slid behind a toppled shelf and grabbed the peineta. The spirit recoiled with a keening wail that made his bones ache.

From the corner of his eye, Angel vaulted onto a nearby display, blade raised, bubble braids whipping behind her. It was clear they weren’t fighting a person—just the maligno. Just the threat.

But Julian still saw her.

“Here!” he shouted, holding the peineta high.

Both Angel and the spirit turned.

Her fathomless eyes locked on to him.

For a flicker of a moment, her fury cracked open into something raw and human. Her twisted mouth parted, and her gown sagged around her like it remembered what it used to be. Her hand reached forward, trembling like she wanted it back—not to hurt him but to touch something real again.

And then the rage returned.

Julian dove to the side, clutching the peineta to his chest.

Boots thundered behind him. The flash of a blade in motion.

“¡Te libero a la otra vida!” Angel’s voice rang out like a command, absolute.

The blade sliced through the golden thread.

The world erupted.

A shriek tore through the room. Not just sound but force, a scream that pushed everything out.

Julian staggered backward, vision seared by a venomous green flash that lit the room like lightning under skin. No petals. No peace. Just rupture. Smoke. Ash.

Then silence.

Julian stayed crouched, heart thudding. The peineta was still in his hand. Still warm.

Angel stood in the center, chest heaving, portaje dimming. Neither spoke.

“Holy shit,” Julian breathed, stumbling back. He stared at the scorched floor where the spirit had vanished. “What the hell was that?”

Angel turned, their chest rising and falling with sharp, measured breaths. They gave a loose shrug and gestured toward the space with their still-glowing portaje. “Didn’t care for my special touch.”

Even across the room, Julian wanted to back away from the blade. Yadriel’s dagger had felt warm, purposeful, like holding something sacred. Angel’s seethed. Sleek. Lethal. Made to hurt.

“Special touch?” he echoed, voice rough. It didn’t sound like a joke.

It sounded like a warning.

“Not all blades are the same,” Angel said, slipping the portaje away with the kind of care someone might give to a loaded gun. “Mine hits harder when it comes to malignos.”

Julian swallowed. The scream was still inside him, trying to find somewhere to go.

He looked at the comb. He’d held it like it mattered. He passed it to Angel.

“Pretty,” she said softly, something like memory or guilt flickering and then gone. She tucked it away. “We should bounce. Before something worse shows up.”

They slipped back into the cold. Streetlight carved Angel’s silhouette sharp.

“You good?” she asked.

“I’m fine,” he lied. It came out brittle. He shoved his hands into his jacket pockets, trying to hide how hard they were shaking. “When Yadriel releases spirits, it’s quiet. Peaceful. Like they’re just going to sleep.”

Angel’s expression didn’t change much, but their voice lowered. “Yadriel’s portaje isn’t like mine. Mine’s firepower. Lights-out.”

Julian looked at them sharply. “Yeah. ‘Lights-out’ with a scream.”

Angel looked away, their posture unreadable. “Not all brujería is marigolds and mercy. Malignos are dangerous.”

Julian turned toward the empty plaza, lit only by scattered halogen and the glow of a nearby liquor store. The kind of light that didn’t chase away shadows, just reshaped them.

“They still deserve gentleness,” he murmured.

Angel’s voice was steel wrapped in velvet. “You try asking a maligno to release nicely when they’re clawing through your walls at three in the morning.”

Julian didn’t argue. But the pit in his stomach told him he wasn’t convinced, either.

Angel was quiet for a long beat. “Darkness isn’t always the enemy, Julian. Sometimes it’s just misunderstood.”

Julian exhaled. “You sound like someone who’s been living in the dark a long time.”

Angel finally looked at him, really looked. And for a split second, Julian saw something raw and unguarded flash in their expression.

“I have a job to do,” Angel said softly.

Julian didn’t reply.

Headlights burned across the lot.

Julian flinched, shielding his eyes. The familiar snarl of an engine cut through the air.

“Ah, shit,” he muttered.

The Stingray sat at the curb, rumbling like it was ready to chase him down. The moment he saw it, dread sank sharp and fast into his gut.

“Go on,” Angel said quietly, her eyes flicking to the Stingray and then back at Julian. “We’ll talk later.”

Rio’s door swung open. “JULIAN.”

Julian’s shoulders hunched. Guilt. Annoyance. Being caught.

He trudged to the car. Rio stood braced in the frame, jaw tight, coveralls smudged with grease, the tattoo of Santa Muerte flexing on his forearm.

“Get in the car.”

Julian didn’t argue. He slid into the passenger seat and flinched when the door slammed shut beside him. The engine revved as Rio pulled away from the curb.

Julian glanced back. Angel was already fading into the shadows behind them.

“Didn’t I tell you to stay out of trouble?” Rio said as the city smeared by in neon.

“Sorry,” Julian said. It tasted hollow. He stared at his hands. They were still shaking. The mark on his chest throbbed.

His leg bounced while his mind spun out.

The girl’s scream still echoed in his skull.

The way Angel’s blade had burned through the tether.

The way it didn’t feel like peace.

His hand drifted to the chain around his neck, fingers curling around the St. Jude medal. He pressed it flat to his sternum like a shield, as if it could ward off the guilt climbing up his throat.

“How did you even find me?” Julian asked miserably.

Rio jabbed his finger at the phone mounted on the dash. A blinking dot glowed over a map.

Julian leaned forward and saw the GPS app still open. His name right there. Like a neon arrow saying Idiot here.

“You’re actually tracking me?” he asked, trying to keep his voice even, but the edge of accusation in it was loud. He’d watched Rio install the app on his phone, but he didn’t think he’d actually use it.

“Only since you decided playing Houdini was your new thing. You think I got time to play hide-and-seek?” Rio shot back. “You’ve been disappearing. Lying. Showing up late. Looking like shit with half a story.”

Julian turned to the window. “Didn’t know I signed up for my own personal FBI agent.”

“Jules.” Rio’s voice softened a fraction. “I gotta know where you are. It’s not safe. The shit you’re into now…”

Julian nearly laughed. He had no idea.

“Right, because a stupid app is gonna stop—” Julian caught his breath, biting down on his tongue.

“Stop what?” Rio asked sharply, eyes flicking toward him. “What’s really going on?”

“Nothing, man,” Julian growled, arms crossing tight.

Silence. The scream in Julian’s head refused to die. The comb’s heat ghosted his palm. Angel’s blade burned through the tether again in his mind, ripping light from darkness. It hadn’t felt like a release. It had felt like an execution.

They pulled up to the apartment, the engine sputtered to a stop and then ticked as it cooled. Neither moved.

“You think you’re invincible,” Rio said. “But you’re not.”

“I was just trying to help a friend,” Julian said miserably, the admission dragging out of him like pulling teeth.

“Help,” Rio echoed, his scowl deepening. “And what happens when you need help, huh?”

Julian didn’t have an answer. The bravado that usually kicked in just … didn’t.

He opened the door and stepped out into the night. The cold hit him first, sharp against his sweat-damp skin. The metal handle bit into his palm as he let it swing shut behind him.

Rio stayed behind the wheel, face lost to shadow, hands clenched around the steering wheel.

Julian stood there for a long moment, the night pressing in on all sides. The porch light was out, but a warm flicker bled through the windows—laughter, something crashing, maybe Rocky yelling at Omar. The normal chaos of his people.

It didn’t feel like it belonged to him tonight.

He didn’t look back at Rio. Didn’t have to, to know he’d let him down.
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The Christmas lights in the living room flickered faintly as Julian pushed through the door.

“There you are,” Omar called from inside.

“Hey,” Julian called back, forcing a smile as he entered the living room where their makeshift family had gathered.

Luca was curled on the couch, swallowed by an oversize sweater, shadows under his eyes. Rocky sat on the floor with her controller, game paused. Flaca perched on the armrest beside Omar, blowing lightly on fresh plum nail polish.

“Where’ve you been, dude?” Luca asked. His voice was casual, but his eyes were wary. Julian noticed the slight tremble in his hands as he adjusted the blanket over his legs. That wasn’t normal.

Julian opened his mouth, but then Rio stepped in behind him, arms crossed like a locked gate.

“Out,” Julian answered, too quickly. His eyes flicked toward Rio without thinking.

Rocky raised an eyebrow. “We were kinda worried,” she said gently. “You weren’t answering.”

Omar let out a slow exhale and set his controller aside. “Yeah. You’ve been … hard to keep track of lately.” He wasn’t accusing—just stating the obvious.

Flaca glanced up from her nails. “We just want to know you’re okay,” she said. No edge, no bite. Just concern.

Julian flinched anyway. The guilt pressed on him like a hand over his sternum.

They weren’t angry—which, somehow, made everything worse. It meant they were trying. And he was still lying.

“I’m fine,” he said, but the words tasted thin.

Omar nodded once, lips pressed together. “Okay. Just … talk to us next time, yeah? Doesn’t have to be a whole thing.”

Rocky added under her breath, “We’re not trying to trap you, Jules.” She rubbed her shoulder, awkward, like she wasn’t sure if she should say more. “We just—miss you.”

Flaca murmured, “You’ve felt kinda far away.”

That one hit the deepest.

They were his people—his family—and he was drifting so far he could barely see the shore.

Julian’s throat tightened. He turned instinctively toward Luca—the only one here who knew even a sliver of the truth.

“I’m sorry I’ve been … weird,” Julian said quietly. “I’m not trying to shut you out. I just…” He trailed off. He couldn’t explain, not without breaking a dozen promises to Yadriel. But Luca wasn’t meeting his gaze. His eyes were fixed on the floor, unfocused, fingers curled tight around the edge of the blanket in his lap. A faint flush warmed his cheeks, like he might be running a fever.

And then Julian saw it.

The Marca Hueca.

A bruise of shadow blooming beneath Luca’s sweater, edges frayed and darker than before—too much like the quinceañera girl’s.

Julian blinked hard, hoping he was imagining it. He wasn’t.

The guilt hooked deep.

Luca didn’t even know.

None of them knew.

He had to get out.

He turned—only to find Rio squarely in his path, silent and unmoving.

“You’re on restriction,” Rio said, cold and sharp.

The room went quiet. All eyes turned to the brothers.

“Restriction?!” Julian snapped. “What am I, twelve?”

“Trying to ground you is pointless,” Rio replied, already pulling out his phone. “You’d just sneak out anyway. But now?” He turned the screen toward Julian. His name glowed on the GPS app, blinking like a warning light. “I’m going to be watching your every move.”

“You’re kidding me—!” Julian’s words came fast, but Rio cut him off.

“If I catch you somewhere you’re not supposed to be, or you show up late again,” Rio said, calm and merciless, “I’ll call Enrique and tell him you’re not allowed to see Yadriel after school.”

Julian’s breath caught.

That was straight-up diabolical. The last thing he needed was to look bad in front of Enrique, and especially to be kept from seeing his boyfriend outside of school.

His anger ignited like gasoline.

“You can’t DO that!” he barked.

Rio shot back, “Watch me.”

“Fine,” Julian muttered. “Whatever.”

He stomped toward the hallway.

Rio didn’t move. Didn’t follow.

He just held Julian’s gaze—steady, unbudging—until Julian looked away.

Somehow, that felt worse than yelling.



“Stupid, stupid rules!” Julian muttered, pacing the small bedroom like a caged animal. He kicked a stray sneaker, sending it skittering into the wall with a dull thud.

He let out a sharp laugh that died halfway out of his throat. “Always finding trouble,” he told himself bitterly. “Even when you’re trying to dodge it.”

His limbs felt heavy with exhaustion, the kind that lived in his bones. He collapsed onto his bed, sprawling across the mattress as the old springs creaked under his weight. He stared up at the ceiling, at the cracks that splintered across the plaster like veins.

They reminded him of the Marca Hueca—jagged, wrong, and quietly growing.

Every time he thought he had a grip on things, something else slipped loose. He couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t speak the truth. Couldn’t stop screwing up with the people he loved.

A knock at the door dragged him upright.

He didn’t move. Maybe they’d go away.

The knock came again, softer. “Jules?”

Luca’s voice.

Julian sighed. “Come in.”

The door creaked open and Luca peeked in, curls rumpled, eyes soft and uncertain. He held a plate of food—the smell of Lita’s arroz con pollo spilled into the room.

“Rio sent me,” Luca mumbled, stepping inside. “He thought you might be hungry…”

“Oh, now he cares?” Julian scoffed, but the sharpness had dulled.

He watched as Luca set the plate gently by the bed. His oversize sweater hung off one shoulder, and his face looked paler under the yellow light—eyes shadowed, as though he hadn’t really slept in days.

“You okay?” Julian asked even though the answer was obvious.

“Mind if I sit?” Luca asked instead.

Julian scooted over, and Luca sank down beside him. “You know how Rio is, he’s got the emotional range of a wrench,” Luca said after a moment. “But he’s worried.”

Julian picked at the edge of the plate, appetite nowhere to be found. “He’s got a messed-up way of showing it.”

“You almost died, Jules.” Luca’s voice was low.

The words hung there. Julian finally looked at him—really looked—and the guilt twisted sharp in his chest. Luca’s eyes were rimmed red, worry etched deep into every soft line of his face. He wasn’t being dramatic—he was scared.

And for the first time, Julian realized he wasn’t the only one haunted by that night.

“That’s not something people just bounce back from. It freaked everybody out,” Luca continued. “Omar tried to act normal, but he’s been paranoid ever since. Have you noticed how he always takes the spot on the couch nearest the door now?” Luca asked. “How he checks to make sure it’s locked like twenty times before bed?”

Julian’s throat tightened. Omar had always been the loud one, the fearless one. Seeing that fear take root in him—because of Julian—hit harder than anything Rio could’ve said.

“You’ve been different,” Luca added, voice gentler now. “Since it happened.”

Julian tensed. He didn’t want to talk about that night—about the cold grip of death, the way it clung to him even now. He swallowed hard.

“I’m fine,” he said automatically.

“You don’t have to lie.” Luca shifted, curling his arms around his middle. “I don’t know exactly what’s going on, but I know something is. I know Yadriel and Maritza are involved. I know … you were a ghost.”

Julian looked at him, but Luca’s face held only quiet, earnest worry.

“You believed in me,” Julian murmured. “Back when no one else did.”

Luca shrugged. “You’re my best friend, Jules. You don’t have to earn that.”

That sentence landed like a punch to the heart. Julian had spent the whole night dodging truths, burning bridges, running from the people who’d stood by him the longest—and here was Luca, worn down and still offering him a way back.

Julian’s heart clenched. He reached for the medal on instinct, gripping it tight, trying to hold himself together.

“I’m trying to figure it out,” Julian said. “But it’s … more messed up than you think.”

“I don’t care how messed up it is. I just don’t want you to shut us out.”

Julian scrubbed a hand over his face. “Okay. Something true.” He hesitated, then huffed a laugh. “Yadriel’s … teaching me stuff. Like candles and breath and plants that taste like lawn clippings. It was awful, I almost barfed.”

Luca snorted. “You would choke on tea.”

“Bro, it attacked me!” Julian grinned despite himself. “But the breathing helped. For real.”

Some of the tightness eased from Luca’s shoulders. The shadow on his chest even seemed to dull at the edges.

Luca bumped his knee. “See? You can tell me stuff without the world ending.”

Julian huffed a laugh that faded fast. The relief made room for the old sting. “Rio doesn’t have to be such a dick about it,” he added.

“You both suck at feelings,” Luca said, almost fond. “That’s your problem.”

Julian exhaled through his nose. “You might be right.”

They fell into a quiet that felt more like a truce than a silence. Julian let himself rest in it—just for a second—until Luca said, “You good?”

Julian forced a grin. “Yeah. Just thinking.”

As Luca stood, Julian’s gaze snagged on something beneath the sweater: a flicker of movement, a shadow that pulsed like a second heartbeat.

There it was—the Marca Hueca. Pressed to the center of Luca’s chest, dim and sickly and growing darker by the hour.

Julian wanted to scream. Wanted to tear the thing away with his hands, wanted someone—anyone—to fix this. But Luca just stood there, tired and soft-eyed, completely unaware that something inside him was rotting.

“Hey, Luca?” Julian said as his friend paused in the doorway.

Luca turned back. “Yeah?”

“How are you holding up?”

Luca blinked, then gave a small, crooked smile. “Just worn out, man. You know how it is.”

Julian nodded.

Yeah. He did. And it was killing him.

“You get some rest, all right?” Julian replied, offering a supportive grin that ached with sincerity.

Luca nodded and disappeared behind the door once more, leaving Julian alone.

In the quiet of his room, Julian lay back on his bed, staring up at the ceiling fan as it whirred tirelessly above him. His mind raced, thoughts tumbling over each other, a cascade of worry and determination. Luca was getting worse, the darkness within him growing, and Julian knew it was up to him to pull his friend back into the light.



Julian lay in bed, trying to get himself to fall asleep, but then the walls started pressing in. Restless, he slipped back out into the living room.

The apartment had gone soft and blue with TV light. His friends were scattered across the living room. Omar sprawled on the couch, one arm dangling off the edge. Flaca and Rocky sharing a blanket on the floor, their breath deep and even in sleep. Luca was completely buried under his blanket.

Rio, the ever-watchful sentinel, lounged in the armchair, his gaze fixed on the TV screen, though it seemed more for form than interest. The low volume barely murmured.

Julian’s gaze lingered on the doorway to their shared bedroom. His heart was still doing those fast, embarrassing rabbit hops.

“Hey,” he whispered into the dark, aiming for casual. “You comin’ to bed?”

Rio’s eyes slid from the TV to him, unreadable for a beat that stretched too long, then softened. “Yeah. Give me a minute,” he said.

Julian nodded, relief loosening the knot under his ribs.

Rio’s attention was already back on the television, but Julian didn’t miss the way his brother’s eyes flickered to him with unspoken concern.

Their bedroom was a cramped, cluttered space that felt more like a storage closet than a sanctuary. The walls were lined with old posters of LA Galaxy players, their vibrant colors contrasting with the faded paint and chipped plaster. Two twin beds occupied opposite corners of the room. While Julian’s space was a chaotic mess of comic books, video game controllers, and empty snack wrappers, Rio’s was sparse and organized, with a few framed photos of their family carefully arranged on a small shelf above his bed.

Piles of laundry played mountain ranges around the room, some clean, some not, all waiting for a moment of motivation that rarely came. A broken dresser stood lopsided, its drawers half-open and spilling over with clothes that no longer fit or had been worn too thin. The closet door hung ajar, stubbornly refusing to close all the way, revealing the skeletons of wire hangers and forgotten outfits.

Julian padded to his mattress and sank onto it, the springs creaking a familiar complaint under his weight. He plugged his phone into the frayed charger by his bed, the soft blue glow a makeshift nightlight against the dark.

Julian lay back, his eyes heavy with exhaustion. He closed them and listened to the cacophony of East LA filtering through the flimsy window. The distant hum of traffic, the occasional rattle of a license plate as a car passed by with Selena blaring, the sirens that sang lullabies of a city that never truly slept.

The door creaked open and, on instinct, Julian pretended to be asleep like he always did. He listened to the familiar sounds of his brother getting ready for bed. The creaking of the floorboards, the rustle of fabric, the soft click of the light switch—all of it was a comforting routine that Julian had grown accustomed to over the years.

Feet shuffled across the room, and Julian peeked an eye open, seeking reassurance in Rio’s presence. He watched his brother reach for the navy-and-gold LA Galaxy hat that hung from a nail by the light switch. Julian held his breath, his heart pounding in his chest.

It was their dad’s hat, the one that Rio had claimed after Ramon’s death. Julian had taken their dad’s jacket, a battered leather thing with a gray hood that still smelled faintly of motor oil and cigarette smoke. But the hat was Rio’s.

As Rio held the hat to his nose, his eyes closed and his shoulders sagged. Julian felt a lump rise in his throat. He watched as his brother breathed in deeply, as if trying to capture some lingering scent. Then, with a tenderness that Julian rarely saw, Rio pressed the hat to his chest, his fingers curling around the frayed brim like a lifeline.

It was a moment of vulnerability, a glimpse into the depths of Rio’s grief. And as Julian lay there, pretending to sleep, he felt a sudden surge of emotion that threatened to overwhelm him.

He wanted to reach out, to wrap his arms around his brother and tell him that everything would be okay. To say something—anything—that would make the heaviness of their shared grief feel lighter, even if just for a moment.

But he couldn’t. Because Julian had never been good at that kind of thing. At dealing with pain that wasn’t his own, especially when his own grief still clawed at him like an open wound.

So, instead, he squeezed his stinging eyes shut. He listened to Rio climb into his bed and click off the light. He focused on the steady rise and fall of his brother’s breathing as Rio fell into a deep sleep.

As his mind grew heavy again, Julian clung to the feeling of safety that Rio’s presence provided. Because as long as his brother was there, it was easier to pretend the darkness wasn’t creeping in.



Julian’s eyes snapped open.

A deep silence enveloped the room, as if the world had muted itself. No car alarms, no distant music, not even the subtle rustle of palm leaves in the breeze. East LA never slept, and this kind of silence didn’t feel peaceful.

It felt staged.

Julian’s heart thrummed a rapid beat, the only sound he could hear. He propped himself up on his elbow, peering through the darkness, but it was silent and empty.

His senses strained against the unnatural hush, waiting for a sign that might explain the unease coiling within him. His instincts prickled, that unease he was starting to recognize. The same one he’d felt before the maligno outside the Jack in the Box. Before the shadow in the mirror. Before—

Julian’s feet found the cold floor before he fully registered that he was standing. Quietly, he padded out into the living room, where his friends were fast asleep, nondescript lumps under piles of blankets scattered on the couch and floor.

He moved through the spectral half-light, a hand trailing along the wall for guidance. An odd chill seeped into the air. The creaks from the old linoleum under his feet sounded too loud, too intrusive.

Grogginess clouded Julian’s thoughts as he stumbled toward the kitchen. The coffee maker’s digital clock glared a neon three a.m. accusation, insisting that he should still be asleep.

“Chill,” Julian muttered to the appliance.

The hair on Julian’s neck prickled when he noticed an eerie glow emanating from the sink. Blue and otherworldly, it swirled with a hypnotic dance, casting strange shadows across the countertops.

Julian breathed out, attempting to steel himself.

Tilting his head, he edged closer to the sink where the cerulean light swirled like a miniature galaxy trapped in the rusted drain. The faint echoes and dripping sounds teased his ears—familiar but impossible to place. He squatted down, one hand steadying himself against the cool surface of the counter, the other hesitantly hovering over the ambiguous glow.

It pulsed in response, as if aware of his presence, beckoning him.

He leaned closer, the strange acoustics growing louder.

Then—

A low growl rumbled up from the drain, faint but unmistakable.

Julian flinched, wrenching his hand back.

Behind him, a voice—close, impossible—whispered his name across his neck.

“Julian.”

He spun, eyes wide, he tried to see through the dark, as his heart kicked against his chest.

“Who’s there?” he called out, trying to sound intimidating, but it came out strangled. “This ain’t funny!”

Then he saw it—

A shadowy figure detached itself from the gloom. It materialized, standing before the bare, cracked wall like something peeled from a nightmare.

Julian scrambled back with a yelp, slamming into the cabinets hard enough to make them rattle. “Stay away from me, I’m warning you!”

But even as he said it, Julian knew his fists were useless against whatever this was. Could he even fight off a ghost without a brujo’s blade?

The figure didn’t move. It just stood there.

The lights from the drain writhed upward like mist, catching the edges of its silhouette—too long in places, too jagged in others. And there was something—familiar? Not exactly. But it almost looked like—

He blinked, and it was suddenly closer. Looming. Shadows danced around it like flames.

Julian’s breath hitched. His voice caught in his throat.

The figure stepped forward, the blue light from the sink casting an eerie luminance over its form.

“Who are you?!” Julian demanded, trying to keep the tremble from his voice. “What do you want?!”

The figure remained silent, but its presence filled the kitchen, oppressive and heavy, snuffing out every source of light except for the watery glow.

Julian swallowed hard. Every instinct screamed at him to run, to wake his friends. But he couldn’t move, rooted to the spot by terror, or something else.

“Julian?”

The sudden voice snapped Julian out of his trance, spinning him around with a startled jerk.

Flaca stood in the kitchen, barefoot in a tank top and sweatpants, squinting against the dim light. Her lip gloss was half smeared and her hair was pulled into a messy bun. She blinked sleepily. “What are you doing?”

Julian whipped around—

The figure was gone.

Just the cracked kitchen wall. Just him.

The glow in the sink had vanished.

Julian pressed a hand to his chest. “Shit,” he breathed, swallowing hard. “I—nothing. Just thought I saw a roach or something.”

Flaca stared at him. “You look like you saw a demon.” She stepped closer, the soft slap of her bare feet over the linoleum flooring oddly loud in the bizarre silence that seemed to cling to the apartment.

Julian barked a sharp laugh. “Roaches kinda are the devil.”

“You were talking to the wall,” she went on. “Like … full-on whispering.”

“I wasn’t—” He rubbed the back of his neck. His skin was clammy. “It’s late. I think I was sleepwalking or something. Dunno.”

Flaca didn’t look convinced. She stepped closer, arms folded. “You sure you’re okay?”

“Yeah,” he said too fast. “I’m fine. Seriously.”

Her expression didn’t change. “You don’t seem fine.”

Julian forced a grin. “You waking up to catch me talking to a cockroach or whatever? Totally fine.”

After a beat, Flaca rolled her eyes and turned away, muttering, “Whatever. Just go back to bed before Rio hears you and adds another tracker.”

She padded off, leaving Julian alone again.

But the silence didn’t feel empty anymore. It felt like something had followed him back into it.

Julian stood in the kitchen for a long moment after Flaca left, staring at the empty wall. His hands were still shaking.

Whatever he’d seen—or thought he saw—it hadn’t felt like a dream. It hadn’t felt like a memory, either. It had felt real. Too real. Like it had been waiting for him.

And the worst part? It had known his name.

Julian dragged himself back to the bedroom, heart still thudding dully in his ears. Rio was asleep, the covers rising and falling with each steady breath. Peaceful. Oblivious.

He dropped onto his mattress, eyes fixed on the ceiling. He didn’t even try to close them.

He thought about the Marca Hueca pulsing under Luca’s skin. How it was spreading.

Julian could barely breathe. He was supposed to be getting better. But everything was unraveling—inside him, around him. He felt like he was drowning in secrets, slipping further away from everyone who mattered.

And now this. The vision was burned into his brain. That thing—the shape, the glow, the pressure in the room—it wasn’t just a ghost. It wasn’t anything he’d seen before. Not a spirit, not a maligno. Something in between. Something worse.

He needed help.

Not from Rio. Not from Angel.

Julian’s breath hitched as he whispered the name like a prayer—“Yadriel.”

He didn’t know what answers Yadriel might have, but just seeing him, hearing his voice, would help. Would center him. Because right now, Julian felt like he was coming apart.

He moved slowly, carefully, slipping on his hoodie and sneakers. He left his phone plugged in by the wall, not wanting Rio to track him if he woke up. No way.

He slipped out the front door with painstaking care. The air outside was sharp and cold, biting through his sleeves. Streetlights buzzed faintly in the distance. East LA was quiet but not sleeping.

Julian started walking.
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Julian stood outside Yadriel’s house, the cool night air prickling his skin as he scanned the windows above him. He clutched a handful of small pebbles, weighing the absurdity of his plan. It was like he was in some old teen movie from the late 1900s.

He lobbed the first rock at the second-floor window. The soft clink barely registered, but Julian tried again, this time hitting the glass with just enough force to make the curtains stir. After a beat, the window squeaked open, revealing a very groggy, very confused Yadriel. His dark hair was tousled, falling messily over his forehead as he squinted down.

“Julian?” Yadriel’s voice was a husky whisper. “Why are you throwing rocks at my window in the middle of the night?”

“Let me in!” Julian called up, trying to sound casual, but the edge in his voice betrayed him.

Yadriel stared at him, visibly debating whether to scold him or simply let him freeze. With a sigh, he finally nodded and disappeared back inside. A few moments later, the front door creaked open. He stood there in pajama pants and an oversize hoodie, rubbing his eyes as Julian slipped inside.

“Breaking in, sneaking out—is this a relationship or a heist movie?” Yadriel muttered, still half asleep.

Julian snorted, shoving his hands into his hoodie pocket. “Bit of both.”

The joke landed awkwardly. Yadriel blinked again, this time more awake, and his eyes swept over Julian—the tension in his shoulders, the way he kept shifting like his skin didn’t fit. He reached out and brushed his fingers lightly along Julian’s arm.

“You okay?” Yadriel asked.

Yadriel’s thumb brushed the St. Jude at Julian’s throat. “In four, hold two, out six.”

Julian closed his fist around his medal. Air went in ragged and came out steadier.

“Did it say your name?” Yadriel asked quietly.

Julian swallowed.

One second he was standing there, and the next Julian had thrown his arms around Yadriel, crushing him into a hug. His heart thudded painfully against Yadriel, breath shuddering out of him in uneven bursts. He didn’t even realize how hard he was shaking until Yadriel’s arms wrapped around him in return, steady and firm and sure.

Being held like this didn’t fix anything, not really, but it sure did help.

He buried his face in Yadriel’s shoulder, desperately gripping the back of his hoodie.

“Hey, hey,” Yadriel said, startled as he tilted his head to meet Julian’s gaze. “What’s wrong? What happened?” he asked as he led Julian inside.

Julian opened his mouth, then closed it again as Yadriel pulled him to sit on the couch. His thoughts were a scrambled mess, but they landed on the same image every time—that thing in the kitchen.

“I saw something,” he said, voice barely above a whisper. “At the apartment. In the kitchen.”

Yadriel’s posture shifted immediately, his expression sharpening. “Tell me everything.”

Julian swallowed hard and nodded. “I thought I was alone. Everyone was asleep. But when I walked into the kitchen, there was—” He shuddered. “There was something there. This … figure. It wasn’t a spirit—I don’t know what it was. Tall, dark, watching me. There one second, gone the next, but it didn’t feel like a normal haunting. It felt … personal. Wrong.”

Yadriel’s hand stayed steady on his arm. “Like one of your visions?”

“I don’t know,” Julian said, shrugging miserably. “Maybe. It felt different. Like it wanted me to see it.”

Yadriel didn’t speak right away, just gave his arm a small squeeze, keeping him grounded.

Julian took a breath, then barreled into the next part. “And then Angel—there was this spirit. A girl. A quinceañera. She was a maligno. We found her near the old dress shop. She went wild. Screaming. Her eyes—”

He broke off, shaking his head. “Angel used their portaje to release her. That obsidian dagger.” Julian rubbed his hands over his face. “But it wasn’t like when you do it! Or anyone from East LA that I’ve seen. There wasn’t that, like, gentle sigh, or the nice marigold petals,” he listed off. “Nothing peaceful.”

Yadriel’s brows pulled together. “Wait—how do you mean?”

Julian looked up, eyes wide. “There was this weird green smoke—and the scream she let out—Yads, it was awful! Not human—it sounded like she was being torn apart.”

Yadriel’s breath caught as he sat back slightly, blinking. “Release is supposed to be consent and ease. It shouldn’t hurt—it should never hurt—”

His jaw clenched, like he was biting back what he wanted to say. Julian watched the color drain from his face, the way his shoulders tensed—not just in concern, but in anger. Or fear. Maybe both. Like he was trying to process how something sacred had been warped into something brutal.

“That’s not a release,” Yadriel said again, softer now, like he didn’t want to believe it.

“I know,” Julian said. “It felt more like—like they were cutting something out of her. Like a punishment.”

Yadriel didn’t say anything right away. He just looked at Julian—really looked at him—eyes scanning his face as if he were trying to assess the damage beneath the surface. Like he wanted to fix it but didn’t know how. His thumb brushed over Julian’s knuckles, slow and steady.

“I don’t get it,” Julian muttered. “I didn’t know where else to go.”

“You did the right thing,” Yadriel said quietly. “You came here.”

Julian tried to smile, but it didn’t stick. That moment in the kitchen still clung to him like a shadow. He thought of the way its gaze had crawled under his skin. How something about it had felt … personal.

Yadriel gave his hand a soft squeeze. “Do you want to talk more? Or just sit?”

Julian leaned back against the couch, head tilted toward the ceiling. “Sitting’s good.”

They let the quiet settle around them. Not heavy—just there. Warm, steady, safe. For the first time all night, Julian didn’t feel like he was about to break.

The sound of soft footsteps broke through the laughter. Both boys turned to see Lita standing in the doorway, her hands on her hips, her expression sharp and curious. “What’s going on here?” she demanded, her gaze shifting between Julian and Yadriel.

Yadriel sprang to his feet, stepping in front of Julian protectively. “Julian’s having a hard night, Lita,” he said earnestly, his voice gentle but firm. “Can he stay over?”

Lita’s brow furrowed, her sharp gaze lingering on Julian, who hunched his shoulders guiltily under her scrutiny. He braced himself for the scolding he was sure was coming.

But Lita simply sighed. The edge in her posture softened as she took in Julian’s pale face and hunched frame.

“Okay,” she said after a pause. “He can stay the night. But!” She wagged a finger at them. “You have to sleep in the living room. All three of us! Got it?”

Yadriel rolled his eyes, clearly used to her antics. “Sí, Lita.”

Julian was just thankful Lita wasn’t dragging him outside by his ear.

“Gracias, señora,” Julian added, aiming a small, grateful smile at Lita. “I really appreciate it.”

Lita gave him a long look, then nodded. “Don’t thank me yet,” she warned with a sly grin. “You haven’t heard me snore.”

She turned and disappeared back into the kitchen. “I know just what you need to feel better!”

Yadriel’s brow furrowed as he pulled his phone from the pocket of his hoodie, tapping the screen.

Julian sat up straighter, stomach twisting with dread. “What are you doing?”

“I’m telling Rio you’re here.”

Julian’s voice shot up half an octave. “What? No way! He doesn’t need to know! It’s fine—seriously!” He tried to snatch the phone but Yadriel dodged him easily.

“You want him to wake up, find you gone, and ground you until graduation?” Yadriel gave him a pointed look.

Julian opened his mouth, closed it, then groaned and flopped back against the couch.

“Wait—you’re calling him?!” he asked, eyes widening as Yadriel brought the phone to his ear.

“Yes,” Yadriel said simply, voice calm as the line began to ring.

Julian sank back into the couch, burying his face in his hands. “This is such a bad idea,” he muttered into his palms.

The line clicked as it connected and Yadriel straightened. “Hi, Rio. Sorry for waking you up—” he said, his cheeks turning red. He was probably as scared to talk to Rio as Julian was.

Julian cringed at the mental image of his brother rubbing his eyes, already irritated. He could almost hear the tired growl of his brother’s voice through the silence.

“Yeah, Julian’s here,” Yadriel continued. His eyes flicked toward Julian. “He’s—he’s having a hard time. Can he stay here tonight?”

The words hung in the air, heavy and loaded.

From the kitchen, Lita called out, cheerful and much too loud, “You can stay over, too, if you’d like, Rio!”

“Lita!” Yadriel hissed. “Not helping!” To Rio, he added, “My Lita is gonna, uh, chaperone.”

Julian stifled a groan, slouching farther into the couch as Yadriel returned his focus to the call. The seconds stretched into an eternity as silence filled the line.

Yadriel finally broke it. “So, uh, is it okay if he stays the night?”

Julian pressed his palms into his eyes and wished the couch would swallow him whole.

The silence stretched long enough to make Julian fidget. He bit his lip, tension buzzing under his skin.

Yadriel winced suddenly, pulling the phone slightly away. “He wants to talk to you.”

Julian’s stomach dropped. “Do I have to?”

His stern look was answer enough.

With a sigh like someone being led to execution, Julian took the phone and pressed it to his ear. “Uh … hey, Rio.”

There was a pause, then Rio’s voice came through—low, scratchy, and tired. “What’s going on, Jules?”

Julian’s throat tightened. “Nothing. I just … needed to get out of the apartment.”

Rio’s tone sharpened. “Why? What happened?”

“It’s not a big deal,” Julian said. He hated how wobbly his voice sounded. “I just needed some air, okay?”

Another pause.

“You can’t keep running off like this,” Rio said.

Julian bristled. “I’m not running off. I’m at Yadriel’s.”

“I trust him,” Rio said. “But I don’t gamble when it comes to you.”

Julian didn’t know what to say, but the floor felt a little steadier under his feet.

The line went quiet again, and for a second Julian thought the call had dropped.

“I’ll pick you up in the morning,” Rio added finally. “Take you to school.”

Julian clenched his jaw but managed a begrudging “Fine.”

The line went dead, and Julian handed the phone back to Yadriel without a word. He slumped back against the couch, exhaustion weighing him down.

“Well,” Yadriel said softly, his voice cutting through the heavy silence. “That went … okay?”

Julian didn’t reply. He simply stared at the ceiling, his thoughts churning. The relief of staying the night was overshadowed by the lingering tension increasingly building between him and his brother. The morning would eventually come, bringing all his problems back with it, but for now, he let himself be comforted by the warmth of Yadriel’s presence.

Yadriel gave Julian’s hand a gentle tug, pulling him up from the couch. “Come on,” he said softly. “Help me with something.”

Julian followed, still feeling hollowed out from the call with Rio. But when they reached the dining table, he paused. It was piled with supplies—carving knives, colorful markers, small pots of paint, and sheets of vibrant foil. In the center sat a box of plain white pillar candles.

“What’s all this?” Julian asked, brow furrowed.

“For the Midnight Vigil,” Yadriel said, picking up a blank candle and turning it in his hands. “You want to make one?”

Julian blinked. “Wait—I’m invited?”

Yadriel let out a soft laugh, the kind that crinkled the corners of his eyes. “Of course you are, Jules. You’re part of the East LA brujx now. Obviously, you’ve gotta experience your first vigil.”

The knot in Julian’s chest loosened just a little. He tried to play it cool. “Yeah, yeah, yeah, okay. Sounds good.”

Yadriel slid a candle across the table toward him, then offered a handful of sequins, some paint pots, and a carving knife. “You decorate it with things that matter to you—or to whoever you’re dedicating it to. It’s meant to help guide their spirit and honor their memory.”

Julian turned the candle over in his hand thoughtfully. “What are you gonna put on yours?”

Yadriel’s smile softened. “Mine’s for my mom. I’m going to decorate it with a lot of red, draw marigolds, maybe add some gold foil. She loved marigolds.”

Julian hesitated, fingers brushing over the smooth wax. “Who … who should mine be for?” he asked, heart fluttering in his chest.

Yadriel glanced at him, gentle and knowing. “Maybe your dad?”

The mention of his dad hit Julian like a punch to the gut. He swallowed hard, memories of laughter, soccer games, and long drives on the PCH flooding his mind. “I don’t know,” he said softly, his voice cracking just a little. “I miss him so much…”

Yadriel reached out, resting a hand on Julian’s arm. “This is a way to remember him, Jules. To honor everything he meant to you.”

Julian nodded, blinking hard. “Yeah. Okay. Let’s do it.”

He grabbed a blue marker and uncapped it, sketching broad stripes along the side of the candle—LA Galaxy colors, his dad’s favorite team. Then he drew a lopsided version of the Stingray, his dad’s beloved project car, and added silver sequins for the rims. It looked more like a jelly bean on wheels than a muscle car, but he smiled anyway.

Beside him, Yadriel worked quietly, his candle blossoming with painted marigolds and golden accents. He carefully painted tiny flowers in clusters, the strokes precise and reverent.

Lita reappeared from the kitchen with two clay mugs and set them gently on the table. “Here we go!” she said. “Just what you need.”

The rich scent of cocoa filled the air, a cinnamon stick swirling lazily in each mug.

“Thanks,” Julian said, taking a cautious sip—then blinking in surprise. “Whoa, this is legit. What’s in it?”

“Cocoa, sugar, vanilla, cinnamon, cloves, and milk,” Lita listed off, a note of pride in her voice.

“Damn, you use milk?” Julian asked, impressed. That explained how it was so rich and frothy. “Fancy. Usually Rio just makes Swiss Miss with hot water.” Not that he ever complained.

Yadriel gave a little laugh as he settled back beside him, their shoulders brushing. “My mom always made this when things were hard. Said it was like a hug for your insides.”

Julian chuckled. “There’s gotta be some magic in this,” he murmured, half joking, half wistful.

“Maybe there is,” Yadriel replied, his voice soft, eyes reflecting the flicker of candlelight from his mom’s altar in the corner of the room.

The warmth of the drink seeped into his bones, pushing back the lingering chill of fear and grief. For a few quiet minutes, the only sounds were the scratch of markers, the clink of sequins, and the soft hum of Yadriel beside him.

When they finished, Julian picked up his candle and squinted at it critically. The lines were uneven. The Stingray was questionable, but the silver stars along the top and the glittery soccer ball sticker near the base made him smile.

“Looks perfect,” Yadriel said, and Julian could tell he meant it.

Julian grinned. “Yours is amazing,” he said, leaning over to admire the tiny, intricate marigolds.

They placed their candles on the windowsill. Outside, the soft glow of the cemetery’s streetlights caught on the foil and glitter, making them shimmer in the dark. Side by side, the candles stood as quiet testaments to memory and love.

Julian let out a soft, shaky sigh. For the first time in what felt like days, his heart was a little lighter.

Yadriel led Julian to the corner of the living room where they began piecing together a makeshift bed. The couch cushions were dragged to the floor, layered with a mismatched pile of lumpy pillows and thin blankets. It was far from luxurious, but together it formed a kind of cozy nest beside the couch.

Lita had already claimed her usual spot in the recliner by the window. A thick tiger-print blanket covered her lap, and her head was tilted back, mouth slightly open as soft, rhythmic snores filled the room.

Julian glanced at her and lowered his voice. “So she meant it. She’s really sleeping out here with us?”

Yadriel shrugged, trying not to smile. “House rules. Come on,” he said, leading the way upstairs. “You sure you want to borrow some clothes to sleep in?” Yadriel asked. “You’re literally wearing your pajamas—”

“Yes, I want to wear yours! How often do I get the excuse to wear my boyfriend’s stuff to sleep?” Julian said with a grin.

Yadriel laughed and shook his head as they walked into his bedroom. “You know, you could just have one of my shirts to take home with you,” he said, pulling out a black tee from a drawer.

Julian snatched it from his hand. “Great! It’s mine!”

Yadriel smiled up at Julian, leaning into his chest before planting a soft kiss on his lips. Julian closed his eyes and savored it for a moment, soaking in the warmth and sweetness.

“You’re ridiculous,” Yadriel told him.

“You’re into it,” Julian teased back.

A few minutes later, they were back downstairs.

“I’m impressed it actually fits!” Julian said, smoothing down the front of the buttery soft T-shirt. “I’m, like, way bigger than you!”

Yadriel gave a sheepish shrug. “Yeah. I always buy stuff big. It’s just … more comfortable.”

Julian glanced down at himself. “It’s giving ‘lost child at El Mercadito’ energy.”

Yadriel laughed under his breath. “You make it work.”

As they sank into the pile of blankets, Julian let his body relax for the first time all night. The floor was firm beneath them, but the warmth of Yadriel’s presence and the soft backdrop of Lita’s snores made the room feel safer somehow. Quieter.

Julian shifted closer anyway, like his body didn’t trust safety unless it could feel Yadriel’s pulse under his fingertips. “Never thought I’d be spending the night like this,” he murmured, voice low.

“Me neither,” Yadriel said with a quiet laugh. “But hey—at least we’re together, right?”

“Right.”

They lay there for a moment, the hush between them gentle and easy. Julian turned his head to look at Yadriel—at the calm in his expression, the steady breath rising and falling. The kind of calm Julian was desperate to hold on to.

“Sometimes I feel like I’m just stumbling in the dark, trying to keep my head above water,” Julian admitted, his voice barely above a whisper.

Yadriel shifted closer, bumping their knees. “Then we’ll stumble together,” he said simply. “You’ve got me. And Rio. And Omar, and Rocky, and Flaca. Even Maritza.”

Julian let out a quiet snort. “Especially Maritza.”

“That’s why she teases you so much,” Yadriel added with a grin. “Because she cares.”

Julian smiled faintly. A swell of gratitude rose in his chest, warm and unexpected. For Yadriel, for all of them.

“Family takes care of family,” Yadriel said, “no matter what.”

“Family,” Julian repeated, letting the word fill him with a sense of belonging that he hadn’t realized he’d been craving so fiercely. It was more than just acceptance—it was knowing that someone had your back when darkness closed in, that together, you could face whatever horrors the night might bring.

More than anything else in the world, Julian longed to be understood. Not just when it was easy, when it was hard and he was difficult. Julian spent most of his life thinking he was difficult to love, but Yadriel did it so effortlessly.

With a gentle tug, Yadriel pulled Julian toward him—an unspoken invitation that Julian accepted without hesitation. He curled up against Yadriel’s chest, head tucked beneath his chin, listening to the steady rhythm of his heartbeat.

Yadriel’s hand moved slowly up and down his back, tracing lazy circles. The motion was familiar—the same way Julian’s dad used to soothe him when he was sick or sad. His eyes fluttered closed, the tension draining from his shoulders bit by bit.

Yadriel’s fingers drifted upward, brushing along the curve of Julian’s shaved head, exploring with gentle curiosity, and then paused as his fingertip grazed the ridge behind Julian’s ear.

Julian flinched.

Not from pain—but from memory.

“How’d you get this?” Yadriel asked quietly, his voice careful not to disturb the fragile quiet they’d built around themselves.

Julian exhaled slowly, the breath shaky. “It happened when my dad…” The words caught, sharp and unwelcome. He tried again.

“We were outside the shop. Just goofing off. Playing tag around the Stingray.”

His voice went distant—not from lack of feeling, but from too much of it. The memory unfurled, vivid and disjointed—a fragmented jigsaw puzzle of sensations and sounds.

He remembered the heat of the sun beating down on the concrete outside the mechanic shop, the smells of oil and metal.

“My dad was laughing, just—that big, full-on laugh he did when he wasn’t even trying to be cool,” Julian said.

He swallowed.

“Then—bang.” He flinched at the memory. “He hit me when he fell. My head smacked the cement.”

In his mind’s eye, he saw his father’s eyes widen, felt the shocking impact as his dad’s body collapsed onto him, the weight driving him to the ground—hard, unyielding cement meeting his skull with no mercy.

“Then everything went dark,” Julian finished, his voice distant and reluctant, as if retelling the story could transport him back to that moment of catastrophic loss if he wasn’t careful. It was as if he were both there and here, trapped between the past’s relentless grip and the present’s tender embrace.

“Oh, Jules,” Yadriel murmured, his voice a lifeline pulling Julian back from the edges of the familiar sadness that could be all-consuming.

Julian’s chest constricted, his heart squeezing tight, then shuddering back into its regular rhythm, guided by the warmth enveloping him, by Yadriel’s embrace that refused to let him fall apart.

“When I woke up, everything was too bright, too real. The beep of the machines was like … like a countdown or something. And there was my dad, slumped in the chair next to me, head down on his arms.”

He swallowed hard, the lump in his throat stubborn and aching. In the dim glow of Yadriel’s family’s living room, shadows cast long fingers across the floor, reaching for him.

His throat worked around the memory. “I thought it was him. My dad. Because I wanted—it had to be him, you know?”

Yadriel’s hand stilled on his back, a silent encouragement to go on. Julian took a shaky breath, feeling the ghost of that hope shatter all over again.

Julian paused. When he spoke again, his voice was barely a breath. “But it wasn’t him. It was Rio.”

Tears brimmed at the edges of his vision, spilling over despite his best efforts. The pain was old, but it never dulled, always lurking beneath the surface ready to claw its way out of his chest.

“Hey, hey, Jules.” Yadriel’s voice was soft, a soothing balm over the raw edges of Julian’s grief. Strong arms wrapped around him, pulling him close until he was enveloped in warmth and the faint scent of Yadriel’s cologne mixed with copal.

Julian clung to Yadriel, his fingers digging into the fabric of Yadriel’s hoodie, grounding himself in his solid presence. The weight of memory pressed down like a storm cloud, but he didn’t have to weather it alone. Not this time.

The room settled into a hush. Lita’s gentle snores, the flicker of candles, and Yadriel’s quiet heartbeat became the only sounds.

Sometimes, you just need to be held by your boyfriend.







THIRTEEN
JULIAN



The morning air clung to Julian’s skin, damp and crisp, as he leaned against the wall outside the cemetery gates. The heavy iron arch stretched above him, the words EL JARDÍN ETERNO stark against the morning sun.

The Stingray’s low growl rounded the corner.

Julian turned and waved half-heartedly to Yadriel, who stood a few steps behind him, hoodie zipped all the way up. Maritza called to him from down the street, and Yadriel gave Julian a quick kiss.

“I’ll see you at school,” Yadriel said before cutting a look to the Stingray and adding, “Good luck.”

“Thanks,” Julian grumbled, already missing Yadriel as he walked away. “I’ll need it.”

The Stingray rolled to a stop, its black frame gleaming in the thin winter light. Julian climbed in, the passenger door creaking like it hated him personally. The seat was cold. The silence, colder.

Rio didn’t say anything. Hands gripping the wheel tight, jaw flexing as if he were chewing on broken glass.

Julian turned his gaze out the window, leaning his forehead against the cool glass as he watched the cemetery gates fade into the distance.

“Good morning to you, too,” Julian muttered, his voice cutting through the heavy quiet.

Rio’s grip on the steering wheel tightened. “Where were you last night?”

The question came out low, controlled, but Julian could feel the anger simmering beneath it.

Julian kept his tone light, as if that would help. “I told you—I was at Yadriel’s.”

“You didn’t tell me anything,” Rio snapped, eyes flicking toward him. “You just disappeared.”

Julian sank deeper into his hoodie. “I needed to talk to someone.”

Rio exhaled. “You’re my sixteen-year-old headache, Jules.”

“Love you, too,” Julian replied.

A pause.

“What did you need to talk to someone about?”

“Just … stuff,” Julian hedged. He could feel Rio’s gaze burning into the side of his face.

“Don’t bullshit me,” Rio barked. “You sneak out in the middle of the night, and you can’t even tell me why?”

Julian’s hands balled into fists inside his pocket. “Can we just drop it?”

A tense beat. Then—

“You mixed up in a gang?”

Julian barked out a laugh before he could stop himself. “No!”

“Selling drugs?”

Julian gestured emphatically down at his scuffed sneakers, the sole peeling at the edge. “Do you think I’d be wearing these shoes if I had drug money?!”

Rio sighed, long and sharp. “I can’t protect you if you don’t let me—”

“Protect me?” Julian turned toward him, guilt and frustration tangling up in his chest. “From what? From being a screwup? From being a disappointment?”

“From yourself, mostly,” Rio said. “And whatever weird shit keeps following you around.”

Julian winced. He turned back to the window, his reflection staring back at him, tired and annoyed. The silence stretched between them. Julian wanted to defend himself, to lash out, but every excuse he could think of sounded hollow, even to him.

Rio exhaled. “You look like shit.”

Julian let out a hollow laugh. “Thanks.”

“I’m serious. You’re pale. You’re skinnier than you were a month ago. You’ve got bags under your eyes. You’re not sleeping. What’s going on with you?”

Julian’s chest tightened. The exhaustion, the disconnect, the gnawing emptiness that never quite left him. Susto. But he couldn’t tell Rio that, couldn’t explain the dark spots or the voices or the weight pressing down on him like a thousand invisible hands.

“I’m fine,” Julian muttered.

“Bullshit,” Rio snapped. “You think I don’t notice? You think I don’t care?”

Julian’s throat closed up. “I’m handling it.”

Rio slammed his hand against the steering wheel, the sharp sound making Julian flinch.

“I’m your brother!” he shouted. “Of course I’m gonna worry about you! You think I want to lose you again?!”

The words landed like a body check. Heat pooled under Julian’s sternum.

“I’m not going anywhere,” he said quietly.

Rio made a frustrated noise, his grip on the wheel loosening slightly. The Stingray rolled to a stop in front of the high school, the building looming like a gray monolith in the morning light.

Julian reached for the door handle.

“Jules.”

He paused. Rio’s face had softened. Still tense, but raw now. Honest.

“Just … be careful, okay?”

Rio reached into his jacket and pulled out Julian’s phone. He tossed it to Julian, who caught it easily.

Julian nodded, fingers tight around the device. “Yeah.”

He climbed out of the car, slamming the door behind him. The Stingray roared to life and peeled off, leaving Julian alone on the sidewalk, the echo of Rio’s fear still ringing in his ears.



Lunchtime couldn’t come soon enough.

Julian spotted Yadriel and Maritza in their usual spot at the far corner of the quad, tucked away from the noise and chaos. Maritza’s pink-and-purple curls glinted in the sun, while Yadriel’s black hoodie made him look like a pocket of shadow.

“Hey, you two,” Julian said, flopping down beside them. “Miss me this morning?”

“Like a little brother I never wanted,” Maritza said wistfully.

Julian clutched his chest dramatically. “Wow. Wounded.”

“How are you holding up?” Yadriel asked, eyes scanning him with quiet concern.

Julian shook his head, knee bouncing with leftover adrenaline. “Rio’s driving me nuts. He’s pissed at me for sneaking out so now he’s got this hawk-eye thing going on. I swear, if I breathe wrong, he clocks it.”

“Tell me about it,” Yadriel muttered, nudging his stained Tupperware of tamal toward Julian in silent offering. “This is already hard without our families Bubble Wrapping us.”

“Hard how?” Julian asked.

“Spirits,” Yadriel said, voice low. “They’re … not showing up the way they should. Lita says a few haven’t answered when called. Offerings sit untouched. A couple of usuals went quiet.”

A quick, stupid flicker of panic licked up Julian’s spine. What if the regulars he joked with by the gates, the ones who always seemed curious about him, had gone quiet, too? He shoved the thought down for now.

Julian’s jaw tightened. “You think it’s connected? To me? To Luca?”

“Maybe,” Yadriel said. “But the elders are tight-lipped.”

“Feels personal,” Julian muttered, picking a thread on his sleeve. “Like whatever’s out there knows where to press.”

“Then we push back,” Yadriel said. “We’ll figure it out.”

“Sure, if Rio doesn’t ground me into the next century first,” Julian muttered. “He’s got me GPS-tracked.”

“Then don’t let him track you,” Maritza said, a little annoyed like this was obvious.

“Easy for you to say. You don’t have a big brother who can sniff out your lies like a bloodhound.”

“Jules, Jules, Jules,” she chided in a singsong voice, fishing out her phone from the pocket of her puffer jacket. With a few swipes, she held it up, showing him the screen. “Location services. Turn ’em off.”

Julian squinted at the little gray arrow on her phone. “Wait, you can just … do that?”

“How d’you think I’ve avoided getting grounded for eighty years with all the shit we get up to?” She winked, the mischief in her eyes sparking a glimmer of hope in Julian’s chest. “Just go to where you say you’ll be so it clocks you at the location, then shut off the location services. It won’t update your location until you turn it on again, so it’ll look like you’re still there.”

“Wait, so, I just … snip the digital leash?” His mind raced, possibilities blooming like fireworks.

“Snip, snip,” Maritza confirmed, mimicking scissors with her fingers. “Gimme your phone,” she said, holding out her hand.

Maritza walked him through it like it was second nature. When she handed the phone back, Julian stared at it as if she’d just handed him the keys to a getaway car.

Julian laughed, actual relief bubbling up in his chest. “Damn. Why didn’t I think of that?”

“’Cause you’re not as smart as me,” Maritza said, flipping her hair with exaggerated flair.

Julian leaned back against the quad bench, the relief from Maritza’s quick tech fix starting to lift his spirits. He turned his phone over in his hand, inspecting it like it was suddenly a treasure chest full of possibilities.

“Okay. No more GPS babysitter,” he said, turning the screen off. “But I’m still basically on house arrest. One wrong move, and Rio’s shipping me off to boot camp.”

Yadriel shot him a dry look, mid-bite of his tamal. “You’re being dramatic.”

“I second that,” Maritza added. “There’s no way Rio could afford military school. More likely he ships you somewhere cheaper.”

Julian frowned. “Like what?”

Maritza’s grin widened. “Like one of those weird farming boot camps where they make you dig potatoes all day.”

Julian squinted at her. “That’s not a real thing,” he said flatly.

“Oh, it’s real,” she replied with an exaggerated nod. “One potato, two potatoes, three potatoes, jail—”

Yadriel rolled his eyes. “Please stop.”

“I’m just saying!” she teased, leaning into him with a wicked smile.

“Honestly,” Yadriel said, changing the subject, “all things considered? Rio’s being kind of chill.”

Julian sat up so fast he nearly toppled off the bench. “WHAT?!”

“Think about it,” Yadriel replied with a shrug, carefully peeling back the foil from the husk of his tamal. “If my dad ever caught me sneaking out at night? I’d be dead. Like, literally. Six feet under. He’d bury me in the cemetery himself.”

Maritza nodded in agreement. “Oh yeah, absolutely. If my mom caught me? Forget it. I’d never see the light of day again. She’d lock me in my room, and I’d have to learn Morse code with a flashlight out the window to communicate with people.”

“You guys are NOT making me feel better,” Julian muttered, slumping in his seat. “And I don’t need Rio getting any ideas about burying me alive or potato boot camp!”

Yadriel smothered a smile behind his hand. “Well, look, maybe I can help. I could come over after school today. We’ve been at my place a lot. If I start showing up at yours more, maybe he’ll chill.”

Julian’s eyes lit up. “That’s genius! Emotional camouflage! He won’t go full dad mode if you’re around—you’re like the ultimate good influence!”

Yadriel didn’t just make Rio calmer—he made Julian calmer. Having him around was like turning down the volume on all the noise in his head. Not to mention, Rio actually listened to Yadriel. Trusted him. Sometimes Julian wished that kind of calm could rub off on him like secondhand sainthood.

“I don’t know about all that,” Yadriel said, his ears turning pink.

“Maritza, you in?” Julian asked.

She shook her head, packing up the remnants of her lunch. “Can’t. I have plans.”

Both boys blinked at her.

“What?” she said defensively. “I have friends other than you two, okay?”

“Since when?” Julian asked, genuinely baffled.

“Oh my gods, rude!” Maritza shot back, scowling at him. “Do you think I just sit around waiting for you two knuckleheads to entertain me? I have a life!”

“What, do you go hang out with the stray cats behind your house?” Julian teased with a grin.

“Those cats are cooler than you,” she said, deadpan.

Julian cackled. “Okay, that’s fair.”

“Let her hang out with her cats, Jules,” Yadriel said, giving him a reassuring pat on his arm. “We’ll handle Rio.”

Julian flashed finger guns. “Teamwork makes the dream work.”

Maritza groaned. “You two are so cheesy it physically pains me.” She slung her backpack over one shoulder and stood up. “Try not to get grounded for the rest of eternity, Jules. I’d hate to have to visit you at potato camp!”

“It’s not a real thing!” Julian called after her as she walked away, her laughter echoing back to them.

Yadriel smiled at Julian, shaking his head. “You ready to survive the rest of the day?”

Julian grinned back, his earlier worries easing just a little. “With you here? I’ve got a shot.”



After school, Julian and Yadriel walked side by side to the apartment. The Stingray was parked out front, but it wasn’t the car that caught Julian’s attention—it was the figure leaning against the hood.

Angel.

They looked restless, one boot scuffing the asphalt, arms folded too tightly to be casual. Their sharp golden eyes flicked up the moment they spotted Julian and Yadriel.

“Finally,” Angel called, smirking—but the edge was too sharp, like it had been honed over anxiety. They exhaled a nervous laugh. “I was starting to think you ghosted me.”

Julian winced. He hadn’t responded to their last few texts and after the spirit release—after that scream—he hadn’t even checked in. Not because he didn’t want to. Because he didn’t know how.

The image of Angel’s obsidian blade still lived somewhere behind his eyes. That green light. That sound.

And the girl.

Julian forced a smile, the kind that felt too tight in the corners. “Nah. Nothing like that!” he said, trying to keep his tone light. “I like hanging out with you.”

Even if lately, it scared the hell out of him.

Before the moment could spiral, Yadriel stepped in with a quick, reassuring smile. “Julian doesn’t ghost people. He just forgets to text back.”

Angel’s smirk faltered into something almost relieved, then shuttered. Julian couldn’t read them. He wasn’t sure he wanted to try right now.

“Come on,” Yadriel said, leading the way to the stairs. “It’s warmer inside, and Rio probably already burned the spaghetti.”

Angel hummed, falling into step with Yadriel.

Julian followed, guilt needling the back of his throat. He’d asked Angel for help, then vanished the moment things got dicey. And now? He wasn’t even sure what he felt. Angel unsettled him. Angel had helped him. Angel scared him.

And yet, here they were—walking into the warmth of his home like everything was fine.

As they reached the apartment door, Julian paused for a beat.

This wasn’t just about placating Rio or hanging out. It was about showing his friends he hadn’t forgotten them. He’d been messing up, disappearing. But not this night. This night, he was showing up.

He turned to Yadriel, squaring his shoulders a little. “Time to prove I’m not the worst friend in the world,” he said, forcing a grin.

The apartment was chaos, as usual.

Omar lounged in the recliner with an ancient car magazine from the shop, Rocky and Flaca argued over the playlist coming from her phone, and Luca sat cross-legged on the floor, scribbling in his notebook.

The smell of burnt tomato sauce wafted from the kitchen, where Rio stood over the stove. A bag of frozen meatballs lay ripped open on the counter, evidence of Rio’s idea of “homemade.”

“Hey, y’all, I brought guests!” Julian said, plastering on a smile as he kicked off his shoes and gestured for Yadriel and Angel to follow him in.

“Look who decided to grace us with his presence,” Omar said without looking up from his magazine as he angrily flipped a page.

“Miracle, right?” Julian joked.

Rocky glanced up, eyebrows lifting at the sight of Yadriel. “Hey, Yadriel.”

“Hi,” he said politely, offering a small wave before nudging Julian with his elbow. “Looks like a full house.”

“It’s always a full house,” Julian replied, though a genuine warmth crept into his voice. That was just the way he liked it.

Angel lingered near the door, arms still crossed, eyes flicking around as if they were mapping exits. Julian caught it, and so did Yadriel. They exchanged a quick glance.

Now Julian felt like a total asshole for thinking harshly of Angel. Not only were they trying to help Julian, they were on their own and clearly wanted to fit in with this group. If they kept coming back, that meant they cared, right?

Julian inwardly shook his head at himself. Regardless of what might be true or what Maritza suspected, he wasn’t going to give Angel the cold shoulder.

“Wanna play Mario Kart?” Julian asked Angel, jerking his chin to try to coax them inside. If there was one thing that could bring this group together, it was arguing over a video game. He looked around at the others. “Throwdown style?”

Rocky perked up. “Only if you’re ready to get smoked,” she replied with a grin. Save for Julian, she was the most competitive in the group.

Julian clapped once, way too loud. “I’m about to mop the floor with all of you!”

“In your dreams,” Rocky shot back, already grabbing a controller.

“Nightmares, actually,” Omar said, smirking. “For you.”

They all scrambled to the dusty TV stand where the old console sat like a relic from a bygone era. Controllers were seized with the reverence of knights claiming their swords, each one a patchwork of makeshift repairs, electrical tape clinging to life on frayed wires.

“Here! You can take this one,” Julian said, snagging the least-damaged controller for Angel to take.

Angel hesitated momentarily before picking it up, their fingers tracing over the faded buttons as if committing them to memory.

“Man, this is the worst one!” Omar complained, examining the cracked plastic of the controller he got stuck with as if it might bite. “It’s like holding on to a cactus.”

“Adds character, man!” Julian laughed, settling onto the worn couch, knees bouncing with restless energy.

“Character and tetanus,” Omar scoffed, but Julian could tell he was excited to play. Omar loved playing video games, even if he complained.

The group dissolved into more bickering and chatter as they set up the game. Julian turned to find Yadriel grinning at him.

“You care about them a lot, huh?” Yadriel asked quietly.

Julian laughed. “Well, yeah,” he said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “Everyone’s at least a little in love with their best friends.”

Yadriel deadpanned, “My best friend is my cousin.”

Julian huffed, rolling his eyes. “You know what I mean!”

“Sure,” Yadriel said, biting back a grin. “Whatever you say, Romeo.”

Luca put down his notebook and took a seat on the floor. “Can we do Rainbow Road?”

“Only if you hate happiness,” Rocky replied, already selecting her kart.

Julian let out a shaky breath, trying to settle into the noise.

Beside him, Yadriel leaned in and bumped his shoulder. “Relax,” he murmured, low enough only Julian could hear.

Angel caught the exchange with an amused smirk and raised a brow. Julian rolled his eyes at them in response.

Rocky clicked her controller impatiently. “Let’s go, Jules! We don’t have all day!”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Julian muttered, grabbing his own controller. “I’m about to school you all, just watch.”

“You’re about to get last place again,” Omar teased.

“Not this time!” Julian declared, though his voice lacked some of his usual bravado.

The match started. Familiar music filled the room, and so did laughter. Trash talk bounced between them like a Ping-Pong ball—Rocky yelling about blue shells, Omar calling his controller cursed, Flaca threatening to ban Luca from Rainbow Road forever if he knocked the console loose again.

It felt good. For once, everything felt normal. Like the heaviness of the day, the malignos, and the dark spots hadn’t cracked their way into his life. In this moment, surrounded by laughter, it was easy to pretend everything was fine.

But normal never lasted long.

Yadriel’s phone buzzed, pulling them back into reality. A message from his dad:

Be outside in five minutes.

“Gotta go,” Yadriel announced, pushing off the couch as Angel stood to follow. Julian glanced up, surprised.

“You both heading out?” he asked, grabbing his hoodie from the arm of the couch.

“Yeah,” Angel replied, stuffing their hands into their pockets and shifting their weight like they were trying to look casual. “I’ve got some business to deal with tonight.” They avoided Julian’s gaze, though the tension in their shoulders told him they were anything but relaxed.

Julian frowned slightly but let it slide. “I’ll walk you guys,” he offered.

The air outside was crisp as the three of them made their way down the steps to the mechanic shop. The sky was painted in an orange haze, the last dregs of twilight fading into night.

Yadriel glanced at the road, searching for his dad’s car, while Angel lingered nearby.

“So,” Julian said to Yadriel, rocking back on his heels. “The Chosen One gets a chauffeur tonight, huh? Big-time perks.” He shot his boyfriend a teasing grin, trying to chase away the strange energy lingering around Angel.

Yadriel groaned, pinching the bridge of his nose. “You’re never gonna let that go, are you?”

“Nope!” Julian said smugly, relishing the way Yadriel’s lip twitched with the beginnings of a smile. “I mean, come on. You’re Lady Death’s Chosen. Pretty sure that makes you, like, the brujx MVP.”

It was a joke—one of many—but Julian still remembered the way it had felt. That terrifying blur of death before Yadriel pulled him back. Sometimes, he couldn’t believe it had really happened. Sometimes, he thought, maybe he wasn’t supposed to come back.

Angel exhaled a laugh, but it was weak. The kind you did when you laughed along but didn’t really get the joke.

Yadriel shook his head, though the corner of his mouth twitched into a smile. “You’re such a pain.”

“You literally brought me back to life,” Julian shot back, spreading his arms wide. “I’m walking, talking proof of your chosen-ness—”

A sharp inhale cut through the air. Julian spun toward Angel.

Her expression had gone still—too still. Shock rippled across her face, disbelief hollowing her eyes. The gold in them caught the light, startled, like she’d been struck.

“Wait—What?”

Julian blinked, startled. “What?” he repeated blankly, unable to figure out where he’d misstepped.

“What did you just say?” she demanded, stepping closer. “You died?”

Julian’s stomach dropped. Too late to take it back.

“Uh.” He looked to Yadriel for help but his attention was locked onto Angel, tense with a pucker between his brows.

Angel turned to face him as well. “And you—you brought him back?”

Yadriel stiffened. “It’s … complicated,” he said cautiously, his attention darting from Angel to Julian as if he were bracing for impact.

“He brought you back to life and you didn’t think to mention it?” Angel’s voice rose, cracking on the edges. Her face twisted in angry disbelief, brows furrowed so tight it carved deep lines across her forehead. Her golden eyes shimmered with something more fragile just beneath it—betrayal.

Julian’s throat burned, and his hand reflexively went to the medal around his neck.

Angel spun to Yadriel again. “You did the impossible,” she said, stepping forward now, her fists clenched and jaw locked, “and just—kept it to yourself?!”

Julian stepped forward, pulse thudding in his ears. Something in Angel had shifted—gone sharp and wild. The warmth she’d carried earlier was gone, replaced by something that bristled and burned.

Heat flared in Julian’s chest. Not just fear but also protectiveness. The way she was talking to Yadriel, demanding like he owed her something—it made Julian’s spine straighten. He wasn’t about to let anyone come at Yadriel like that.

“Angel, you don’t get it—” he said, voice firmer now.

But Angel surged ahead, anger igniting behind her eyes.

“Do you even realize what that means?!” she snapped. “You can undo death! You beat it! You could fix everything—bring people back, stop the pain—and you’re just sitting on that?!”

Yadriel flinched. “I did not beat death,” he said firmly. “I worked with Lady Death, not against her. And it’s not something I can do twice—”

“Then teach me!” Angel barked, taking a step closer to Yadriel.

“Watch it,” Julian warned, putting out a hand to block Angel, but it was like she couldn’t even see him.

“Show me how,” Angel insisted. “Just tell me what you did, and I’ll do it myself!”

“It doesn’t work that way,” Yadriel said, his voice steady but tight as he held up his hands in a placating gesture.

“Bullshit!” Angel’s voice was deeper now—desperation curdled into fury. “You did it. He’s right here!” she said, pointing. “So either you can’t, or you won’t.”

“Angel, dude, you gotta chill—” Julian warned.

“Show me!” Angel wasn’t yelling now. She was pleading.

“It’s not that simple,” Yadriel said. Instead of finding anger in his eyes, Julian only saw sorrow.

But Angel wasn’t listening. Julian could see it—the way she was somewhere else, pulled under by something dark.

“Show me how!” Angel repeated—lost, untethered, broken.

Yadriel’s shoulders tensed. “It wasn’t a spell. It was a bond. A pact with Lady Death herself.”

The name landed like a slap. Angel reeled back a step, breath caught in her throat.

“And it nearly killed him!” came a sharp voice from behind them. Maritza. She appeared as if summoned, planting herself at Yadriel’s side.

Julian almost sagged with relief, but Maritza’s glare could’ve burned a hole through concrete.

“I’m the one who kept him alive,” she snapped, eyes blazing and voice sharp. “You think this was some easy miracle? That it didn’t cost anything?”

Angel didn’t respond right away. She stood frozen, shoulders heaving, like her own body was struggling to contain the weight of it all.

“You think I wouldn’t pay that cost?” she rasped. “You think I wouldn’t burn for them if it meant bringing them back?!”

Julian’s heart thudded. Them. Who was Angel talking about? Who had she lost—and how badly did she want them back?

Julian looked to Yadriel and then Maritza. None of them knew what to say.

For a long, terrible moment, silence hung between them, heavy as a tombstone. The anguish in Angel’s expression deepened, raw and unfiltered. With a choked sound—somewhere between a sob and a snarl—Angel turned sharply on her heel and tore away, disappearing into the darkness like a shadow fleeing the light.

“Shit,” Julian muttered, staring after them. A pang of guilt twisted in his gut.

Yadriel let out a slow, shaky breath, his shoulders slumping slightly. “I … didn’t mean to upset her,” he said, his voice small.

“It’s not your fault,” Maritza said, sharp but not unkind. She blew out a breath, her anger cooling into frustration. “She shouldn’t have come at you like that. It wasn’t okay.”

Julian finally tore his gaze from the street, looking at both of them. Angel’s voice was still ringing in his ears—You think I wouldn’t burn for them?

He was standing on the edge of something he didn’t understand.

“I’ll talk to her tomorrow,” he muttered, jaw clenched. “I think … I think she needs someone to talk to.”

Maritza gave him a look. Not judgmental, but skeptical. “You sure that someone should be you?”

Julian hesitated. “No,” he admitted. “But I think I’m the only option. Where the hell did you even come from?” he added, suddenly turning to Maritza.

She shrugged, nonchalant, and jerked her chin to the beige truck idling by the shop. “Tío Enrique got busy with cemetery duty. I’m the getaway car.”

Yadriel’s expression darkened slightly. Probably thinking about the spirits Lita couldn’t reach. He stared off down the street where Angel had disappeared.

“We should head out,” Yadriel murmured, dragging his gaze back to Maritza and Julian.

He turned to Julian, offering a faint smile. “See you tomorrow?”

“Yeah,” Julian said, stealing a quick kiss. “Text me when you get home.”

“I will.” Yadriel squeezed him into a hug, tight and grounded, before climbing into the truck, disappearing into the passenger seat while Maritza got into the driver’s.

She rolled down the window as they pulled away. “Try to stay out of trouble, Jules!”

Julian gave a tired, half-hearted smile. “No promises!”

The taillights faded into the dark, leaving Julian standing alone in the empty lot.

For a long moment, he just stood there, staring into the night. His thoughts churned.

Angel had cracked open—not just from rage but also from grief. And now Julian couldn’t stop wondering who she’d lost. Or what she was willing to do to get them back.

He knew that feeling—how loss could hollow you out until all that was left was wanting. Angel had lost someone, and her fury wasn’t about power. It was about pain. About wanting the world to make sense again, no matter the cost. And as much as he hated to admit it, part of him understood. If it meant seeing his dad again—if it meant undoing everything that hurt—he didn’t know what he’d refuse.

He’d been so caught up in defending Yadriel that he hadn’t realized how badly he’d hurt Angel just by existing—by being the proof of what she’d lost. The miracle she couldn’t have. And the guilt of that sank deep, heavy as the night around him.

He wasn’t a miracle. Just a boy of borrowed breath.

Tomorrow, he promised himself. Tomorrow, I’ll fix it.

The apartment door creaked open, and Julian stepped inside, the lingering chill of the night still clinging to his skin. The warmth inside hit him like a wave—not just the heat, but the noise.

Flaca and Rocky were arguing down the hall, probably over the bathroom again. The smell of spaghetti and garlic still hung thick in the air, sharp and slightly burnt.

Omar was sprawled out on the couch, his socked feet propped up on the makeshift coffee table, one arm slung lazily over his stomach. The dull murmur of a late-night anime played in the background, punctuated by dramatic sword clashes and yelling characters.

His head turned lazily as Julian entered, one brow already raised.

Next to him, Luca was mostly buried under a mountain of pillows and a lumpy quilt. Only his eyes were visible—wide and sharp, tracking Julian the moment he stepped inside.

Julian gave a casual wave, trying to slide back into the space like nothing had happened. “Hey,” he said, kicking off his shoes.

“Hey,” Omar grunted back, his tone flat but his posture relaxed when Julian sank into the seat beside him.

Julian couldn’t ignore Luca, though, not when the kid was still watching him with those unblinking eyes. Luca’s fingers worked absentmindedly at the woven bracelet on his wrist—the one Julian had made him out of scraps of his blankie. Luca had been wearing it religiously, twisting it when he was anxious or deep in thought.

Right now, he was both.

“You good?” Omar asked, suspicion cutting through the sleepy gruffness of his tone.

“Yeah. Long day,” Julian replied quickly, his voice a shade too tight. He waved a hand like it was no big deal, but Omar didn’t seem convinced.

Luca’s quiet gaze stayed on Julian.

Omar snorted. “You look like hell.”

Julian flashed a tight smile. “Thanks.” He changed his mind and stood up, heading for the bedroom. He could feel Omar’s disappointment.

Julian made it halfway down the hall before Omar’s voice called out to him. “Somethin’ weird happen?”

Julian froze, his back to the room. “What?”

“You got that look on your face again.” Omar wasn’t teasing anymore. “Like you’re gonna barf or something.”

Julian turned. Luca just stared at him, like he was waiting for the truth to fall out.

Julian exhaled a laugh, trying to play it off as he turned his attention back to Omar. “You sound like Rio.”

Omar sat up straighter. “Yeah, well, maybe he’s got a point.”

Julian clenched his jaw. Omar wasn’t making this any easier on him, and he was tired of getting grilled. “Wow. Thanks for the support,” he said, unable to keep the hostility from his voice.

Omar’s nostrils flared. “I am supporting you,” he said. “I just want to know what’s going on.”

“I already told you—”

“You haven’t told us shit.”

The silence that followed was sharp. Tense.

Luca curled deeper into his blanket, face turned away. His hands had dropped from the bracelet. They tugged at the cuffs of his sleeves instead, and for a second, Julian saw it.

The dark spot. His Marca Hueca.

It peeked out from under the stretched neck of Luca’s sweater, trailing past his collarbone. Faint, shadowed, and unmistakable.

Guilt slammed into Julian.

Luca was getting worse, and Julian was still lying.

“I just need some sleep,” he muttered, not looking at either of them.

He heard Omar suck his teeth, could picture him shaking his head.

Julian flinched at the bite in his voice, then turned down the hall fast, brushing shoulders with Rocky as she exited the bathroom mid-argument with Flaca.

“Next time you steal my face wash, I’m pouring glitter in your shampoo!” Rocky snapped.

“You act like that’s a punishment!” Flaca shot back.

Julian managed a smile as he passed. Rocky and Flaca continued their argument into the living room.

He reached the shared bedroom door and paused, hand on the knob. For a second, he swore he saw movement—just a ripple of shadow across the hall. A trick of the light.

Julian exhaled and pushed the door open. He felt it the second he stepped inside.

Rio was asleep under the mound of his blanket, the lights flicked off, but a shiver crawled up Julian’s spine. He froze, squinting into the dark. The pulsing neon sign from the gas station filtered through the blinds, but the shadows felt too still, too watchful.

The room felt colder than it should be, raising the hairs on his arms.

Julian stepped inside and shut the door behind him. The sound of the latch catching echoed too loudly. Rio’s steady breathing came from the far bed, deep and slow, but even that felt … fragile.

Julian stood still. Listening. Watching.

Waiting.

The shadows were wrong. They leaned at strange angles. The air had weight—thick, like breath.

A prickle crawled up his spine. He turned to the window, but the blinds were steady, the neon light continuing to pulse. Nothing outside.

He stepped toward his bed—and stopped.

The closet door was cracked open.

Only a sliver.

But from inside, a faint glow pulsed—pale blue, soft at first, like the shimmer of moonlight across deep water. Then stronger. Rhythmic.

Julian’s breath hitched. His pulse thudded at his temples, sweat prickling on his brow.

Julian.

His name scraped through the air like nails on glass.

Julian flinched. Spun.

No one.

Just the light. Just the closet.

Julian.

It came again—not loud but unmistakable. Not a threat, not even angry.

But the way it said it, like it knew him.

Not like Angel, who was trying to help. Not like Yadriel, who loved him. This was deeper.

Older. Like something carved into his bones.

The voice was familiar. Not recognizable. Not yet. But something in it hit wrong in the exact right place, like a bruise pressed by an invisible finger.

His chest tightened. His hands curled into fists. He wanted to run—or scream—or answer.

He took one step toward the closet.

The light grew brighter, and the stillness shattered.

Shadows stretched across the walls, pulsing like they had a heartbeat. Julian’s breath hitched, his chest tightening as the darkness coiled like living ink.

“Who’s there?” Julian demanded, fists clenched, though his gut twisted. The silence swelled, thick and expectant.

JULIAN.

His gaze snapped to the closet. Darkness gaped wide, shadows undulating, drawing him closer with a watery blue glow. Heart pounding, Julian crept forward, each step weighted with dread. The light reflected off the closet walls like ripples in a deep lake, growing brighter.

He swore he heard it—breathing, faint but unmistakable.

“What the fuck?” he whispered, staring into the pulsing blue light. What was it? The question twisted in his gut like a knife—

“What are you doing?”

A shout tore out of him. He jerked backward, heels skidding on the floor as he scrambled away from the closet, palms stinging.

Rio was propped up on his side, squinting at Julian in the dark.

“What are you doing, man?” Rio repeated, his voice rough with sleep, his brow furrowed.

“N-nothing! I’m cool— Holy shit, you scared me,” Julian stammered, gripping his shirt when his scar throbbed painfully underneath. “I—I thought I saw a—uh—spider.”

Rio frowned. “Spider?” he asked.

Julian’s pulse hammered as he glanced back at the closet.

It was dark now, like the lights had never been there. Just piles of clothes and junk.

But Julian couldn’t stop staring at the dark. It had felt real. Too real.

He tried to laugh, but it cracked in his throat. “Guess I scared it off.”

Rio’s scowl deepened. Without a word, he grabbed the metal bat from the corner—a relic of their dad—and yanked the closet door open.

The hinges creaked, the dim light spilling over nothing but mess.

“See?” Julian choked out, relief washing over him. “Told you. Just my imagination.”

Rio lingered, eyes darting between the closet and Julian, like he was waiting for something to happen. Finally, he shut the door with a thud, returning the bat to its corner.

He crossed the room and paused in front of Julian. He reached out, hand landing lightly on the side of Julian’s head, thumb brushing the scar behind his ear.

The unexpected gentleness made Julian choke on his own breath.

“You’ve always been a terrible liar,” Rio muttered, exhausted and defeated. “Whatever it is you’re hiding—it’s gonna catch up.”

Then he turned and got back into bed. The bat sat safely in its home, propped in the corner.

Julian stood there a second longer, heart thudding, ears ringing, a tremor working its way into his spine.

The whisper still clung to him.

Just there.

Waiting.







FOURTEEN
JULIAN



Julian’s fingers wobbled around the striping brush, the fine bristles trembling no matter how tight he tried to hold them. Carlos leaned beside him, one hand braced on the glossy fender of the ’64 Impala they were detailing, his other hand demonstrating the smooth, perfect stroke Julian had watched him do a thousand times.

“Aye, relax, man,” Carlos murmured. “Pinstripes aren’t about strength. It’s all patience and purpose. Breathe with it.”

Normally, Julian loved this—loved the quiet focus of laying down a clean line, the satisfaction of a perfect curve blooming across chrome. Carlos always said Julian had “an artist’s eye,” which made something warm and fizzy settle in Julian’s chest every time.

But today? He hadn’t slept since the whisper in his closet. The susto chill sat in his bones like ice, turning every bolt into a small war. He needed to tell Yadriel before the shadows got worse. And with the Midnight Vigil tonight, he’d see him soon—if he could just get through the day.

The night before had been too much. He could still hear it.

Julian, whispered like a curse, a warning, or both. If anyone would believe him, it was Yads.

The thought of his boyfriend—his steady, grounded Yadriel—eased the worst of the nervousness coiling in his chest. He’d feel better once he saw him. He always did.

But there was more than just comfort pulling Julian toward Yadriel.

They needed to do something before the shadows got any bolder. Well, bolder than they already were.

Plus Angel still hadn’t texted. No calls. No voice messages. Not even a ghost emoji.

The only reason he hadn’t gone to Yadriel’s first thing was that he had to work, and he hadn’t texted him because how would he even explain that through messages?

Julian’s wrist twitched as he tried to follow Carlos’s instructions and the line smeared into a shaky zigzag.

He hissed under his breath. “Dude, come on—focus.”

Julian lifted his hand to try again, but even that made the world tilt a little. His arms felt heavy, fog curling somewhere between his ribs and spine. The brush dipped the wrong way and a fat bead of paint dripped onto the fender.

Carlos clicked his tongue gently. Not mad—never mad, just concerned. “Hey. Hey. It’s fine.” He took the brush from Julian’s hand before it could fall. “Look at your hands, man. You’re shakin’ like you had three Red Bulls for breakfast.”

“I’m good,” Julian lied automatically. His legs trembled with exhaustion, that cold susto-pulse buried deep in his bones. “I can keep going—”

“Nah, you ain’t.” Carlos tipped his chin toward Julian. “Be real with me, Jules. You look like you’re about to face-plant into my clear coat, and I just buffed that shit.”

Julian tried to laugh but it came out weak, his breath catching on the way in. He rubbed the heel of his palm over his eyes, trying to steady himself. The air hummed. Even the shop lights felt too bright.

“I’m fine,” he muttered again, though the wobble in his voice betrayed him.

Carlos set the striping brush aside. “Wrap it up, Jules. You’re done for today.”

Julian’s shoulders sagged. “Fine,” he sighed, wiping a smear of grease across his forehead with the back of his hand. He set down the tools with shaky hands.

Carlos looked Julian up and down and let out a whistle.

“You’re too skinny, bro,” he said, pinching Julian’s upper arm. “You eating?”

“Yeah,” Julian said automatically. Then, after a beat. “Well, not today,” he corrected himself. He’d thought about a bowl of cereal, but he felt too queasy to eat without repercussions.

Carlos grunted and jerked his chin toward the office. “I got some food in there,” Carlos said. “You wanna plate?”

“Nah, my stomach’s messed up, man,” Julian replied, pressing a hand to his gut.

Carlos narrowed his eyes like he didn’t believe that for a second, but he didn’t push. “Go upstairs and take it easy,” he said, pulling out his phone. It looked comically small in his large hand.

Julian managed a shaky smile. “Got it.”

He barely made it through the door before collapsing face-first onto the couch. The cushions weren’t comfortable so much as available. The springs let out a tired groan. He didn’t even bother kicking off his shoes—just shrugged out of his hoodie and let himself sink.

His whole body was one big ache. His fingers still tingled from the wrench. The cold hadn’t left his bones even in the warmth of the apartment.

He wanted to head over to Yadriel’s, but the sheer exhaustion kept him melting into the couch.

His stomach twisted again. He pulled a throw pillow over his head like it could shut out the memories.

Julian exhaled slowly through his nose. He closed his eyes—just for a minute.

The couch dissolved.

He was standing in the cemetery again—but it wasn’t right. The sky above him pulsed with a deep, unnatural blue, like he was looking up through the surface of water. The ground breathed beneath his feet, like something was shifting just under the soil.

Tombstones stretched out into the dark, hundreds of them—too many, crowding each other, names he didn’t recognize and some he did.

Julian.

The voice slithered around him, closer this time. Not a whisper— a presence, brushing the edge of his mind like a finger dragging through wet paint.

He turned in circles, trying to find it.

Then the closet door appeared—just standing there in the middle of the graveyard. Slightly ajar, glowing blue light spilling out through the cracks. The same wrong blue as the sink. As his closet. Like every door was the same door.

He took a step toward it, and the ground gave way. He plunged downward, weightless and breathless, the whisper curling tighter around him like smoke.

Julian.

He couldn’t scream.

Couldn’t run.

Couldn’t breathe.

SLAM.

Julian jerked upright with a sharp gasp, the image of the closet door still burned behind his eyes, only to find Rio in the doorway.

“Jesus Christ, you scared the shit out of me!” Julian barked, adrenaline bolting through his veins.

Rio dropped a small paper bag onto the table with a thud. A few bottles of generic Pedialyte rolled out alongside a handful of grocery- store-brand medicine.

“What’s all that?” Julian asked groggily.

Rio tossed him one of the square bottles. “Drink it.”

Julian wrinkled his nose. “This is for babies.”

“Drink it,” Rio repeated, not in the mood for jokes. He dumped a few pills into Julian’s hand.

“Why?” Julian asked, even as he obeyed. He downed the pills and took a swig—and immediately gagged. “Ugh. Salty Gatorade.” At least it was purple.

“Good,” Rio grunted, moving to the kitchen as Julian glared at his retreating back.

Julian rubbed his eyes, pulse still spiking from the dream. But the Pedialyte didn’t make him feel better. If anything, it made him more aware of how bad he felt—dizzy, nauseous, as if the floor could shift out from under him any second.

He couldn’t sit there.

“I’m gonna go to Yadriel’s place,” Julian announced, pushing himself off the couch, blood rushing to his head.

“I don’t want you going out,” Rio said immediately.

“What? Why?!” Julian balked, his voice pitching higher. “It’s still light out!”

“Because you’re sick,” Rio said, rounding on him with that all-too-familiar I’m in charge stance—arms crossed, jaw set. “Carlos told me you looked ready to pass out. You need to rest.”

“I’m fine,” Julian insisted. “I was working all morning, wasn’t I? If I can do that, I can go see Yads.”

Rio didn’t budge. “Jules.”

“Look, I’ll use my phone’s GPS, okay?” Julian blurted, pulling out his phone and waving it like proof of life. “You can track me the whole way there—I won’t go anywhere else, I swear!”

Rio looked at the phone. Then at Julian. Something shifted behind his eyes—not anger. Not annoyance.

Worry.

Rio opened his mouth to argue again but paused. His jaw shifted, and then he let out a long breath, shoulders sagging just slightly.

“You really want to see Yadriel that bad, huh?” he asked, voice lower now.

Julian swallowed. “Yeah.”

“You’ll see him tonight anyway,” Rio said. “The Midnight Vigil. His Lita texted me about it.”

Julian blinked. Of course she did.

He nodded.

Something in Rio’s face unspooled. “Fine. Wear a jacket. And answer your phone.”

Julian didn’t even argue. He grabbed the thickest coat he could find, shoving his arms through the sleeves like his life depended on it before snagging his skateboard. The second the zipper hit his chin, he was already at the door.

Behind him, Rio stood in the kitchen, unmoving. Watching him go.

There was something else he wanted to say. Julian could feel it.

But the words never came.



Julian hopped off his skateboard before reaching the cemetery. His stomach churned, and the wind cut sharper than before—or maybe that was just in his head. He rode his skateboard up to the back gate, too anxious for the long way around. The rusted chains gave just enough for him to slip through and book it for Yadriel’s house.

He cut a wide berth around the old church. Just being near it made his skin crawl. Something about it felt like the closet—that wrongness, like the shadows there watched.

He was almost clear when his body seized.

That chill again. Deep and instant, like someone had dunked him in ice water.

Julian spun around. “Not now,” he groaned.

He scanned the rows of headstones—and then he saw him.

Catriz.

No mist. No blurry half form. This time, he was there—fully visible, framed against the crooked silhouette of the church. Those watery lights danced across his skin, shadows pooling and billowing at his feet.

More solid than ever before, his features came into sharp focus—the stern line of his jaw, the deep furrows of his brow, and the sharp hook of his nose. Those strange, watery lights continued to dance across him from an unseen source. This was no fleeting apparition.

This time, Catriz looked like he could reach out and slap Julian upside the head if he wanted to.

Julian’s breath caught.

It was him.

The figure in the closet.

The voice in his dreams.

The one who’d killed him.

“Julian,” Catriz said, voice warped and echoing like it was dragging itself through a tunnel.

Julian’s fists clenched. His whole body bristled, every nerve screaming at him to run—but he didn’t.

“Come to finish the job?” he barked. “Because this time I’m not going down without a fight.”

He had no weapon. No portaje. Not even a plan. But he had anger. And fear. And Yadriel’s name clenched behind his teeth like a protective spell.

Catriz’s mouth twisted—not in amusement, but in frustration. “I’m—” he began.

Julian didn’t let him.

“Okay, Tío Espooky, what’s your deal?!” he demanded. “Don’t you gotta clock back in for your shift at the haunted house or something?” Julian kept his voice sharp, flippant—but his pulse was spiking. His skin felt too tight.

Catriz’s outline stuttered like something had a hook in him. “I’ve been trying—”

“To give me a heart attack?” Julian snapped. “Congrats. Ten out of ten.”

But his bravado was slipping. The closer Catriz came into focus, the more real he felt. This was the man who’d killed him. And now … he was trying to talk?

“Listen to me, boy!” Catriz’s voice cracked—not with fury, but strain. Like he was fighting the pull of something stronger. “I don’t have much time—”

Julian faltered.

There was something in Catriz’s voice. Not power. Not cold. Just … panic.

It caught him off guard.

He squinted, trying to make sense of what he was seeing. “You’re struggling to stay here?” he asked, quieter now.

He didn’t know ghosts could be dragged. And if something could pull Catriz away like that, it had to be powerful. Too powerful.

That meant something—or someone—had control over him.

Catriz’s form glitched again—his shape jolting like static, shoulders twitching as if something had grabbed hold of him.

“¡Sí, idiota!” Catriz growled. “It takes everything I have just to—”

“Then stop wasting it!” Julian snapped back. “Spit it out!”

He hated how his voice cracked. Hated that he sounded scared.

Catriz stepped forward. His eyes were glowing now, brighter than before—not dangerous but desperate. There was something almost human in the way his face twisted.

“I need to warn you—”

Julian’s stomach flipped.

“About what?”

Catriz’s head turned sharply—looking past Julian, over his shoulder.

His eyes widened. “He’s coming.”

The words landed like a punch to the chest.

Julian’s breath froze.

“Who?” he asked, but the words felt thin, powerless. His throat had gone dry.

Catriz didn’t answer.

The shadows around him surged, swallowing him whole. Not vanishing—recalled. Like someone yanked the reel and he got ripped backward off the film.

He exploded into smoke, sucked backward into the night like someone had hit Rewind on a horror movie. The last whisper of his voice shuddered through the cemetery like a tremor.

Julian stood there, stone-still.

The silence was loud. Dense. And it felt aware. Like whatever had dragged Catriz away wasn’t gone. It was watching him now.

“Fuck,” Julian hissed.

His mind raced. He’d spent weeks thinking he was being haunted by some evil ghost—or maybe his brain left the door open and all the weird wandered in.

But it was Catriz. The one who betrayed Yadriel. The one who murdered Julian.

And now he was trying to warn them?

Julian didn’t have time to unravel the why.

All he knew was, if Catriz was afraid … then something worse was on the way. And if something could jerk Catriz off the map mid-sentence, maybe that was what was yanking other spirits away, too.

Julian needed to find Yadriel and Maritza.

He turned and ran full tilt toward the cemetery’s heart, his board tucked under his arm. Every grave felt like it was watching him. Every shadow twitched.







FIFTEEN
YADRIEL



Yadriel swept the broom across the stone path with steady, deliberate strokes, the bristles scratching against dirt and fallen leaves. Dried marigold petals clung to the edges of tombstones, but too many of the little offerings sat untouched—no coins gone, candles unburned, cups of café con leche still full.

“You’re gonna sweep a hole into the ground if you keep at it that hard,” Maritza said a few paces back, snipping at a stubborn vine with pruning shears.

He didn’t answer. The cemetery was all wrong. Spirits weren’t just scarce, they were missing. Tethers and portajes that had been left out for them were gone, too, or turned up bent and empty. In a few places, the gravel told a story he didn’t like. Scuffed shoe marks, petals churned up, a candle knocked over hard enough to crack the glass.

A flicker of cold brushed the back of his neck.

“Felipe?” Yadriel said, glancing toward a familiar headstone. The spirit blinked into view just long enough to look around, jittery.

“You seen Marisol?” Felipe asked, voice pitched low like the graves might eavesdrop. “I haven’t seen her since last night.”

“Marisol?” Yadriel’s stomach dropped. “Not today,” he said carefully. “I’ll check, though.”

Felipe nodded, flickered, and vanished again.

As he did, Yadriel noticed something new at the base of Marisol’s headstone—a battered, dog-eared Jujutsu Kaisen volume. He blinked, kneeling to brush away the bit of gravel clinging to the cover. It was one of his old copies, worn soft from use.

Julian must have swiped it and left it for her.

The thought hit him in the chest. Even scared, even overwhelmed, Julian had remembered and brought something just for her. The book sat there now like a small promise waiting to be kept.

Yadriel’s phone buzzed in his hoodie pocket, the sound shattering his fragile calm. He startled, tugging it free to see a missed call and a new voice memo from Julian.

“Julian, what now…” he muttered, lips twitching with tired affection.

“What’s he doing, skateboarding off another roof?” Maritza teased, tossing a clump of vine into the compost bucket.

“Maybe,” Yadriel replied distractedly, pressing Play on the voice memo.

Julian’s voice exploded from the speaker, frantic and breathless, like he was mid-sprint while recording.

Hey, babe, just casually being haunted again, no biggie! Kinda freaking out! I’m heading to your place! Anyway—miss you, call me back!

Yadriel blinked. Then played it again.

“Did he just say he’s being haunted?” Maritza asked flatly.

“Yeah,” Yadriel breathed, heart skipping. He hit Play again, hoping the words would make more sense the second time. They didn’t.

Maritza held out her hand for the phone. Yadriel passed it over numbly, brain still buffering. The sound of Julian’s panic kept replaying in his head.

Maritza listened. “Yeah, that’s bad,” she announced, handing back the phone. She looked far too calm for Yadriel’s liking. “You’re gonna wanna figure that out, ASAP.”

“I know,” Yadriel snapped, his voice tight. He immediately felt guilty for the sharpness and sighed. “Sorry.”

The wind picked up, rustling the leaves and shaking the marigolds on nearby graves. Yadriel glanced around instinctively, feeling the weight of the cemetery’s quiet like a shroud. Normally, the spirits who lingered here brought him comfort. Today, they made his skin prickle.

Maritza held the phone back out to him. “Just call him.”

He pulled up Julian’s contact and pressed Call, holding the phone to his ear.

It barely rang once before a frantic voice cut through the air behind them.

“Yads!”

Yadriel and Maritza both jumped, whipping around to see Julian barreling toward them at full speed, skateboard tucked under his arm. His breathing was heavy, face flushed from the run as he skidded to a halt.

“Julian?” Yadriel called. He stuffed his phone back into his pocket. “What the— You’re here?”

“Yeah,” Julian panted, doubling over with his hands braced on his knees. His eyes darted between Yadriel and Maritza, wide and frantic. “I didn’t know what else to do. We’ve got a problem. A big one.”

Maritza folded her arms. “What kind of problem?”

Julian ran a hand over his head, trying to steady himself. “I saw him!”

Yadriel felt the bottom drop out of his stomach. “Saw who?”

Julian winced, as if the name hurt to say. “Catriz! In the cemetery!”

The broom slipped from Yadriel’s hand, clattering to the path. The breath punched out of his chest.

The name hit like a splinter under Yadriel’s skin—sharp, buried, impossible to ignore.

“No,” he said automatically, but his voice barely carried.

Julian nodded vigorously. “Like, saw him saw him. He wasn’t flickering or see-through. He was just … there.” Julian’s voice was urgent, hands slicing the air in frantic gestures.

It had been months since Yadriel let himself even think about his uncle. About the man who had once been his fiercest ally, who defended him when no one else would, who taught him how to draw protection sigils with a steady hand and gentler voice than any of the elders. The man who used to bring him mango paletas when he had a bad day. Who made him believe he was seen.

And then tried to kill Julian.

Yadriel’s stomach churned. All three of them had watched Catriz get dragged into Xibalba. How could he be haunting Julian?

Julian stepped closer, eyes searching his face. “I’m telling you, it was him. That thing that’s been following me—it’s him!”

Yadriel blinked hard, like the motion could flush away the swell of emotion rising inside him—grief, anger, shame knotted so tightly he couldn’t separate one from the next.

Maritza’s voice cut through the silence, quiet but firm. “Catriz shouldn’t be here.”

Yadriel didn’t answer. He couldn’t.

Because some fragile part of him had never stopped hoping to see Catriz again—the uncle who once made him feel wholly, unquestionably loved. But that man had disappeared the moment he raised that dagger.

“Well, he is!” Julian said with a huff. “He said we’re in danger. That he’s coming.”

Maritza frowned. “Who’s ‘he’?”

“No idea!” Julian barked, frustration cracking through. “But it’s like Catriz is stuck between here and … I don’t know, the other side. He’s not like a normal ghost.”

“He shouldn’t be here,” Yadriel said quietly, the words barely escaping past the lump in his throat. “Spirits who go to Xibalba don’t come back.” But then he frowned. “Can they?”

Maritza shrugged helplessly.

Julian threw up his hands. “I HAVE NO IDEA! I’m not the one with a ghost rule book! We’re in the beast of the belly here!”

“Belly of the beast,” Maritza sighed.

Yadriel’s mind raced.

Catriz had broken the rules. Spirits who passed on weren’t supposed to come back on their own—not like that. Not solid. Not panicked. Not warning them.

“What do you think’s up?” Maritza asked, breaking the heavy silence. “Catriz just … stuck around? Hanging out?”

“No,” Yadriel said immediately, his voice sharper than he meant it to be. “No spirit can do that. Not without something anchoring them.”

Julian blew out a breath and dragged a hand down his face. “Well, congrats. He found a loophole.”

Maritza sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Did you talk to Angel about this? Or do we loop in Lita and your dad?”

“Angel hasn’t texted me back since last night,” Julian said, deflating.

Yadriel shook his head, already seeing the fallout. “If we go to Lita and my dad right now, they’ll lock it down—separate us ‘for safety,’ confiscate anything that looks like a tether, and put us under house arrest.”

Maritza grimaced but nodded. “Yeah. They’d sideline us.”

Julian muttered, “Last time I told Rio anything, he benched me on the couch for a week.”

“We need proof and straight answers first,” Yadriel said. “Then we tell them.”

He was struggling to make sense of it all.

Catriz. His uncle. His betrayer. The one person who had been there for him when no one else had—before he’d turned into someone Yadriel couldn’t recognize. Someone who hurt him. Who hurt Julian.

The pain twisted inside him like a double-edged knife. When Yadriel had come out, when the world had felt unbearable and cruel, Catriz had been one of only three people in the world who’d truly seen him. The only one who stood by him when no one else did. Even when his mother died, Catriz became the quiet presence who kept him from falling apart completely.

How could Yadriel reconcile that with the monster Catriz became?

The betrayal, the lies, the terrible choice his uncle made to please Bahlam—it all came rushing back, a current pulling him under. And now, the very idea of seeing Catriz again … of summoning him—what would that even look like? Could Yadriel stand to face him again? To ask him for help, after everything?

But he had to.

The thought made his stomach churn. If Catriz was breaking the rules—if he was stuck somewhere between the living and the dead—then something was wrong. Dangerously wrong.

And Yadriel knew better than anyone that you couldn’t just ignore the dead.

“Spirits disappearing, tethers and portajes going missing,” he said quietly, gripping the broomstick like it might ground him. “And now my uncle is back?”

“How do we get rid of him?” Julian asked.

Yadriel closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “We need to talk to him,” he said definitively.

Julian turned to him, surprised. “What—you want to talk to him?”

“He’s already breaking through on his own,” Yadriel said. “That’s not normal. If he’s stuck between realms, something’s wrong. And if he’s trying to warn us, we need to listen.”

“You think we can trust him?” Maritza asked, eyes sharp and tone serious.

Yadriel shrugged miserably. “I don’t know, but it’s not like we can ignore him.”

“Yeah, I’d really like to not have him following me around and popping up when I’m in the bathroom,” Julian said with a scowl.

Maritza gave Yadriel a long, wary look. “You sure you’re up for that?”

He wasn’t. Not even a little.

But he nodded anyway. “We need answers.”

Julian hesitated. “But I’m the only one who’s been able to see him—”

“If we summon him, if we do it properly,” Yadriel cut in, “then all three of us should be able to see him. Not just you.”

Julian blinked. “Wait. So before…?”

“Clearly he was using something else to push through,” Maritza said grimly. “Something that wasn’t brujx magic.”

They all looked at each other.

Whatever Catriz was doing, Julian was caught in the middle of it.

Yadriel’s stomach turned. His hands felt too cold. “We’ll need his tether. If we use it to anchor him to us, he can’t be yanked mid-sentence,” Yadriel said. “We need straight answers.”

Julian groaned. “Fuck, right. How do we even find that?”

Yadriel didn’t move for a moment. Then, reluctantly, he said, “I know where it is.”

Yadriel led the way, followed by Maritza and Julian. To avoid getting caught leaving the cemetery by Rio, Julian followed Maritza’s instructions and turned off the location services on his phone.

“Think Rio will buy that you’re just taking a nap on someone’s tombstone?” Maritza asked.

“I dunno,” Julian said. “But it beats explaining that we’re about to summon a dead guy who murdered me.”

Maritza snorted. “Fair enough.”

Catriz lived—or, had lived—only a few blocks from the cemetery, but every step made Yadriel’s chest tighter. The yellow one-story home hadn’t changed at all—chipped paint on the trim, wrought iron fence still sagging at the corner, front steps cluttered with windblown leaves.

The sight of it felt like opening a wound that never healed.

“This is the place,” Yadriel said quietly. He pushed open the front gate, the rusted hinge screaming in protest.

Julian eyed the jagged tips of the fence. “Looks like something out of a horror movie.”

“Feels like one, too,” Maritza muttered, clutching her rose quartz rosary.

“Let’s keep the ghost jokes to a minimum until we’re done,” Yadriel said quietly.

He led them up the steps and hesitated for just a second before turning the doorknob. The door groaned open, and the cool air inside the house wrapped around him like a damp cloth.

It still smelled faintly of incense. The same kind Catriz always burned—sweet and sharp, clinging to the walls like old smoke.

Yadriel swallowed hard and turned on his flashlight. “This way.”

Inside, the dimness was immediate. The electricity had long since been shut off, so shadows pooled thick and heavy in the corners. The beam of Yadriel’s light sliced through the gloom to reveal an unsettling level of tidiness.

“It’s like walking into a spooky Airbnb,” Julian said, peering around.

Yadriel’s light caught on talismans, old candles, and carefully placed relics. “He liked order,” Yadriel said quietly, his light pausing on a photo of his mom, his dad, and Catriz when they were teenagers. “Even if his life was kind of … messy.”

Julian let out a nervous laugh. “Yeah, no kidding.”

“Do you know where his tether is?” Maritza asked, snapping Yadriel out of his thoughts.

“This way,” Yadriel muttered, guiding them to the back room. His pulse quickened as they moved deeper into the house, the air growing heavier with memories he didn’t want.

The back room was as meticulously arranged as the rest of the house, though more cluttered. Part altar, part study, there were candles half-burned on the shelves, bundles of herbs drying by the windows, a bone-handled knife resting neatly on a cloth. Yadriel’s flashlight settled on the gold necklace sitting in the center of it all—a jade jaguar charm catching the light like glowing eyes watching from the dark.

“There it is,” Yadriel said. His voice came out rough.

“Is that—a very angry bunny?” Julian asked, squinting at the necklace.

“Jaguar,” Yadriel corrected, mouth tight. The moment his fingers brushed over the cold jade, memories rose unbidden—Catriz ruffling his hair, teaching him knife grips, showing him how to cast a protection circle with a smirk and a joke. And then … blood. Betrayal. A scream in the dark.

Yadriel clenched his jaw, shutting it all out.

“He wore it every day,” Yadriel murmured, his thumb brushing over the carved glyph—tall ears, exaggerated teeth, fanged mouth. “Except when he put on the regalia…” He trailed off, the weight of what they were about to do pressing on his chest like a stone.

“Okay,” Maritza said, her voice low. “Let’s get this over with.”

Julian didn’t joke this time.

No one did.

Yadriel’s hands were already moving, clearing space on the desk and pulling ritual supplies from his backpack—candles, small bowls, salt, and chicken blood in his trusty Hydro Flask. He arranged the candles in a precise pattern around the necklace, Maritza and Julian watching him in quiet anticipation.

The room felt even smaller now, like the walls were pressing in. Yadriel’s heart thudded painfully as he lit the candles one by one. The small flames danced, casting jagged shadows across the walls.

“Okay,” Yadriel murmured. He set a small bowl of alcohol in the center and lit it, the blue flames flickering to life. The ritual words sat heavy in his mouth. He forced them out, his voice rising and falling with the familiar cadence.

The air rippled. Yadriel felt it—the sharp pull of something breaking through, as if the room itself inhaled. Then, with a snap like a rubber band, it released.

A plume of smoke hissed out of nowhere, acrid and stinging, and Yadriel coughed as it burned his throat. He stared at the jade jaguar charm as the smoke thinned, his breath caught behind his ribs.

Then, he saw him.

Tío Catriz.

Fully visible. Not warped or shadowed. Solid. Just … there.

His uncle’s spirit stood beside the desk, arms crossed over his chest, his expression just as impatient as it had always been in life. The years hadn’t softened him. Neither had death.

Yadriel’s heart lurched.

Even though his uncle looked much clearer now, there was still something off. He didn’t have the golden glow of most spirits. He was cloaked by shadows swirling around his form, a watery blue light illuminating him from below.

It was surreal to see Catriz again—so unmistakably himself, yet achingly unreachable. Grief surged, tangled with betrayal. His pulse hammered in his ears, drowning out rational thought. He wanted to demand answers, to shout accusations, to ask why—why he’d let Bahlam twist his mind, why he’d turned on them.

But beneath the fury simmered something softer.

Sorrow. This was still his uncle. And despite everything, Yadriel still mourned the loss of him.

“Holy shit,” Maritza murmured. “That’s definitely him.”

“You can see him?” Julian asked, as if he hadn’t believed they would.

“Yeah,” Yadriel said faintly. He couldn’t look away.

Catriz looked older than Yadriel remembered—more worn, more haunted—but undeniably him. Still the man who’d once stood by him when no one else would. And the man who’d betrayed him so completely, it shattered something fundamental in Yadriel’s chest.

The last time he’d seen Catriz, he was raising a blade to Julian’s heart.

And now … here he was.

“Why could only Julian see you before?” Maritza asked.

Catriz rolled his eyes in a grand gesture that rivaled even hers. “Bahlam’s mark,” he said, as if it were obvious. “Julian sees and hears what you can’t.” He tipped his chin at the candles and the jade. “But this? Yadriel dragged me through the right way. Now you all can.”

Yadriel’s stomach twisted. His mouth was suddenly too dry to speak.

But Julian was good to go.

“All right, Tío Espooky, spill it,” he said, arms folded tight over his chest like a shield. His attitude was stormy, but Yadriel could tell by the set of his jaw that his boyfriend was freaked out.

Yadriel’s throat tightened painfully. It was like all the oxygen had been sucked from the room—the weight of everything Catriz was, and everything he’d done, pressing down on him.

How could one person be so many things at once?

Catriz stared at Yadriel for a long moment, the weight of countless unspoken words lingering between them.

“It’s been a while, sobrino,” he finally said, voice carefully neutral, but his eyes betrayed a depth of quiet remorse.

Yadriel’s voice cracked, bitterness and pain warring inside him. “Why’ve you been haunting Julian?”

Catriz shrugged elegantly. “He was the only one who could hear me, even if he did his damnedest to ignore it.” He shot Julian a pointed look.

“Hey, ghost whispering wasn’t exactly on my bucket list,” Julian retorted defensively. “Next time, pick a more willing medium.”

Catriz’s lips twitched faintly, his casual demeanor strained by urgency. “Bahlam has marked you,” he began, shadows undulating at his feet. “You’ve been touched by two death gods, cabrón. You got your sight from Lady Death, and from Bahlam … Well, let’s just say you can spot the darkness in people’s souls. The ‘dark spots,’ as you keep calling them.”

“Wait—” Julian gave a rough shake of his head. “Have you been spying on me?!”

Catriz paused, visibly gathering himself, his spirit form flickering with effort. “I tried warning you earlier, but Bahlam’s hold made it difficult. He’s stronger now, and growing stronger still.”

“So it’s related?” Julian asked, his voice trembling faintly. He glanced at Yadriel.

Of course it was related. Everything had been pointing to something bigger, darker. And if Julian was connected to it, then so was Yadriel. He tried to force himself to stay calm, to think clearly, because panicking wouldn’t help them stop whatever was coming.

“Inextricably,” Catriz confirmed, sidestepping the first question. “Bahlam sees through the wound. Marca Hueca isn’t a just mark on skin—it’s a tear. He leans on what festers there. You, Julian.” His attention swept him over. “You can see those marks because of your connection to Bahlam. Not words in your head, but weight. Rooms dimming at the edges. The way your gut drops. That pull? That’s him. A gift or a curse, depending on how you look at it.”

Catriz’s arms crossed with a smug look, as if he expected some kind of praise for clarity.

“Gifts, curses—kinda seem like the same thing at this point,” Julian muttered, absently rubbing the spot on his chest. “So I can see spirits and these weird dark spots because you stabbed me and tried to sacrifice me to Bahlam. What now?”

“Now?” Catriz’s laugh was a hollow echo. “Now you have to stop what’s coming.”

Julian winced. “Awesome.”

Yadriel glanced sharply at Catriz, trying to ground himself in pragmatism. “What exactly does that mean? What’s Bahlam trying to do with Julian?”

“It means Bahlam’s still growing stronger,” Catriz said, his voice tightening. “That night—the ritual—it opened a door. Ever since, energy’s been seeping from Julian into Xibalba, fueling Bahlam from the other side.”

“A buffet for a starving death god,” Julian muttered bitterly. “Just great.”

There was no undoing the past, but the consequences were still rippling outward. And now they were the ones left to clean up what Catriz had started.

Catriz glanced at his feet, tense, like he expected the shadows to start reaching for him. “He’s gathering power. Julian’s just one source, but Bahlam wants more. He needs souls, torn loose and funneled in, to grow strong enough to escape the prison he was bound to.”

Julian looked down sharply, arms crossed tight, knuckles white. He didn’t say anything, but the color had drained from his face. Yadriel saw the twitch in his jaw, the way he blinked hard like he was trying to force the thought away before it settled too deep. Yadriel wanted to say something—to reassure, maybe, or to ask if Julian was okay—but what comfort was there to offer? None of them were okay.

Catriz’s mouth tightened. “He’s getting closer.”

His form flickered again, like a candle caught in a gust.

Yadriel stiffened, suddenly hyperaware of how fragile this moment was, how easily it could slip through their fingers. The air pressed down on him, thick with something electric. Urgency? Fear? Maybe both.

“Bahlam is gathering strength,” Catriz said, and his voice hit Yadriel like a stone dropping into water. “He’s trying to rip through the veil between Xibalba and the land of the living. And if he succeeds…”

Catriz didn’t finish. He didn’t have to.

But Maritza had more to say. “Don’t you dare soften this,” Maritza snapped. “You put the dagger in Julian’s chest! He died! They all did! I was the one keeping Yads alive while he bargained with Lady Death! Miguel died, too—we all felt him go! You weren’t trying to do those things. You did them!” she spat.

Maritza had always been Yadriel’s defender. The first to draw a line in the sand, the first to throw herself into the fire if it meant keeping him safe.

Even now, facing down the spirit of the man who betrayed them, she didn’t flinch. She never did.

Yadriel didn’t say anything, but the gratitude rooted deep. She was his ride or die, and he wouldn’t have made it this far without her.

Catriz’s ghostly form wavered, a look of pain breaking through the cool detachment he’d worn since appearing. His mouth opened, then closed again. When he finally spoke, his voice had lost its edge.

“I was blinded,” he said, low and hollow, like the words had to crawl their way out of him. “By spite. By resentment. I let it fester until it became the only thing I could see. Bahlam saw that darkness in me. My Marca Hueca. And he fed on it.”

Yadriel stared at him, heart heavy. He’d wondered what had twisted Catriz so completely. But hearing it now didn’t make it any easier.

If anything, it made the betrayal more real.

“The more I wanted revenge for what was taken from me—for being denied brujería—the easier it was for him to take hold,” Catriz continued solemnly. “Until I couldn’t tell what was me and what was him.”

Yadriel didn’t want to feel sympathy. But that man—the one who once saw him, believed in him—was still buried in there, twisted beneath Bahlam’s influence. And now, standing before Yadriel, was all that remained.

“I’m not asking for forgiveness,” Catriz said, his voice cracking. His hands twitched, restless and transparent. “I’m trying to stop it from happening again. I don’t want our family”—he glanced toward Yadriel, and his voice dropped into something raw—“I don’t want you to suffer more because of what I did.”

Yadriel looked away, unable to hold Catriz’s gaze, even though part of him wanted to. That same part, the one that had never stopped mourning, wanted to believe him.

But the rest of him, the bruised and wary parts, knew better than to reach for a ghost.

Yadriel didn’t answer.

He didn’t walk away, either.

His mind scrambled to contain the implications, but they were already fracturing out of control. The veil wasn’t just weakening—it was breaking.

It wasn’t just Julian who was in danger. It was everyone.

He found his voice. “How close is he?” Yadriel asked, trying to sound steadier than he felt. He needed something concrete, something they could fight.

Catriz’s expression darkened, and for the first time since appearing, something like real fear crossed his face. “With every spirit sent to him, Bahlam grows stronger. If you don’t act—if you don’t stop this—he will break free.”

Yadriel swallowed hard, a chill crawling down the back of his neck. He didn’t ask what would happen then. He didn’t have to. He could see it written in the tension around Catriz’s mouth, the shadow in his eyes.

“You can’t even fathom the chaos he would bring,” Catriz added. “What he’d do to the dead. To the living.”

Yadriel didn’t respond right away. His hands were fists at his sides, fingernails digging into his palms. He could feel Maritza beside him, still and silent. Julian was quiet, too. The weight of what they’d just heard had settled over them like dust from something ancient collapsing.

Yadriel’s mind raced desperately, fitting pieces together like puzzle pieces. Julian’s illness, the Marca Hueca, the visions—it all stemmed from that failed ritual. “Julian’s connection to Bahlam. Is that why Julian has susto?” he asked, voice tight with urgency.

“Yes,” Catriz said, his usual sarcasm softening into something grimmer. “Julian had susto before, but Bahlam’s influence has made it worse. The Marca Hueca’s been exacerbated.”

Julian blinked. “Exacerbated?!” he repeated, scandalized, clearly not familiar with the word.

Catriz ignored him, voice turning sharper. “But it’s more than that. He’s not the only one fueling Bahlam. There’s a portaje near you that’s been corrupted,” Catriz told them. “A cursed obsidian dagger. When it’s used, the spirit doesn’t release—they’re rerouted. Acid-green light. Screaming. Dragged straight to Xibalba.”

“A cursed portaje?” Yadriel repeated.

A cold dread curled deep in Yadriel’s gut. His mind immediately conjured the image of Angel’s obsidian dagger. He remembered what Julian had said about it—how it glowed acid green, how the spirits screamed when Angel used it, how there was no peace in their release.

Unlike a brujo’s gentle parting, it sounded violent. Wrong. His heart stuttered. Something didn’t add up—and yet it did.

Yadriel looked at Catriz, his voice low and tight. “Who is it? Who’s using the cursed dagger?”

Catriz didn’t answer immediately. His brow furrowed, the flicker of strain deepening. “I don’t know,” he said, and it sounded like a failure. “I can feel the portaje from Xibalba, but the source—whoever’s wielding it—it’s masked. Either Bahlam’s hiding them … or they don’t even know what they’re doing.”

Maritza’s expression darkened, her voice sharp. “Angel. It’s Angel, isn’t it?”

Julian immediately bristled. “We don’t know that!” he shot back, too fast, too defensive. “Angel wouldn’t—they wouldn’t do something like this!” But even as he said it, his voice faltered, and Yadriel caught the flicker of doubt in his eyes.

Julian didn’t want it to be true. But the more pieces fell into place, the more obvious the picture became. Yadriel could see him starting to realize it.

His gut twisted tighter, a dreadful certainty settling heavily in his chest. Angel had saved Julian, helped him, trained him. But how much did they really know about Angel? Could Bahlam have manipulated them, too?

“Maybe they don’t even know what the dagger’s doing,” Yadriel said.

“Possible,” Catriz said neutrally. “But whoever it is, you must break the connection between their dagger and Xibalba. Without that connection, Bahlam starves.”

“All right,” Julian said. “So we find Angel, talk to them, and figure this out. They deserve the benefit of the doubt.”

Yadriel glanced at Maritza, whose skeptical look mirrored his own fears. Julian was clinging to hope, refusing to see what felt painfully clear to Yadriel.

But Julian’s denial was fragile, desperate, and Yadriel couldn’t bear to crush it yet.

“We’ll look for them at the vigil,” Yadriel said. “If Bahlam’s feeding through that dagger, a crowded cemetery—restless spirits ripe for the picking—is exactly where the wielder will show. We get the truth. We break the dagger’s link. We starve Bahlam.”

Maritza nodded once, grim. Julian let out a shaky breath.

Yadriel’s mind spun, desperate to anchor to something actionable amid the swirling uncertainty. “But … How do we break the connection?”

“Find the dagger. Confront whoever wields it. Undo Bahlam’s magic.” Catriz tilted his head slightly. “Straightforward enough?”

“Yeah, just a normal day,” Julian grumbled.

Maritza sighed heavily, her voice full of reluctant determination. “We’re definitely gonna need more salt. And chicken blood,” she added, nose scrunching in distaste.

Catriz shifted, his form wavering slightly. His gaze softened when it met Yadriel’s eyes. “Yadriel—” he began, voice low and uncharacteristically gentle.

Yadriel felt something brittle fracture inside him, grief and anger and longing tangling into a painful knot. He couldn’t bear the thought of confronting everything he felt. Not now, not openly. “Don’t,” he whispered roughly, the word trembling at the edges.

Catriz hesitated, regret pooling briefly in his shadowed eyes. “I didn’t want it to end like this.”

Yadriel closed his eyes briefly, holding back the painful admission that he hadn’t, either. He didn’t want apologies he wasn’t ready to accept, didn’t want closure he wasn’t ready to feel. But still, some quiet part of him yearned desperately for the uncle he’d lost.

Julian broke the heavy silence.

“Okay.” Julian squared his shoulders. “But if you’re playing us again, ghost uncle,” Julian gritted out, doing his best to both look and sound threatening, “there will be hell to pay. And I’ll be the one collecting. Got it?”

Yadriel’s heart gave a stupid little flutter. It was completely the wrong time for it, but watching Julian puff up and throw down on his behalf sent something warm and protective spiraling through his chest.

This was Julian. Fierce. Loyal. Ready to go to war for the people he loved. And every time he did it, Yadriel fell just a little harder.

Catriz nodded solemnly, grinning with something that could’ve been approval. “Understood.”

“Good,” Julian huffed, the atmosphere crackling with unspoken oaths and uneasy alliances.

Catriz flickered once more, shadows wrapping around him like bindings.

“Good luck,” he murmured, eyes holding Yadriel’s one last time. “You’ll need it.”

Then his spirit sank into the floor, swallowed by the watery lights—and left behind an emptiness Yadriel felt sharply.

“Let’s go,” Yadriel said quietly, clenching the jaguar charm tightly in his fist. “We don’t have much time.”







SIXTEEN
JULIAN



The sun hung low in the afternoon sky as Julian, Maritza, and Yadriel picked their way between the crumbling gravestones of the sprawling cemetery. No one spoke. Julian kept glancing at Yadriel, whose shoulders were hunched up to his ears, eyes locked on the path ahead.

He hadn’t said much since the summoning. And Julian didn’t blame him.

Julian scanned the paths out of habit, searching for the usual glows. “Where’s Marisol?” he wondered out loud. “She’s always around by this time of day.” He wanted to make sure she was okay.

Yadriel’s jaw worked. “Felipe was asking the same thing this morning,” he said softly. “He hasn’t seen her since last night.”

The words dove straight under Julian’s ribs. “So she’s missing, too.”

“I was going to tell you after we figured out the Angel stuff,” Yadriel added. “I didn’t want to make you worry.”

“Too late,” Julian said, but there wasn’t any bite in it—only a hard, rising heat.

“I’m still tripping over what Catriz said,” Maritza said, incredulous.

“Kinda feels like making a deal with the devil, huh?” Julian tried to joke, but the words tasted like ash. He caught Maritza’s glare and winced apologetically.

The distant look on his boyfriend’s face made Julian’s chest ache. “You good, Yads?” he prodded gently.

Yadriel nodded but didn’t look up. His hands fidgeted with the frayed strings of his hoodie. “Just … confused,” he admitted, voice barely above a murmur.

“Me too,” Julian agreed. He tried for a reassuring smile, but it felt brittle. “Kinda nice that he’s helping us out, though. I mean, for a guy who tried to kill me, he’s not so bad now.”

Yadriel’s lips twitched faintly, but he didn’t reply.

They rounded a bend, and Julian froze, one hand shooting out to stop the others.

“Hold up—”

Under the gnarled limbs of a mesquite tree stood a familiar figure. A black leather jacket. Twin bubble braids.

Angel.

“What the hell is Angel doing here?” Maritza hissed.

Julian leaned forward for a better look. Angel wasn’t alone. A ghostly shimmer floated beside them—faint, golden, warm.

“It’s Felipe,” he said.

Angel stood close to the spirit, speaking in low, urgent tones. Their body language was agitated, their gestures sharp.

“Something’s wrong,” Julian said.

“We need to stop them,” Yadriel said, voice tight.

“No—wait,” Julian said, crouching behind a nearby headstone. His pulse thundered in his ears. “Just watch.”

Angel reached out. Their hand hovered above Felipe’s chest.

“Guys,” Julian whispered urgently. “Look at his chest. That’s a Marca Hueca.”

“Where?!” Maritza asked, trying to get a better look.

“On Felipe!” Julian whispered harshly.

Maritza’s breath hitched. “Shit.”

Felipe and his on-again, off-again mortal girlfriend, Claribel, were in another fight. This one seemed to be dragging on longer than usual. Maybe that was why he had a dark spot.

Angel’s voice carried now, low and insistent.

“I’m sorry,” Angel was saying. Their golden eyes shone with something unreadable—regret? Determination? Both?

“What are you sorry for?” Felipe asked with a confused laugh.

That’s when Julian saw the flash of black. Their obsidian dagger. Moving fast.

“NO!” Yadriel yelled, lurching forward, fumbling for his portaje.

But it was too late.

The blade plunged into Felipe’s chest—right into the dark spot bleeding shadow.

Felipe screamed.

Not just a scream. A soul-rending wail that ripped through the quiet and sent every bird in the cemetery shrieking into the sky. His light flickered, twisted. His face contorted into something monstrous.

In seconds, Felipe—their Felipe—was gone. And in his place was a maligno, writhing and snarling like a storm made flesh.

Maritza stumbled back in horror. “Holy shit—”

“Yadriel!” Julian yelled.

He didn’t have to.

Yadriel was already moving, sprinting across the grass with his portaje in hand. With practiced precision, he yanked open his jacket, unscrewed the top of his Hydro Flask, and splashed chicken blood along the blade as he ran.

He skidded to a halt just a few feet from the flailing maligno. His eyes locked on the vihuela resting near a cracked headstone—Felipe’s tether.

“¡Muéstrame el enlace!” Yadriel yelled.

A glowing thread snapped into view, connecting the vihuela to Felipe’s writhing form.

“Don’t!” Angel screeched, but Yadriel was too quick.

He raised his portaje, the silver now gleaming with blood and magic.

“¡Te libero a la otra vida!”

In one clean arc—swift and sure—the thread severed.

The maligno gasped, contorted once more, then exhaled a long, shuddering sigh.

A beat of stillness, then Felipe’s spirit disintegrated into a warm cloud of golden marigold petals, drifting peacefully into the wind.

“No!” Angel screamed, rounding on them as Felipe’s spirit vanished in a soft, golden sigh. Marigold petals still drifted in the air, and Angel looked like they might tear the wind apart to gather them back. Their obsidian dagger glinted like a fang, and their eyes blazed with something wild. “What the hell did you do?!”

“You turned him into a maligno!” Yadriel yelled back, voice still taut from the spell that had just surged through him.

Maritza’s voice cracked like a whip. “You stabbed Felipe!”

Julian moved without thinking, his body between them now, fists clenched so tight his knuckles ached. His breath came fast, like he couldn’t quite fill his lungs. “I trusted you,” he said, voice shaking.

His eyes searched Angel’s face, desperate for some glimmer of the person he thought he knew—the sharp-tongued, badass bruje. The person he’d tried so hard to believe in. The one he wanted to be like—fierce, capable, unbothered. Someone who had answers when he didn’t.

Instead, all he saw was rage and guilt and something worse— conviction.

“Where’s Marisol?!” Julian demanded, the words ripping out of him. “If you touched her—!”

Angel’s grip tightened on the dagger. They didn’t reply.

The nonanswer burned hotter than a yes.

“You don’t understand—” Angel started, voice strained as they stepped forward.

“Then make me understand!” Julian snapped. His voice hit the air like a crack of thunder. “Because right now? It looks like you’re feeding spirits to Bahlam, and lying to our faces about it!”

Angel flinched, just slightly, and that tiny hesitation made Julian’s stomach turn. His heart plummeted, the realization slamming into him like a bad bail off his board—too fast, too hard, nothing to catch him but the concrete.

They weren’t denying it.

Angel’s grip tightened on the dagger, and Julian’s eyes flicked to the blade. He thought of Felipe—of the way his form had twisted, the scream that tore from him as he turned. He felt sick.

“I’m doing what I have to do,” Angel ground out, as if it were the only truth they had left.

“Bullshit,” Maritza growled.

Julian wanted to shout. He wanted to fight. He wanted to shove Angel into the dirt and make them feel the pain they’d just caused.

But even now, part of Julian—a very small part—didn’t want to believe it.

There had to be more. A reason. Something he didn’t know yet. Because the Angel he knew—the one who had patched him up behind a Jack in the Box and told him he was strong—that person wouldn’t do this.

Right?

He needed Angel to tell him this wasn’t what it looked like. That there was something bigger. Something that made sense.

Julian stepped closer, every word scraping out of him like glass. “Then tell me why. Tell me why you did this.”

Angel’s eyes flicked toward the petals still hovering in the air, and something cracked in their expression—not sorrow. Not guilt. Just anger that they’d been stopped.

“Because no one else would,” Angel said, voice low and bitter. “Because Lady Death ignored me. Because Bahlam is the only one who listened.”

It was like someone had sucker punched all the air out of him. Julian just stood there, stunned.

He’d defended Angel to Maritza, to Yads. To himself. He wanted to believe they had a reason. That it was all some big misunderstanding. That Angel was like him—scarred, angry, lost, but still good underneath.

But now all he could see was that Maritza had been right. Angel was dangerous. She’d been helping Bahlam on purpose. Julian had been too stubborn to see it, and now he’d put Yadriel and Maritza in danger because of it.

He’d vouched for Angel. He’d trusted them.

And they’d taken that trust and carved it into someone’s soul.

Angel had turned Felipe into a maligno.

Felipe, who sang to the spirits. Who made them smile. Who gave out serenades like it was a second job.

And Angel had killed him.

Not just killed—corrupted. Twisted. Ruined.

Julian stared at them, his breath shallow and his pulse roaring in his ears.

This is just like Catriz, he realized. The same betrayal. The same sharp drop from trust into terror.

He glanced at Yadriel. His portaje was still in his hand, but his gaze hadn’t left Angel, sharp and wary like he was waiting for the next move. Angel’s golden eyes flicked between them—measuring, calculating.

Catriz had been someone Yadriel loved. Someone who stood by him, protected him—and then tried to use him. Tried to use Julian, too.

And now Julian was watching it happen again. With someone he had trusted.

“That’s it,” Maritza snapped, stepping between Julian and Angel, tense and glaring, the dagger glinting in their grip. “I don’t care what sob story they’re sitting on—they just turned Felipe into a maligno! They don’t get a pass!”

Angel bristled. “You don’t understand!” they spat. “I didn’t—”

“Save it!” Maritza snarled, cutting them off. “You’re hurting people! Our people!” Maritza turned toward Julian. “You saw it! You felt it! Whatever you thought Angel was, this is who they really are!”

Julian didn’t answer. Couldn’t. His heart felt too loud in his ears.

Angel’s breathing was fast and shallow now, their hand tightening on the dagger. Julian could see it—the tension building, the panic. They weren’t going to stand here and let the three of them close in.

Julian’s voice cracked through the standoff. “I just thought…”

He couldn’t even finish the sentence.

Angel lashed out with her boot, kicking up a cloud of grave dust straight into their faces.

Maritza staggered back with a sharp “Fuck,” blinking furiously.

Yadriel coughed, waving his hands.

Julian choked, vision swimming. By the time he cleared his eyes, Angel was already sprinting away, her silhouette disappearing behind a crooked row of mausoleums.

“There!” he barked, already pushing forward.

Yadriel grabbed his arm. “She’s heading toward the old church,” he said, his voice low and tight.

Julian’s feet skidded to a halt.

A chill rippled up his spine. That church was a scar—for all of them.

Behind him, Maritza cursed under her breath.

But Angel was already gone, swallowed by the shadows stretching out from the cemetery’s oldest edge.

Julian blinked grit from his eyes, chest heaving, fingers twitching like they didn’t know what to do without something to punch. The silence that followed her escape was thick, cloying like smoke in his throat.

No one moved.

No one said anything.

Not for a long moment.

Maritza wiped the dirt from her cheek with the back of her hand. “She got away.”

Julian’s gaze snapped back to the empty rows of headstones. “Marisol,” he said, barely above a whisper.

Yadriel didn’t say anything. He just stared toward the old church, toward the nightmares none of them wanted to revisit, his jaw clenched so hard it trembled.

Julian’s whole body buzzed with fury—fury at Angel, at himself, at how fucking stupid he’d been. His fists curled until his nails bit into his palms.

“She played us,” he snapped. “She played me.”

No one answered.

He laughed, a sharp, joyless sound. “I defended her. I told you she was good. I told you she was just trying to help!” he shouted in frustration.

“Julian,” Maritza warned.

Julian’s voice rose, cracking with rage. “She’s not one of us— she’s just a coward! A selfish, lying piece of shit—just like Catriz!” He kicked a half-melted candle at a nearby grave. It exploded into shards of wax.

Yadriel flinched.

Not dramatically. Just a breath—a step back, a flash of pain across his face. But it stopped Julian cold.

The apology rushed out of him. “I’m sorry!”

But that wasn’t fear in Yadriel’s eyes.

It was hurt.

Julian’s mouth opened, then closed again. The heat in his chest turned to ice.

“I didn’t—” he started, but the words caught in his throat. There was nothing he could say that wouldn’t make it worse.

Maritza didn’t look at him. She just brushed past Julian to Yadriel’s side, her silence louder than anything she could’ve said.

Yadriel didn’t move, but his shoulders went tight—like Julian’s words had struck him physically. His fingers curled into the sleeves of his hoodie.

Julian’s gut twisted. He hadn’t meant—

But he had.

“That temper’s gonna get someone hurt,” Maritza said flatly, not even turning around.

Julian stood there, feeling all the fire inside him sputter into ash. The shame came rushing in, sharp and hot and blinding.

“I need to cool off,” he said, mostly to himself. He was already turning, shoes crunching against the gravel as he backed away.

Yadriel looked up suddenly, the worry breaking through the hurt in his expression. “But—wait—the Midnight Vigil’s tonight,” he said weakly.

Julian froze mid-step. For a second, he’d forgotten.

He turned slightly, offering a promise he meant with everything he had. “I’ll be back in time. I swear.”

Neither of them said anything.

And Julian kept walking.







SEVENTEEN
JULIAN



Julian shoved the apartment door open harder than intended, the slam echoing through the empty space. He stepped inside, breathing unevenly, pulse still thrumming with leftover rage and shame from his confrontation with Angel. He just needed a minute—just a minute to calm down, recenter, and prepare himself for the Midnight Vigil. But as soon as he looked up, that hope vanished.

Omar, Rocky, Flaca, and Luca sat in tense silence in the living room, their gazes snapping toward Julian as he entered. The quiet intensity of their stares hit Julian like ice water.

“Yo, Jules,” Omar began, voice flat and controlled, “Wanna explain why you weren’t where you said you were?”

Julian froze and blinked, trying to collect himself. “What? I was at Yadriel’s—”

“No, you weren’t,” Rocky cut in, voice sharp, sleek ponytail whipping as she turned to face him. “We checked your location. We went there looking for you, and you were gone.”

Julian’s heart lurched. “You … followed me? Into the cemetery?”

“We wanted to make sure you were okay,” Flaca said quietly, disappointment clouding her features. “But turns out, you were just lying again.”

“I wasn’t lying,” Julian started weakly. “I was just—”

“You promised.” Luca finally spoke up—not with anger but a deep sadness that cut even deeper. “I know you have to keep some things secret, and I get that. Really, Jules, I do. But you keep ditching us, and it feels like you’re leaving us behind.” Luca hesitated, his hand unconsciously moving to his chest.

Julian’s eyes caught on it immediately—the Marca Hueca was larger now, and darker, too, shadows swirling ominously beneath Luca’s fingertips. Julian felt his pulse quicken, panic intertwining with guilt as Luca’s eyes filled with exhaustion and quiet hurt.

“You promised you’d do better, but it’s only getting worse,” Luca said.

Julian wanted desperately to explain, to reassure Luca, but he couldn’t explain everything that was going on in front of Omar, Rocky, and Flaca.

“You’re always sorry,” Omar snapped. “You say you’ll do better, but you keep doing the same thing.”

“You probably forgot Carlos’s Christmas party tonight, too, didn’t you?” Rocky added.

Julian swallowed hard. He had forgotten. Completely.

“I—I can’t tonight,” Julian said. He hated himself for forgetting, for getting so distracted. “Yadriel’s family invited me to this special thing—”

“Again?!” Omar exploded, incredulous. “You ditch us for everything! You showed up late to decorate the apartment, left us to do chores on our own, and now Carlos’s party? We’ve been your family way before Yadriel showed up!”

“It’s not like that!” Julian snapped back defensively. His heart raced again, guilt twisting into frustration. “You don’t get it! This is important, okay?!”

The room went very, very still. Somewhere in the building, a pipe rattled.

Flaca looked away, shaking her head silently. Luca just stared at the floor, clearly drained.

“You’re right, we don’t get it,” Omar said bitterly. “Because you never tell us anything.”

“I can’t tell you everything!” Julian’s voice rose, frustration turning into anger. “You have no idea what I’m dealing with right now!”

“Because you won’t let us!” Rocky yelled. “How can we help you if you keep lying to us?!”

“I wouldn’t have to lie if you guys stopped breathing down my neck all the damn time!” Julian shouted back.

His words echoed through the tense silence. Luca recoiled visibly, flinching like Julian had physically struck him. The smaller boy’s breathing grew shaky, hurt pooling in his eyes.

Julian froze. “Luca, I didn’t mean it—”

Luca shook his head, voice small and wounded. “Just stop, Julian. Please.”

Rocky stood abruptly, grabbing her jacket. “Come on, Luca. Let’s go.”

Flaca followed, pausing only to give Julian a sad, disappointed look before walking out.

Omar lingered for a second, his expression colder than Julian had ever seen it. “Enjoy whatever’s so much more important, Jules,” he said, voice low and clipped, completely shut down. Then he was gone.

Luca moved slowly past Julian, not meeting his eyes. Julian reached out instinctively, but Luca flinched away again, shoulders hunched. The apartment door closed softly behind him.

The silence left was catastrophic.

Julian stood motionless, heart hammering, shame consuming him. He closed his eyes, trying to breathe through the wave of self-loathing.

He’d done it again. Made things worse. Hurt the people he loved most.

But the Midnight Vigil was starting soon. He had to pull it together.



Julian stood outside the church at the edge of the cemetery, tugging his flannel tighter around him like it might hold him together. The cold bit his fingers. The St. Jude necklace beneath his shirt felt heavier than usual.

The fight with his friends still echoed. Luca’s voice. Omar’s bitterness. Rocky’s anger. Angel’s absence.

Angel was supposed to be here. Lita had invited her. She should have been standing here, too, candle in hand, like the rest of them.

But she wasn’t. And that absence buzzed in Julian’s head like static.

He hadn’t told Yadriel or Maritza what had happened with his friends. He couldn’t. Not yet. He needed to make it through this first. Just one quiet hour of silence and candlelight, of honoring the dead instead of breaking things.

Dozens of candles lit the gravel paths and headstones in soft, flickering halos. The air was thick with the scents of melted wax, incense, and fresh flowers. Distant strains of solemn music drifted through the night—low, haunting strings that echoed off the gravestones and nichos.

Brujx families were gathering in clusters, dressed in traditional lace or embroidered cloth, some in tailored suits or formal dresses passed down through generations. Everywhere he looked, people were holding candles, adjusting ribbons on ofrendas, whispering prayers. The yellow church’s glowing windows cast long shadows, golden light spilling from the doorway where Lady Death’s altar stood at the heart of it all.

Julian paused, breath fogging in the December cold. The vigil was supposed to be sacred. Healing. But all he could feel was the hollow ache in his chest.

His Marca Hueca throbbed, deep and cold. His lungs felt too tight. He was unraveling. And no one could see it.

Julian blinked hard, steeling himself as he stepped fully into the path. The church was awash in candlelight, its stone walls glowing amber from the flames. The giant altar to Lady Death was overflowing with offerings—bouquets of poinsettias, photos, trinkets, rosaries, plates of food. The scent of copal hung thick in the air, curling around carved saints and trailing down the aisles.

His footsteps echoed as he approached the back where the brujx had set out their decorated candles. He spotted his—sky-blue wax, wrapped with silver ribbon, tiny red flames painted near the base.

Julian found them standing off to the side, Yadriel in an olive-green button-up, his portaje glinting at his side, and Maritza beside him in black skinny jeans and a cropped embroidered jacket that somehow still looked formal.

When Yadriel turned and saw him, his expression shifted with visible relief.

“You came,” he said, stepping closer. His voice was careful, like he wasn’t sure where they stood after earlier, but his eyes searched Julian’s face with concern.

Julian nodded, a little breathless. Just seeing Yadriel had loosened a knot in his chest. “Yeah,” he managed. “Can’t get rid of me that easily.”

The joke fell flat with Yadriel, but Maritza gave him a pity snort. “Told you he’d show up,” she teased, bumping Yadriel with her shoulder.

The smile she aimed at him was crooked, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. There was tension in her shoulders, like she was still braced for something bad. Julian didn’t blame her. He was, too.

“I was a jerk,” Julian blurted. “I’m sorry.”

“Thank you for apologizing,” Yadriel said gently, earnestly. “I know you’re doing your best.” He placed a hand on Julian’s chest, right above his heart.

Julian inhaled for four, held for two, out for six. The St. Jude medal was warm against his skin.

Maritza’s gaze softened, protective.

Julian let out a weak laugh and rubbed his nose. “My friends are pissed at me, too,” he confessed. “I forgot we were supposed to go to Carlos’s Christmas party tonight.” He scrubbed at his face. “I keep screwing everything up.”

Yadriel’s brows knit. “Carlos’s party?”

Julian nodded. “We’ve gone every year, since before my dad died. Food, music, stupid games. But I bailed, and they’re right—I keep choosing this over them. They don’t get why.” His throat was tight. “I don’t know how to fix it.”

Yadriel’s hand found his again. “I’m sorry,” he said. “You shouldn’t have to choose between them and us. It isn’t fair.” He squeezed Julian’s hand. “I’m determined to figure out a way where you don’t have to be stuck in the middle.”

Julian blinked, thrown by how easily Yadriel had said it—no anger, no judgment. Just understanding. It made his chest ache in a different way.

Lita emerged from behind the altar, trailing soft wisps of copal and palo santo behind her. She carried a small bundle of herbs in one hand and moved with the easy grace of someone used to commanding sacred spaces.

“Julian, mijo!” she greeted him warmly. “I’m glad you’re here!”

He tried to smile, but it didn’t stick. He gave a small nod. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

Lita’s gaze flicked behind him, scanning the crowd. “Where is your friend Angel?”

The question hit him like a sucker punch.

Yadriel stiffened. Maritza glanced away.

Julian worked around the lump in his throat. “No,” he said, too fast, too flat. “They’re … not coming.”

Lita’s expression didn’t shift, but her eyes softened. She simply nodded, as if she already knew not to ask further. “That’s a shame,” she murmured, giving Julian a gentle pat on his cheek. “Well. Everyone finds their way in time.”

She turned back to the table, reaching for his candle.

Lita passed him his candle—sky-blue wax, silver ribbon, tiny red flames near the base, messy Sharpie skulls, a crooked skateboard, and the words “Para mi papá.”

“Hold it close,” she said, and then reached up to rest her hand lightly on his shoulder.

She murmured a blessing under her breath as she moved the smoking palo santo and copal bundle in a gentle arc around him—first over his head, then down his arms and chest. The scent clung to his clothes and skin, sharp and clean, cutting through the fog in his mind.

Her limpia was quick but grounding, smoke curling over his head and shoulders.

When she stepped back, Julian felt like he could breathe again, just a little.

The brujx gathered quietly, forming a slow-moving line inside the church. A hush fell over the space as Yadriel stepped forward to the front of the altar, where the eternal flame burned in a tall glass lantern flanked by marigolds and saint candles.

With practiced reverence, Yadriel lit his candle from the flame and turned. He passed the fire to Maritza, who lit her own, and together they began spreading the flame down the line.

Julian held his own candle tightly, feeling the warmth bloom through the wax as it caught fire. Around him, a quiet ripple of light spread like dawn breaking.

Two by two, brujx walked out into the cemetery, their candles in hand. They moved in silence, a river of flickering light weaving past ancient tombstones and shadowy mausoleums.

Julian walked next to Yadriel with Maritza and her sister, Paola, just behind, candle held tight, his breath clouding faintly in the cold air. The night pressed close, rich with the smells of earth and incense, marigolds and wax. It should’ve felt comforting, holy, even.

But his thoughts wouldn’t stop.

Luca’s voice from earlier haunted him. It feels like you’re leaving us behind.

Omar’s bitterness. Rocky’s anger. Flaca’s silence.

The way Luca wouldn’t meet his eyes when he left.

And Angel—

He gripped the candle tighter. The flame quivered.

They were supposed to come. They were supposed to stand beside him. To prove everyone wrong.

Instead, Julian had watched them destroy someone.

Angel hadn’t changed. Julian had just been wrong about who they were and now he felt like a fool.

Just thinking about it made Julian’s chest ache, deep and sharp. He could feel the flare of his dark spot, something festering just beneath his ribs. Every step past the grave markers seemed to make it worse until the pain bloomed into phantom heat, his skin prickling, throat tightening.

When the procession turned a curve near the back of the cemetery—near the old, crumbling church—Julian faltered.

He didn’t mean to. But the moment they passed the shadowed chapel, a sudden pull gripped his chest. Like something calling to him, low and ragged. A whisper that wasn’t sound but pressure. The veil felt thinner here, like it had once torn and never fully healed.

His vision wavered. The shadows of the church stretched long and unnatural. For a split second, the back of his neck tingled, the way it had when Catriz had first appeared to him. The Marca Hueca pulsed in warning, the pain sharp and sour.

Julian bit the inside of his cheek hard enough to taste copper, forcing himself to look away. To keep walking.

He looked to Yadriel beside him, candle cradled in his hands, the flame flickering softly against his face.

Julian’s breath hitched again, but this time for a different reason.

The light illuminated Yadriel’s features in gold. The curve of his cheekbone, the shape of his lashes, the quiet strength in his jaw. He looked like something holy. Not just because he was a brujo, but because he was Yadriel.

And the fear ebbed.

Julian was safe beside him, like Yadriel’s presence alone could chase back the shadows curling in his chest, could hold the pain of the Marca Hueca at bay.

All around him, the brujx continued forward in their silent walk. He felt removed from it, somehow. Like the silence didn’t belong to him. Like the peace didn’t quite fit around his grief and rage and confusion.

But still, he walked.

Because maybe, if he kept walking, he’d find his way back to the place where he could feel it, too.

The procession circled back toward the main church again, the flickering river of light folding into itself as one by one, the brujx approached the altar.

It was massive, a sweeping structure of crimson poinsettias, embroidered cloth, and hundreds of tiny candles that danced in the soft breeze. Offerings crowded every surface. Framed photos, little bundles of food, rosaries, trinkets, tamales wrapped in cloth napkins, and bottles of mezcal tucked beside prayer cards of Lady Death.

Julian lingered near the back of the line, heart thudding as he waited his turn. His hands shook slightly around his candle, not just from the cold. The weight of everything was pressing in now. The fight with Angel. The fight with his friends. The swirling shadows in his chest. The ache that never really went away.

When it was finally his turn, Julian stepped forward.

He knelt.

The worn stone floor chilled his knees as he placed the candle carefully onto the altar, nudging it into an open space near Lady Death’s feet. The flame trembled, then steadied, casting a warm glow over the nearby photos and flowers.

Julian sat back on his heels, staring at the candle. He thought about his dad.

Ramon Diaz wasn’t forgotten. But he wasn’t there, either. And that absence was a cold, hollow thing.

Julian closed his eyes, and the memories surged in like a wave.

His dad’s laugh—loud, raspy, unstoppable.

The smells of motor oil, leather, and the nasty cheap cologne he never changed even when Julian begged him to.

His ridiculous stories, always slightly too wild to believe, like the time he claimed he outran a police horse on foot.

Rio would roll his eyes. Julian would clutch his stomach from laughing.

Julian remembered the way his dad’s hands felt—rough from work, always warm. The way he could make a room feel safer just by walking into it. The way he always made time, no matter how tired he was.

He pictured his dad with him now. Crowding the altar, cracking jokes, piling his plate high with food, proudly embarrassing his son in front of his friends.

He would’ve loved this.

He would’ve loved Yadriel.

The thought tightened Julian’s chest, squeezing his heart. His dad would’ve teased him, definitely. But he would’ve looked at Julian the same way he always did—with pride. With love that never wavered.

Julian’s eyes burned. He blinked hard.

He wished he had something else to offer than just the candle. A bottle of Postobon Uva, a picture of his dad tucked into the Stingray’s dashboard. Or maybe a ticket stub from one of the LA Galaxy matches they’d gone to together that lived in a shoebox in his closet.

His throat tightened until he couldn’t breathe. His head bowed, and for a moment, he just stayed there, hands on his thighs, trying to breathe through the grief.

Julian rolled the St. Jude medal between his fingers, focusing on the cool metal and the steady thump of his heartbeat.

The silence wasn’t heavy. It was soft. Gentle. Like a hand resting on his shoulder. Like his dad, just behind him, just out of reach—but there.

Always there.

Julian heard soft footsteps behind him but didn’t turn, figuring it was another brujx adding their offering.

Then the footsteps stopped just beside him. Julian turned his head.

Rio was standing there.

For a moment, Julian thought he was imagining it. He knew Lita had invited him, but Rio hadn’t said anything about it. He hadn’t even hinted. But here he was, dressed in a simple black tee and dark jeans, the hem of his sleeve brushing the forehead of his Santa Muerte tattoo. His hair was still damp, like he’d just showered and rushed over.

And in his hands, carefully cradled, was their dad’s old hat.

The battered, sweat-stained LA Galaxy cap—its brim slightly frayed, the crown dented just so. Their dad’s favorite hat. The one he wore even when it didn’t match his outfit. The one he once refused to take off for a funeral. The one that, for the longest time, had still smelled like him.

Julian blinked up at Rio. Rio didn’t say a word. He simply knelt beside his brother, leaned forward, and gently set the hat next to the candle.

Julian’s throat burned.

He nodded, too choked up to speak at first. Then, quietly, “He’d like this.”

“Yeah,” Rio said. Reflections of candlelight danced in his dark eyes. “I think so, too.”

They stayed in silence, side by side, facing the flickering altar together.

Julian’s gaze drifted to Rio. The way his profile was lit by the candlelight, the way his fingers twitched like he didn’t know what to do with them. Rio had always carried the weight of the world as if it were his job—taking over when their dad died, holding the family together with sheer will and hard edges.

He’d never cried in front of Julian. Never really talked about the loss. He just … endured.

Julian had mistaken that silence for not caring. For being cold. But being here now, watching the way Rio’s eyes lingered on their dad’s candle, Julian understood.

Grief didn’t always roar. Sometimes it stood quietly beside you in a church at midnight, carrying a worn-out hat and too many memories.

Julian placed a hand on his brother’s shoulder. Rio didn’t flinch. Didn’t move. Just let him.

That was enough.

Eventually, Rio stood. He placed his large hand on top of Julian’s head, his thumb brushing against the short, coarse hair. A small, fleeting touch.

“I’ll be out front in the Stingray when you’re ready,” Rio said.

The quiet lingered even after Rio stepped back, rejoining the crowd with a respectful nod to Yadriel, who stood guard nearby as he passed.

Julian stayed where he was, staring at the soft halo of candlelight dancing around the old hat and his decorated candle. And for the first time in days, the ache in his chest didn’t feel like it was going to swallow him whole.

The dark spot—that cold, hollow feeling that usually pulsed beneath his skin—eased. Not completely. But it loosened its grip, as if it were receding just slightly in the warmth of the moment, the presence of memory and love.

Julian let out a slow breath, eyes stinging. His shoulders slumped. Not from defeat this time but relief.

He understood it now, the purpose of the vigil.

It wasn’t just about honoring the dead. It was about remembering that they still mattered. That they still lived in the ones they left behind. In the stories. In the rituals. In the stupid jokes and frayed hats and candlelight.

It was about choosing to stay rooted in the love that remained.

He wiped his face, stood, and quietly stepped closer to Yadriel, who watched him with gentle eyes.

“Thanks,” Julian murmured.

Yadriel tilted his head, instinctively taking Julian’s hand into his own. “For what?”

“For … this. For bringing me here.” For saving his life.

Yadriel’s lips parted like he might say something, but he just nodded, eyes warm with understanding.

Julian didn’t need to explain.

Across the candlelit gathering, Maritza stood beside Paola, near the altar steps, her hands clasped and her face unreadable. Protective. Watchful. She caught Julian’s eye and gave the smallest nod, like she was keeping a respectful distance but still had his back.

Julian returned it with a grateful look. He might be pushing people away left and right, but some of them—these people—still showed up.



After helping to clean up, Yadriel and Maritza approached Julian as he folded his last chair.

“Ready for the party?” Yadriel asked.

Julian frowned. “What party?”

“Carlos’s,” Yadriel said, like it was obvious.

Julian stared, stunned. His friends had been furious about him missing it. The idea of Yadriel suggesting they go knocked the air out of him.

Maritza crossed her arms, chin tilted. “Hell yeah. I hear Carlos throws a mean party. And Paola owes me her car anyway.” She smirked. “We’ll meet you there. Besides, it’s not even that late—Latinos don’t stop until the sun comes up.”

Rio appeared at Julian’s side, his voice low and reserved. “I’m heading back to Carlos’s anyway. Jules can ride with me.” He jerked his chin toward the Stingray parked outside.

Julian blinked, chest loosening for the first time all day. “Really?”

Sometimes it knocked him sideways how smart his boyfriend was. Always finding the simplest way through when Julian felt tangled in knots. And Maritza, backing him up without question, making space where he couldn’t. The weight of it hit him all at once.

He was loved, really loved, and they were both trying so hard to show him. It was overwhelming in the best way.

“Really,” Yadriel confirmed with a sweet smile. “We’ll go together.”

Rio drove, engine rumbling past rows of Christmas lights strung across porches. Behind them, Maritza peeled out in Paola’s car, headlights flashing as she followed.

Carlos lived a couple of houses down from the mechanic shop. Julian’s chest squeezed just seeing the yard lit up—like nothing had changed. Like his dad might be waiting inside, beer in hand, teasing him for showing up late.

Folding tables sagged with aluminum trays of tamales, pozole, mole, and stacks of pan dulce. A giant cooler overflowed with Jarritos and Mexican Cokes. String lights glowed in red, green, and white while cumbia thumped from a battered speaker on the porch. Kids darted underfoot with sparklers, nearly colliding with tías balancing plates piled high.

Carlos himself, broad-shouldered and grinning, pulled Julian into a bear hug. “You’re late, cabrón!” he boomed. Then his eyes flicked to Yadriel and Maritza behind him. “And you brought company. Bienvenidos!” He waved them inside with exaggerated flourish.

A huge grin spread across Julian’s face. This was the first time he’d ever brought anyone from the brujx side of his life to Carlos’s, let alone a boyfriend, and Carlos welcomed them without missing a beat.

The house was packed, laughter and music spilling from every room. The kitchen smelled like fried plantains and cinnamon. Carlos’s mom fussed by the oven, her gray hair tied back in a bun.

“For Omar,” she explained proudly when Julian passed through, setting the sweet bread on the stove. “Semita de yema. He misses home.”

Omar stood at her elbow, embarrassed but glowing as she pressed the first piece into his hands.

Nacho, Carlos’s lanky son with long hair tucked behind his ears, appeared a moment later, a joint tucked into the brim of his snapback.

“Bro!” he crowed, clasping Rio into a dramatic handshake-hug. “About time you showed.” He winked at Julian. “Dude, your brother is the only reason I haven’t been arrested yet.”

“That cop didn’t care about your ollie, Nacho,” Rio deadpanned. “He cared that you were on a church roof.”

“Artistic expression!” Nacho said with mock gravity, then turned to Yadriel. “You skate?”

Yadriel shook his head quickly. “Uh, no.”

“That’s okay. I’ll teach you.” Nacho slapped his back, already dragging him toward the garage. Julian bit back a laugh as Yadriel shot him a panicked look. Seeing Yadriel in the chaos of his world—awkward but welcomed—made something warm unfurl in Julian’s chest.

Meanwhile, Maritza had joined a table of tías playing dominoes, shamelessly trash-talking in Spanish as she slammed her tiles down. The clack of bone-white pieces echoed through the kitchen.

One tía pointed at her with mock outrage. “Mira esta niña—she’s stacking tiles under the table, I swear!” The whole table burst into wheezing laughter as Maritza gasped in fake offense.

Julian made his rounds, sheepishly apologizing. “I ditched. I’m sorry,” he said to Omar, who finally shrugged and muttered, “Don’t do it again.”

Rocky gave him a sharp hug. “Stack plates if you mean it.”

Flaca pressed a dish into his hands with a soft “We saved you one.”

Every apology tugged loose some of the guilt knotted in his chest. No big speeches, no ultimatums—just small mercies, little proofs that they still cared.

For the first time in weeks, Julian felt the warmth of belonging. His friends didn’t forgive everything, but they were there. Yadriel was there. Maritza was there. Rio leaned against the wall, quietly keeping watch while Nacho yapped his ear off.

Later, they all squeezed together onto the back steps, passing around a bag of hot churros from a neighbor. Maritza stole bites from Rocky’s, Omar argued over the score of a past soccer match with Flaca, and Yadriel sat shoulder to shoulder with Julian, candlewax still glued to his sleeve. For a fleeting moment, Julian had all of them in the same place—his two worlds actually touching—and it felt almost impossible.

A tía with a phone called out from the porch, “¡Foto, foto! Julian, ven—one with all your friends!”

She herded them together in front of the string lights, pulling Julian into the center. Rocky slung an arm around his shoulders, Flaca balanced on the step in front, Omar made a face just as the flash went off. Maritza leaned in from the side, grinning, Yadriel pressed between them, awkward but smiling.

For a second, Julian’s chest ached in a good way. Surrounded by the people he cared about most, the sharp edge of the hollow inside him dulled.

Then the moment stretched, and he blinked, scanning the group again. Someone was missing.

The realization landed late, heavy. A prickle of unease threaded through Julian’s chest.

“Where’s Luca?” he asked, looking around.

Five heads turned toward him, blank expressions shifting just slightly.

“Luca?” Flaca said, like she’d only just remembered. “Oh, he left with Angel.”
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Julian’s stomach plummeted. Everything inside him stilled—the air, the room, his thoughts.

“What?” he croaked, his voice barely audible.

Flaca sat up straighter, blinking. “They left like an hour ago.”

“He’s with Angel?” Julian said again, the words tasting like ash. “Where did they go?”

“I don’t know,” she said slowly. “They didn’t say.”

Rocky picked up her phone, squinting at the screen. “He’s at the cemetery. They’re probably looking for you. See—”

But Julian didn’t need to see it.

There was only one place in the cemetery Angel would have taken Luca—the only place in the cemetery he never wanted to go back to.

The place he, Yadriel, and Maritza hadn’t set foot in since the night Catriz died. The place with a door to Xibalba.

The old church.



Julian didn’t think—he just ran.

He shouldered through the party and hit the sidewalk at a sprint, cold air burning his throat. Headlights cut across him as a car swung to the curb—Paola’s, the passenger window rolling down.

“Get in!” Maritza yelled from behind the wheel.

Julian dove into the seat, slamming the door.

Yadriel leaned over the console, face tight. “Seat belt.”

Maritza punched the gas.

“Tracker?” Yadriel asked, already bracing a hand on the dash.

Julian shoved his cracked phone at him, blue dot pulsing. “Back of the cemetery. By the old church.”

Maritza gripped the steering wheel tighter, eyes on the road.

They flew past blocks of twinkling porch lights and to the cemetery’s front gate. A few brujx lingered by the yellow church, stacking chairs and wrapping leftovers.

Yadriel ducked his head as they rolled past. “Keep going,” he murmured. “Don’t stop.”

Maritza killed the headlights near the back gate. “Let’s go,” she said, throwing the car into park.

They piled out into the cold. Julian didn’t wait. He took off down the gravel, Yadriel and Maritza pounding after him.

The deeper they ran into the cemetery, the quieter the city got. Sirens and dogs and music faded to a tight, unnatural hush.

The old church rose from the earth like a scar.

Wild vines strangled its crumbling stone walls. The patchwork masonry was mottled and cracked, and the crooked bell tower jutted skyward like a broken tooth. A few grave candles still flickered nearby, but the building stood cloaked in shadow.

Julian staggered to a halt, panting. “God, I hate this place.”

“It hates us right back,” Maritza muttered, steps faltering at the wrought iron fence. “We haven’t been here since—”

“I know,” Julian said, voice hoarse. “I remember.”

He forced himself forward. The short iron gate hung askew on one melted hinge. The smell hit them—scorched metal and rotting herbs.

“The wards,” Yadriel said grimly.

Carved along the stone lintel of the church’s doorway were old brujx sigils—protective glyphs shaped like serpents, jaguars, and skulls. One was split down the middle by a jagged crack. Another pulsed faintly with dying orange light, like a coal on the verge of going out. And along the fissures, a thinner, sickly green thread pulsed.

Maritza reached toward the carvings, then pulled her hand back. “These were reinforced with obsidian dust and sacred oil. That should’ve held.”

Yadriel touched the fractured edge with two fingers. They came away gritty and black with soot.

“Obsidian,” he said. “Angel knew what they were doing. They came prepared.”

Julian took in the doorway. Vines had been ripped aside, and the wood along the jamb was scraped and scorched. “They didn’t sneak in,” he said. “They tore their way through.”

A gust of wind blew through the graveyard, carrying with it a breath of sulfur and something older—the heavy scents of wet stone, mildew, and incense left to rot. The church had been a place of reverence once.

Now it smelled like a wound.

Yadriel pushed the door open with the edge of his shoulder. It creaked wide, revealing the main sanctuary of the old church. The three of them slipped inside, boots scuffing against the cracked stone floor.

“Stay close,” he said.

The air was thick with dust and old incense, and something more sour beneath it—the scent of rot and time. Wild vines still clawed in through broken windows, curling around exposed beams like skeletal fingers. Cracked pews stood in crooked rows. Up ahead, the main altar loomed, cloaked in shadow.

Julian’s breath caught.

The tall gold candelabras still stood there, crowding the base of Lady Death’s statue. Most of the candles had long burned out, their wax dripping like frozen tears across the floor. This was where it had all gone wrong. Where Yadriel had tried to release Julian’s spirit—and failed. Where Catriz had appeared. Where everything had changed.

The flickering memory bloomed behind Julian’s eyes. The sea of candlelight, Yadriel walking toward him, the flash of the obsidian dagger. His own breath ragged as he realized he wasn’t ready to die again.

He shook the thought off like a shiver and kept moving.

They passed the altar into the sacristy. Shadows pooled along the walls where an old desk sat askew. In the corner, the trapdoor gaped half-open, hinges blackened. From below came a damp exhale of air and, beneath it, a faint pulse like distant water knocking stone.

“Down there,” Julian said. His voice had gone flat. Focused.

Yadriel drew his portaje. Gold light danced along the blade’s edge. “I’ll go first.”

“No, I’ve got it,” Julian answered, already stepping in. “He’s my—He’s Luca.”

Yadriel hesitated but nodded, falling in behind him. Maritza took the back, jaw set.

Julian curled his fingers around his St. Jude medal, thumb finding the worn edge. “Keep us safe, old man,” he muttered. Then he swung his feet onto the narrow steps and started down.

The staircase corkscrewed into the earth. Stone sweated against Julian’s shoulder as he kept one hand on the wall, the other tight on the medal. The portaje’s glow threw their shadows long and warped. Dust hung in the air like ash. With each turn, the air cooled and the pulse from below grew steadier—blue light ghosting up the shaft in thin breaths, every so often veined with a sickly green flicker.

The steps flattened. Julian stepped off into open space.

The floor leveled into a cavernous chamber carved from earth and stone, old air pressing close. Faded pictographs lined the tomb walls—jaguar, serpent, skull—stories etched into dirt that remembered.

Julian’s stomach turned. This was where he’d died.

He felt the echo of a slab against his shoulder, Yadriel’s panicked prayers, the ringing scrape of obsidian on stone, the silence that had followed—and shoved it down. Not now.

“Lights,” Maritza whispered, nudging him.

Several candles were already burning, puddles of fresh wax webbing their bases. Someone had been there. Recently.

Julian’s eyes snapped to the cenote.

The glowing pool in the center of the cavern pulsed faintly blue, veins of light rippling up the carved altar stones where jaguar heads jutted. The glyph of Bahlam. Every few breaths, that blue shivered and a thin, sickly green bled along the seams of the glow, as if something deeper were exhaling.

A swell of light rolled up from the cenote and caught Angel full on. They stood at the edge of the cenote, one hand clamped around Luca’s upper arm, the other gripping their obsidian dagger that drank the glow.

For a heartbeat, Julian thought the shadow at their throat was just the angle—then the light brightened, and something bloomed under their sternum.

Julian’s mind rejected it, then snapped to it like a magnet. Ink pooled beneath Angel’s skin right over their heart, the edges limned with a thin, sickly green that flickered whenever the cenote exhaled.

A Marca Hueca.

Angel didn’t move. Their back was rigid, shoulders locked, the dagger steady in their fist as the green bled at the edges of the mark like rot finding new veins.

Luca flinched when the blade twitched in Angel’s hand, sneakers skidding on wet stone. His free hand flew to his chest, pressing hard over his own Marca Hueca like he could hold himself in place.

“Jules,” he whimpered, voice cracking. “Please—help me.”

Julian took a step forward, fists clenched so tight his nails bit into his palms.

“Angel,” Julian said, voice steady but hoarse, “what are you doing?”

“Don’t come any closer,” Angel warned. “I mean it.”

Yadriel shifted to Julian’s left, portaje low, golden light veining the blade. “We’re not here to fight,” he said.

“You should’ve stayed outta this,” Angel said, voice shaking. “It’s not your business.”

“Luca is my business,” Julian shot back, taking another careful step.

The cenote’s blue made their face look carved. The green at the edges of their mark flared, then dimmed as they looked at Julian. For a heartbeat, they just breathed—like a kid caught somewhere they shouldn’t be.

Julian had seen that color twice tonight—the sick green threading the cracked wards, the flicker ghosting up the stairwell from the cenote—and now it licked the edges of Angel’s wound.

This wasn’t just grief curdled into bad choices. Bahlam had found the tear in them and was breathing through it. A Marca Hueca as a door. No wonder they kept orbiting this place—every pulse from the water tugged their strings. If Luca’s mark was a bruise, Angel’s was a hook.

He couldn’t pretend they weren’t dangerous—but he couldn’t pretend they were entirely themself, either.

Julian ran the options fast.

Yank Luca free, Angel would jerk. The knife and the water were too close. The only thing that seemed to soften them was when they looked at him and talked. He uncurled his fists, made himself breathe—four in, two hold, six out—and kept his hands where Angel could see them.

“Angel,” he said, softer now, “what did he promise you?”

Yadriel angled his portaje down until the gold barely showed. “Talk to us,” he murmured.

Angel’s throat worked. Their grip on Luca eased a fraction. The green at their mark thinned.

Julian clocked it. When Angel met his eyes, the green dimmed. When the cenote surged, it brightened. He needed to keep them talking. Keep them off the edge.

“I’m listening,” Julian said, voice low. “Tell me.”

“My sister…” Angel began, words catching. “She hid me. Shoved me in a closet and told me to stay quiet. Blocked the door with a chair.”

No one moved. Julian’s gut pulled in two directions—grief recognized, rage remembered. He could hold compassion and the need to get Luca out, but not at the edge of that knife.

Angel’s Marca Hueca deepened, the sick green edging outward like mold finding a seam, as if the memory itself were feeding it.

“I heard them screaming.” Angel’s mouth trembled. “Then nothing. When I finally got out…” With each word the green brightened, harsh as a wire heating under skin. “It was over. Malignos tore through our house like paper. No one came. No one saved them.”

Julian held Angel’s gaze, heart aching.

He knew the shape of that “after.” The room that still smelled like them, the jokes that curdled in your mouth, the way the world stayed the same while something inside you had been scooped out. Grief made bargains. He recognized the hunger in Angel’s eyes because he’d felt it, too.

If there’d been a door to bring his dad back, he would’ve thrown himself at it. But not with Luca on the edge of the water. Not like this.

“I’m so sorry,” he said, and meant it—but he shifted so Luca could still see him.

Angel dragged in a ragged breath. “I prayed to Lady Death. I begged. I did everything right. But she didn’t answer.” Their eyes cut to Yadriel. “She helped you. Not me.”

“It isn’t about deserving,” Yadriel said gently.

“Lady Death doesn’t keep a ledger,” he went on, voice steady. “Her door is open to everyone. She isn’t judge or jury—she doesn’t strike down the ‘bad’ or reward the ‘good.’ Death isn’t punishment or prize. Death just … is.”

Julian could live with a world that had rules—where death did its job and didn’t play favorites, where asking wasn’t about worth but balance. It didn’t make losing his dad hurt less, but it scraped some of the senselessness off the pain.

“He spoke from the water,” Angel said, eyes on the cenote. “Offered me a deal. Family for family,” they whispered. “Door for door. ‘Feed me and I will open the way.’”

The words settled over Julian. What Bahlam was offering wasn’t balance. It was theft dressed up as mercy.

“At first I brought him the ones already caught—spirits with dark spots, souls stuck and hurting. I told myself it didn’t matter—they were doomed anyway.” Their mouth twisted. “But it was never enough. The door wouldn’t budge.”

Heat flared behind Julian’s ribs. Souls stuck and hurting. That could’ve been him, once, if Angel had found him at the wrong moment, he’d have been another weight dropped into this pool. And “never enough” told him everything.

The door wasn’t meant to open. Bahlam had dangled a miracle and kept moving the price. Luca was leverage—young, marked, and Julian’s. A person guaranteed to pull Julian to the edge.

Angel lifted the obsidian dagger a finger’s breadth. It hummed in their grip. “He told me how. Obsidian to mark, blood to bind, the cenote to swallow. The dagger is the mouth. The pool does the rest.”

“Every time I hesitated, he pressed here.” Angel’s fingers hovered over their sternum, over the mark. “It felt like drowning on dry land until I moved.”

A tremor went through their shoulders. “So I started turning them. Every offering pushed the light a little further. He said when the basin was fed to the rim, he’d give them back.”

Silence hit like a blow. Julian’s vision tunneled.

He’d known, deep down—ever since they’d watched Felipe vanish in that acid-green light, ever since Marisol never came home—but he hadn’t wanted to name it. He’d told himself it was something else, something fixable.

Now the denial cracked wide open. The missing spirits weren’t lost or wandering.

They’d been given.

Maritza’s breath ripped out of her. “All those spirits—our friends and family—” Her voice broke. “You fed them to Bahlam?!”

A faint hitch went through Angel’s shoulders. For a heartbeat the green at the edge of their mark thinned, then the cenote surged, and it brightened again, harsher. Memory and cenote pulled in the same direction—and Luca was still caught between them, the water tugging at his sneakers, at his breath.

Julian’s pulse kicked hard. Every second they hesitated, Luca slipped closer to the edge.

He saw Yadriel’s knuckles whiten on the portaje.

“Angel,” Yadriel said, urgency cutting clean through the word, eyes wide and pleading. “Listen to me. When I called to Lady Death, I asked her to do her work—guide the lost on, mend a tear in the veil, keep the balance. You’re asking her to unmake death. That isn’t her work. That’s breaking the world.”

Julian swallowed and found Angel’s eyes. “That doesn’t mean she’s forsaken you,” he said, voice rough but steady. “It means Bahlam is lying about what she refuses to do.” He lifted his empty hands a little higher. “Don’t let him use you like this.”

Luca gave the smallest nod, his toes inching away from the lip like he could will himself back to safety.

A pressure rolled up from the water, tilting the air. It was the same wordless push Julian had felt before, shaping itself into a single awful idea.

Trade.

Angel’s gaze flicked to the cenote, then to Julian, then down to Luca. The boy stood too straight, scared in that way that tries to be brave.

“Angel, stop,” Julian said, his voice low and intense. “You know he’s lying. You have to know.”

“I can’t give up on them.” Angel’s voice trembled. “What if this time it works?”

“It won’t,” Yadriel said firmly. “This isn’t salvation. It’s damnation. And he’ll use you to break through.”

“I need this to work!” Angel shouted, angry tears welling in their eyes.

Julian stepped closer, carefully. “Look at Luca. Look at what you’re doing to him.”

Angel glanced down—saw Luca’s scared, tear-streaked face—and faltered.

“I know you want your family back,” Julian said. “But think about what you’re doing to mine.”

Silence pressed in. Then Angel choked out, “I never wanted to hurt him.”

“Then don’t,” Maritza said sharply.

“You can still stop this,” Yadriel added. “Bahlam doesn’t have to win.”

For a long, aching moment, it looked like Angel might break. Their hand loosened around the dagger. Their shoulders slumped. But then the cenote’s water surged again. Angel turned to it, the venom-green light dancing, reflecting in their eyes as their gaze unfocused. Julian heard the low growl, the hum of whispers.

“Look at me,” Julian said quickly. “Not the water.” He stepped closer still, voice hoarse with hope. “We can figure this out, Angel. We can help you.”

For a breath it held. Angel’s gaze locked on Julian, the green at their mark thinning to a thread. Then the cenote surged. A whisper pressed up through the stone, and Angel flinched like it had touched a bruise.

Their eyes slid off Julian’s face and caught on the braid at Luca’s wrist. Recognition flickered. Not just comfort, an anchor. Angel’s lip trembled. The green at their sternum flared, bright and drowning. They couldn’t look at Luca’s face, so they chose the knot.

Angel’s shoulders went very still—the kind of still that comes right before someone does what they know is wrong.

“No,” they murmured, almost to themself. “It’s too late.”

“Angel,” Julian tried to warn.

The dagger twitched—Luca flinched—but Angel’s free hand moved faster. They yanked his sleeve up and ripped the bracelet free. The small braid snapped with a soft, ugly sound.

Luca gasped, his small wrist bare.

“No!” Julian lunged.

The green at Angel’s sternum blazed, the cenote answering with a violent pulse. Angel shoved.

Luca’s shout cut short as his heels skidded on wet stone and he tipped backward into blue.

The cenote exploded with light. The glyphs carved into the stones flared to life, jaguar heads snarling in fire-bright blue, veined through with venom green. The air pulsed with supernatural force as the water roared, waves thrashing violently against the stone walls.

“Luca!” Julian shouted. For a split second, he saw his friend beneath the surface, eyes blown wide, mouth opening in a burst of silver bubbles—

“Julian!” Yadriel’s warning pierced the air, like he knew what Julian was going to do before he even did, but it was too late.

Julian dove into the cenote.
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Water enveloped Julian, icy tendrils clawing at his skin as he plunged into the unknown, leaving behind the flickering candlelight—and Yadriel’s shout.

His breath seized in his chest. His hands, numb and clumsy, sliced through the liquid darkness, searching, searching, searching. Panic stabbed through him as strange lights and blurry shapes darted past—none of them Luca.

He wouldn’t let Bahlam take Luca.

The thought rang in his skull like a silent scream. Bubbles streamed from his mouth. His limbs burned, leaden and uncooperative, but he kept going. All around him came the sound of voices—wailing, whispering, clawing at his mind with desperate cries.

Help us. Save us.

The voices chilled him to the bone. They sounded like his nightmares—too familiar, too real. Hundreds of unseen spirits seemed to reach for him, clinging with invisible hands. But he couldn’t think about them now. Not when Luca was down there.

The weight of his clothes dragged him down, each movement sluggish and frantic. His heart pounded with the raw, animal urge to fight.

Then—a jolt. Something brushed his fingertips, and Julian grabbed for it. His heart kicked against his ribs as his hand closed around an arm—small, soaked, familiar. He felt the ridges of a worn sweater, the callouses on small fingers from hours of skating—

Luca.

Relief was a luxury Julian couldn’t afford. The water dragged at him with its unrelenting pull. Disoriented, he clung to Luca, his grip fierce and unyielding, unsure which way led to the surface.

Air, air, air, his mind screamed. His muscles spasmed, his chest burned, and still, he held on, his determination outlasting his body’s cries.

Then—a violent jerk on his leg.

Julian thrashed. Terror tore through him. He was sure Bahlam had him—until the force yanked him up instead of down.

Yadriel.

Realization hit as he felt Yadriel’s strong, unwavering grip. His panic subsided just enough for him to tighten his hold on Luca. Together, they surged through the water, Yadriel’s steady pull from above guiding them toward the surface.

They broke through with a crash. Air knifed into Julian’s lungs as hands hauled at him, one iron grip at his forearm, another hooking the back of Luca’s hoodie. Yadriel dragged them toward the ledge while Maritza leaned out flat on her stomach, bracing her boots and heaving Luca up by the shoulders.

Julian didn’t let go. Even when elbows hit stone and cold air burned his throat, his arms stayed locked around Luca’s ribs.

They spilled onto the floor in a coughing heap. Water streamed off all three of them, splattering on the cracked stone.

“Luca?” Julian rasped, nose pressed to Luca’s wet hair, his voice raw and frantic. “I got you, I got you, I got you—”

“He’s okay,” Yadriel panted, collapsing beside them, one hand still on Julian’s forearm.

Luca hacked hard, water bubbling from his mouth. Maritza rolled him onto his side and rubbed firm circles between his shoulder blades.

“Eso, eso—let it out,” she said, pushing wet waves from his forehead.

Julian released a strangled noise. The relief was agonizing.

Luca was alive. He was okay.

With a sob clawing its way up his throat, Julian yanked the smaller boy into a hug so tight it could’ve snapped bones.

“Estás bien, estás bien, you’re safe,” Julian said, his voice breaking with each repetition as he clung to Luca, feeling the rise and fall of his chest against his own.

Choking sobs wracked Julian’s body, putting more strain on his already weakened lungs. Luca’s sweater was drenched and heavy, but Julian couldn’t care less—all that mattered was the living, breathing proof in his arms that they had escaped Bahlam’s clutches.

Yadriel crouched on Julian’s other side, his hand finding its place on Julian’s shoulder in a comforting squeeze. “Respira, Julian, just breathe,” Yadriel said, his voice sweeter than any song to Julian’s ears.

Julian nodded weakly, a hiccup catching on the inhale. In that moment, Julian wanted nothing more than to melt into his boyfriend’s touch and sleep for a hundred years.

“We got you,” Maritza said on her knees at his side. Her voice was quieter now, her usual bite softened. She knelt on his other side, offering a half smile that didn’t quite mask the worry creasing her forehead.

Yadriel’s hand tightened. “Todos estamos aquí. Safe and sound,” he added reassuringly.

Julian nodded again, his breath still shaking. The words should’ve helped. But they only reminded him of how close they’d come to losing everything.

Eventually, Julian loosened his grip on Luca, giving him some room to breathe.

“You sure you’re okay?” Julian asked again, slowly regaining his composure.

Luca nodded but didn’t find words. His eyes were huge and unfocused, mouth parted like he’d forgotten what to do with it.

Eventually, they’d have to explain a lot to Luca about the night, but right then, Julian just wanted to go home.

“Let’s get out of here,” Yadriel said like he could read Julian’s mind, his voice rough but steady. “I don’t want to spend another second in this place.”

Julian stood, checking the crypt with a tense glance.

Maritza, dripping wet, nodded in agreement, her mouth tight. “That asshole owes me money for fucking up my hair,” she growled, wringing out her soaked pink-and-purple curls. “I just got it done! Paola’s gonna be pissed.”

Julian suddenly remembered—

His head jerked up. “Wait—where’s Angel?”

He twisted toward the cenote, heart leaping into his throat. The water was still. The eerie blue glow had already begun to fade.

“Gone,” Maritza said grimly, following his gaze. “They escaped while we were busy pulling you out.”

“Why didn’t you stop her?!” Julian demanded, his voice sharper than intended.

Maritza bristled, her glare a warning. “I was busy anchoring all three of you to the living world—my bad for not multitasking!”

Julian winced. “Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”

She grunted, brushing past to pull Yadriel to his feet.

Julian turned back to Luca, who was still trembling, water dripping down his nose.

“We need to get him home,” Julian said hoarsely. “This is too much.”

Yadriel nodded. He stepped closer and cupped Julian’s cheek with a wet hand. “You did good.”

Julian’s chest tightened. He nodded back, grateful and gutted all at once.

Maritza and Yadriel flanked Julian as he helped Luca to his feet. His knees nearly gave out, but Luca leaned into him instinctively.

Together, they climbed the steps out of the crypt. Every splash from their soaked shoes echoed behind them.

Outside, the night air hit them like a slap—cold and clean after the weight of the underground.

Julian didn’t release Luca. His hand stayed locked around his friend’s shoulder, keeping him close as they made their way through the cemetery. Behind them, the old church loomed, a dark shape against the moonlight. Its windows stared blankly, empty sockets watching them leave.

Julian had already texted Rio.

meet me at the cemetery. it’s bad.

For all their fights, all the yelling, Julian felt a little steadier knowing Rio was on his way. He really didn’t know how he was going to explain this one.

As they walked, Julian’s eyes scanned the shadows. The trees shifted. The headstones whispered. Every breeze prickled the back of his neck. Paranoia gnawed at him like teeth—Angel could still be out there. Watching. Waiting.

They didn’t breathe easy until the cemetery gates glinted ahead.

“We need to tell my dad and Lita,” Yadriel said, voice low.

“Yeah,” Julian said, eyes on Luca. “But first—home. We gotta get him warm. Then I’m checking on the others,” he added, worried about Omar, Rocky, and Flaca.

The guilt sat heavy in his chest—not just about Angel, but about dragging Yadriel and Maritza into this. About Luca. About all of it.

Luca hadn’t said a word since they’d left the crypt. He stood at Julian’s side like a ghost, staring back at the cemetery with wide, blank eyes.

“Hey!” a gruff voice cut across the path.

Rio stepped from the Stingray, worry sharpening into that flat, angry look he always got. He took in the three of them—soaked, shivering, pupils blown wide—and the lines at his mouth hardened. “Jules.”

“We’re okay,” Julian started, breath hitching.

Luca coughed again, a thin ribbon of water spilling onto the path.

Rio didn’t buy it. He shifted to Luca, crouched at eye level, palm hovering but not crowding. “Look at me, little man. You good?”

Luca blinked, nodding too fast.

Rio’s attention snapped back to Julian. “Do I need to call an ambulance? Did he hit his head? How long was he in the water?” His voice wasn’t loud, but it tolerated no bullshit. “Tell me what I need to do.”

Julian opened his mouth, then shut it. Stone, water, green light crashed together behind his eyes. “It’s … complicated.”

Rio’s jaw worked. “Okay. Then give me the part that keeps him alive and this family safe.”

Julian forced the words out. “If you see Angel, stay away. Don’t let them in the shop or the apartment. I mean it.”

Rio’s expression sharpened. “Angel, huh?”

Julian nodded. “I mean it.”

Rio stared at him for a moment, but then nodded. “Done.” He jerked his head toward the car. “Get in.”

Yadriel touched Julian’s wrist. “Go. We’ll lock things down here and tell Lita.”

“We’ll text you,” Maritza confirmed, giving Julian’s shoulder a squeeze.

Julian nodded. It was hard to leave when he always felt the safest by Yadriel’s side, but he did it anyway.

“Sit on a towel,” Rio warned. “Don’t mess up my seats.”

“Your precious blue leather,” Julian grumbled, the words more automatic than funny.

“Get the blanket, too, before you both freeze to death,” Rio added.

Julian opened the trunk and grabbed the old beach towel and a faded San Marcos cobija—the one with the white tigers. Sand still clung to the fabric from their last beach trip. He draped the towel over the passenger seat, then handed the blanket to Luca, who disappeared beneath it with only his eyes peeking out.

Julian slid into the passenger seat and pulled Luca in against his side, tucking the blanket around both of them. Rio got behind the wheel and cranked the engine. They pulled away from the cemetery, the iron gates shrinking behind them.

Julian stared out the window, heart pounding with everything left unsaid.

Secrets pressed against his ribs. Angel. Bahlam. The spirits in the water. Catriz’s warnings. The fact that Julian still felt like something was crawling under his skin.

But for now—they were alive.

Julian glanced at Luca, bundled in the blanket, eyes fluttering closed. His chest rose and fell slowly.

That was enough.







TWENTY
YADRIEL



The inside of the church still glowed with the remnants of the Midnight Vigil. Voices were low now—tired laughter, murmured goodbyes, chairs scraping the floor as people packed up for the night.

And then Yadriel and Maritza burst through the doors, soaked to the bone and wild-eyed.

Every head turned.

A few brujx gasped.

“¡Dios mío!”

“What happened?!”

Yadriel’s hair clung to his forehead in dripping clumps, his hoodie plastered to his skin. Maritza’s curls hung limp and soaked, dyed strands bleeding faint streaks of color into the neck of her shirt. The hems of their pants were caked with cemetery dirt. They looked like they’d climbed out of a grave.

But Yadriel didn’t slow down.

He pushed forward, scanning the room with laser focus. “Where’s my dad?” he asked the nearest person.

The woman blinked at him, stunned. “Uh—he’s over there, with your Lita—”

Yadriel was already moving.

Maritza followed closely behind, wringing out her sleeves and muttering to herself.

They found Enrique and Lita behind the altar, deep in conversation with a few elders. Lita looked up first, her smile faltering the second she saw them.

“¡Santa Muerte! What on earth happened to you?!” she gasped, rushing toward them.

“We need to talk,” Yadriel said, voice low but firm. “In private. Now.”

Enrique turned, his eyes widening. “What—? Yadriel, are you hurt? What happened—”

“Not here,” Yadriel said through gritted teeth. “Please.”

Maritza backed him up by giving Enrique a tight, no-nonsense look that said she agreed, and this wasn’t the time to argue.

Enrique exchanged a glance with Lita, then gave a brisk nod. “Come with me.”

They ducked into the side room just off the altar—the one used for prayer and planning. It was quiet here, the chaos of the church muffled by thick adobe walls. The faint scent of palo santo lingered in the corners. Candles glowed low in their holders.

Lita closed the door behind them. “All right. Talk.”

Yadriel paced the length of the room, water dripping from his sleeves and pooling on the tile floor. Maritza stood nearby, arms crossed tightly over her chest, jaw clenched.

Lita moved to grab a towel from a cabinet, but Yadriel stopped her with a shake of his head. “No, it’s fine. We don’t have time.”

“What happened?” Enrique asked again, his voice calm, but his eyes were scanning every inch of them, clearly rattled.

“It’s Angel,” Yadriel said. “They’re nonbinary—a bruje from a círculo in Texas,” Yadriel added, his breath still ragged.

“A what?” Enrique blinked, overwhelmed.

“Bruje,” Yadriel said quickly. “Same work we do. They were Julian’s friend—Lita met them once. We don’t have time to unpack it right now.”

“They’ve been working with Bahlam,” Maritza cut in. “Or, maybe, being used by him. We don’t know.”

“They tried to sacrifice Julian’s friend—Luca,” Yadriel added.

Lita gasped.

Enrique’s face darkened. “What?”

“At the old church,” Yadriel went on. “We pulled him out of the cenote. We almost didn’t make it in time.”

Lita’s eyes widened. “No—no, that’s impossible,” she said, shaking her head. “I put up wards after Día de Muertos. Strong ones, mijo. No one should’ve been able to get through.”

Yadriel turned to her, jaw tight. “It didn’t matter. Someone knew how to destroy them. Angel, or maybe Bahlam himself. The wards were shattered when we got there. Completely broken.”

Lita looked stunned. Her mouth parted, but no words came out. She sank slowly into the nearest chair, her expression haunted.

“They’ve been using a cursed portaje,” Maritza said. “A dagger. One Bahlam gave them.”

Yadriel nodded.

Lita’s hand flew to her mouth.

“He’s feeding on them,” Yadriel said, voice shaking. “It’s a cursed portaje—when Angel stabs a spirit, especially one with a Marca Hueca, the dagger corrupts it and the cenote drags it straight to Bahlam. We watched Angel do it to Felipe.”

Enrique’s breath caught. “Felipe?” He looked around, confused. “Are you sure that’s what you saw?”

“He’s a brujo,” Maritza cut in, sharp but controlled.

She didn’t look at Yadriel. She looked at his dad. “He knows what he’s talking about.”

Yadriel blushed, warmth flooding the pit in his stomach.

“It’s all related,” Yadriel said bitterly. “The missing spirits. Angel showing up—”

Enrique frowned. “Wait. You knew about all of this?”

Yadriel stared at him. “We put the pieces together.”

Enrique opened his mouth, but Yadriel cut him off.

“But you knew something was wrong,” he said, not bothering to keep the accusation out of his tone. “Both you and Lita. You knew spirits were going missing. You felt something was wrong in the cemetery. And you didn’t tell us.”

Enrique’s shoulders tensed defensively. “We didn’t know what was causing—”

“But you still didn’t say anything,” Yadriel said, voice rising.

“If we’d known earlier, we could’ve figured this out sooner,” Maritza said. “But you didn’t trust us.”

Enrique was surprised by Yadriel’s words, but frustration was hot on its heels. “I was trying to protect you,” his dad insisted. “I’m your dad, and it is my job to keep you safe, along with the rest of our community. This is serious, Yadriel. It’s not—”

“I don’t need protection!” Yadriel snapped, voice cracking. “I need trust!”

Enrique looked stunned. His brows drew together, mouth parting slightly like he wanted to argue but couldn’t find the words.

“I know I’m not perfect,” Yadriel said, his chest heaving. “But I’m trying to do what’s right. To be what you raised me to be. I can’t do that if you keep treating me like I don’t belong in the room.”

The words hit the air like a step off a ledge—no taking them back now.

“If you trust me, then put me in the room when decisions happen. Let me help—show me what to do, how to protect our people.”

Yadriel paused, swallowing hard. His throat burned—from the cold, from the night, from holding back so much for so long. He didn’t want to cry.

But the truth ached in his ribs.

All he wanted—needed—was to be seen. Not as a kid who needed to be protected. But as someone trying his best to carry the weight that had been put on his shoulders.

Lita stood and touched Enrique’s arm gently. “Quique…”

“We’ve been on the same side this whole time,” Yadriel went on. “But we’ve been acting like we’re not. Not working against each other but not working together, either. That has to change.”

For a long moment, Enrique didn’t move. The silence stretched, thick and heavy, broken only by the distant sound of a broom being dragged across the floor outside the door.

Then Enrique exhaled sharply and dropped into one of the wooden chairs like his legs couldn’t hold him anymore.

“I’ve been afraid,” Enrique said at last, voice low, rough.

Yadriel blinked. Afraid?

“I see how much you’ve grown. How much you’ve taken on,” Enrique continued. “You’re not a kid anymore. You’ve been through things most people never come back from—and you’re still standing. That scares me more than anything.”

His dad looked up at him now—really looked—eyes full of fear and something closer to awe.

“I thought if I could keep you out of the worst of it, maybe I could keep you safe. I didn’t realize what I was doing was the opposite.”

Yadriel looked down, his fists slowly unclenching.

There it was. Not pride—respect. Not comfort—acknowledgment. Finally, Enrique saw him not as someone to protect, but someone who had already survived the worst and come back with the scars to prove it.

And not just by luck. Not just because he was brave.

Because Lady Death had chosen him.

They’d finally let him in the room. They just hadn’t learned to trust him once he was there.

Yadriel’s dad gave a dry, brittle laugh—not bitter, just hollow. “And to make it worse, I knew something was wrong. I saw the signs. I felt the shift in the cemetery. Lita warned me. Miguel said something didn’t feel right. And I still kept it quiet.”

He scrubbed a hand over his face.

“I told myself I was protecting you,” he went on. “That if I could handle it alone, maybe you wouldn’t have to. But the truth is … I didn’t trust you to carry it. And that’s what I can’t stop thinking about.”

He looked down at his hands, flexing them slowly. “You’ve been carrying it anyway. Without help. Without guidance. And doing it better than I ever gave you credit for.”

Yadriel stood frozen, heart pounding.

Enrique shook his head, lifting his gaze again. “You were already in this. Chosen by Lady Death herself. I should’ve trusted you to stand beside us, not tried to shield you from something you were already strong enough to face.”

He sat back slightly, the weight of his own words pressing into him.

“I’m sorry,” he said again. And this time it landed like a promise, not just an apology.

Yadriel nodded slowly, something loosening in his chest.

“I appreciate it,” he said quietly. “And I get it. I do. I’ve been scared, too.”

Yadriel hesitated, the next thought already churning in his chest like a storm cloud. “But I’m not the only one you’ve been shutting out.”

Enrique’s brows lifted. “What do you mean?”

Yadriel took a breath, bracing himself. “Julian.”

Lita, who’d been standing silently by, tilted her head. “What about him?”

“He’s unraveling,” Yadriel said, the words spilling out faster now. “He’s trying to hold everything together, but he’s haunted. Literally. He’s in pain. And he’s scared. But the worst part? He’s doing it alone. Because we made him.”

Enrique’s expression shifted, still uncertain.

Yadriel pressed on. “I know we’re not supposed to tell outsiders about us—about what we are. But Julian’s friends are his family. And they don’t know anything. He’s lying to them, keeping secrets, pushing them away—because we told him he had to. Because we told him he couldn’t trust them with the truth.”

Enrique’s mouth opened.

Yadriel held up a hand. “I know the rules. I do. But how can we keep asking him to carry this when the people who love him the most have no idea what’s happening to him? How can we call ourselves his community if we don’t let him have his?”

Yadriel kept thinking about the look on Julian’s face when he clutched Luca to his chest—the panic, the helplessness. The way he never let himself break down in front of anyone, always trying to hold it together. Always pretending he was fine.

But he wasn’t fine.

And if things kept going the way they were, Julian would fall apart—and no one would be there to catch him. Not unless they let the people who already loved him step in.

Wasn’t that what they were all fighting for? To protect the people they loved?

Yadriel wasn’t going to sit by and watch Julian be torn apart by the very rules that were supposed to keep them safe.

Lita sat down beside Enrique, brow furrowed, lips pursed.

“He needs them,” Yadriel finished. “And they deserve to know. They’re already in this—whether we want them to be or not.”

The silence this time was thicker, denser. Lita and Enrique exchanged a long look. Enrique’s jaw worked.

When he spoke, his voice was careful.

“I hear you,” he said, “but this isn’t small. If word spreads—”

Lita cut in, dry as flint. “We tell people when love brings them to us—spouses, adopted kids, friends who are family. We already make room.” She flicked a look at Yadriel and added, “And no, they’re not getting married yet—”

Yadriel nearly choked, his face setting on fire.

“But he belongs to Julian,” Lita said, nodding to Yadriel. “And Julian belongs to them.”

“I’m not asking to make it public,” Yadriel said. “I’m not talking about posting it online. I’m talking about his brother and four teenagers in East LA who would rather die than betray Julian.”

Enrique stared at his son, something easing in his face. “You’re right—it isn’t fair to him. He’s kept every promise we asked of him.” He nodded once, decisive.

Something in Yadriel unclenched. A knot he’d carried since Día de Muertos. This wasn’t permission, it was trust.

“Thank you,” he said, voice steady. “Tomorrow, under vow.”

Enrique nodded. “Tonight, we have much work ahead of us.”

For a moment, the room was quiet again. But not the tense silence from before—this one held purpose.

“We need to put the wards back up,” Lita said, rising to her feet. “Tonight. Before anyone else gets ideas about that cenote.”

She moved toward the supply cabinet, already switching into task mode. “Maritza, I’ll need your help to start brewing a stronger set. If Bahlam or Angel try again, they’ll feel it.”

The expression on Maritza’s face could only be described as gleeful. “It would literally be my honor.”

“If they got through the first set so easily, I’m not sure wards will work,” Yadriel said.

Angel was working with a god, after all.

“We’ll have to try,” Lita said, not at all swayed.

Enrique stood slowly. “And the spirits in the cemetery?” he asked, frowning. “If Angel’s still hunting…”

“They are,” Yadriel said without hesitation.

Maritza made an irritated sound. “Definitely.”

Enrique nodded grimly. “All right. We’ll double the protections around the graves. I’ll talk to the elders.” He turned to Yadriel. “You’ll come with me to lead the ward team.”

For a stunned second, Yadriel felt seventeen and ten and timeless all at once—seen, chosen, and trusted in the same breath. He straightened. “I’ve got it.”

Enrique gave him a small, approving smile. “We’ll set rotations. No one enters the cemetery alone until we get this figured out,” he said, checking the old watch on his wrist.

It was already nearing 2:00 a.m. and no one had slept yet.

Enrique clapped a hand to the table, decision made. “Let’s move.”

Lita pressed a vial of sacred oil into Yadriel’s palm. Maritza was already thumbing out texts.

Yadriel rolled his shoulders, pocketed the vial, and looked at the door. The nave beyond still smelled like wax and flowers, a thin line of dawn hours away.

“We lock it down,” he said, steady now. “Wards up, watch posted, no one alone.” The others nodded in agreement.

And for the first time all night, everyone moved in the same direction.







TWENTY-ONE
JULIAN



The Stingray hummed through the quiet, broken now and then by bass from a passing car or a distant siren. Streetlights swept across Luca’s face, casting long shadows that danced across his scar. Julian watched him quietly, a gnawing concern squirming under his exhaustion. Luca’s usual spark was gone, replaced by a glassy stillness Julian couldn’t read.

He wanted to tell Luca it would be fine, but the words felt like a lie too heavy to lift. Instead, he let his gaze linger, willing him to feel the silent promise of protection.

He thought about their narrow escape under the church—how Bahlam’s grip seemed to reach further into their world with each passing day. Julian’s brow furrowed. They were running out of time. To stop Bahlam, they had to stop Angel. What that meant, Julian wasn’t sure, but that was why he had Yadriel and Maritza to help him.

The car rolled to a stop outside the apartment. Upstairs, a few windows still glowed faintly.

They trudged up the stairs with squelching footsteps, every one heavier than the last. Julian’s limbs ached, and the back of his neck prickled with the lingering residue of Bahlam’s presence. It clung to him like smog—weightless but choking.

Inside, the apartment was dim and warm. The soft flicker of the TV cast shifting light over the living room. Omar, Flaca, and Rocky were curled up in blankets, half asleep and anxious. At the sound of the door, they sat up quickly, blinking at the sight of the three of them.

“Julian!” Flaca exclaimed, blinking hard as she scrambled upright. “Luca—? Are you okay?”

“Oh my God,” Rocky said, eyes wide as they took in Luca’s pale face and soaked hoodie. “What happened? Where were you?”

Omar squinted. “Why are you guys wet?”

Julian stepped aside instinctively, letting Luca shuffle into the light. He looked half frozen, half faded. Even Rocky, who’d been giving Julian the cold shoulder for days, went straight to him.

“Luca?” she asked gently, brushing his sleeve. “Are you okay? Say something.”

Luca looked at her. Then nodded once, very slowly. “I’m okay,” he said, voice low and hoarse. It didn’t sound like him.

“You scared the hell out of us,” Flaca said, pulling a blanket tighter around herself. “You both did.”

“What happened?” Omar asked, standing up.

Julian ignored the chill of his damp shirt clinging to his back. “It’s … a long story.”

Omar scowled. His eyes flicked from Julian to Luca and back again. “Was it Angel? Did she do something to him?”

Julian hesitated. “We had a falling-out,” he said vaguely. “She’s not coming around anymore. Just—if you see her, tell Rio. Don’t talk to her.”

There was a beat of silence.

“Damn,” Omar muttered, rubbing his face. “That bad?”

Rio stood behind them, arms crossed. He studied Julian, then Luca, then back again. Julian braced for a lecture.

But instead, Rio just let out a slow breath and nodded.

“Is he okay?”

“He just needs rest,” Julian said quickly.

Rio gave another small nod and, out of habit, checked the dead bolt and the chain.

“All right,” Rio said, rubbing his face. “I’m gonna crash for a few hours. You should, too. You all look like shit.”

Julian huffed a breath.

Rio turned to Flaca, who was still hovering protectively near Luca. “Keep an eye on him?” he asked, softer now.

Flaca nodded. “Of course.”

“Wake me if anything weird happens,” Rio added, glancing at Julian as he retreated toward the bedroom.

The room loosened a notch, but Julian kept his eyes on Luca. Damp hair, that faraway stare.

Julian gently steered Luca toward the bathroom, grabbing clean clothes for him. “Take a hot shower,” he said, keeping it light. “Warm up. You’ll feel better.”

Luca nodded again, no argument, no joke, and moved down the hall like someone walking through a dream. The bathroom door clicked shut. A beat later, the pipes groaned and water rushed on. Steam curled under the door.

Julian stood in the hallway for a long moment, listening. Just listening.

He made himself take one slow breath.

“Are you okay?” Flaca asked, watching him from the couch. “You look … bad.”

“I’m fine,” Julian lied. “We’re just tired.”

“Yeah,” Rocky said, yawning. “Same.”

Omar was already flopping back onto the couch, muttering something about “finally,” and Rocky followed suit. The adrenaline was fading, replaced by the kind of bone-deep fatigue that didn’t care how weird things felt. Flaca lingered for a second, looking between them, before curling up in her blanket again, eyes still half open as if she were trying to keep watch.

The sound of the shower was a strange kind of comfort—steady, predictable, familiar. But Julian couldn’t shake the unease prickling under his skin.

He stood just outside the bathroom, leaning against the wall and fidgeting with the hem of his damp shirt. The adrenaline might have worn off, but the chill hadn’t. Not from the night, or the water. From what had almost happened. From how close they’d come to losing Luca.

From how close they still might be.

Steam billowed when the door opened. Luca stepped out in clean clothes, curls damp and clinging to his forehead. His skin looked sallow in the hallway light, his gaze sliding past Julian like it didn’t know where to land.

“Feelin’ better?” Julian asked.

Luca nodded once. “Yeah.” The word came out flat, like he’d practiced it.

When his eyes finally met Julian’s, something flickered there—quick and wrong—then went still again.

Julian forced a smile. “Cool. You should get some sleep. Take my bed tonight. I’ll just sleep on the floor.”

Another nod. No tease about stealing the “good” pillow. No “You snore.”

He moved down the hall with that same too-even pace, as if he were counting his steps.

Julian took a shower in an attempt to warm up, but it did nothing to ease the chill in his bones. By the time he was done, the others had drifted back to sleep. Rocky’s soft snore hummed under the low murmur of late-night TV. Omar had his hoodie pulled over his face. Flaca was still on edge, her eyes fluttering open every time the floor creaked.

Julian went into the bedroom. Rio was knocked out, and Luca was already in his bed, lying perfectly still under the quilt and staring up at the ceiling.

“Night, Luca,” he said softly.

“Night” came back, faint and empty.

Julian frowned but didn’t press.

His phone buzzed on his mattress, the screen lighting the dark with a message from Yads.

Home safe?

Yeah. Luca’s out. Everyone’s freaked but okay.

There was a pause, the little typing dots pulsing.

Good. Council’s meeting now. We’re reinforcing the wards tonight—cemetery and the shop first. I’ll let you know when it’s done.

Julian stared at the message, a mix of relief and dread twisting in his chest.

Be careful. Don’t do anything dumb without me.

Wouldn’t dream of it.

A tired huff of a laugh escaped him. The tightness in his shoulders loosened by a notch.

Sleep.

Trying.

The light dimmed as the phone went dark.

Julian grabbed an extra blanket and beat-up pillow and laid on the floor next to Luca, the threadbare carpet cold against his back. His eyes burned, his body ached, but sleep didn’t come easy. His thoughts spiraled—dark and anxious—until exhaustion finally dragged him under.



The dream didn’t creep in. It took Julian by the throat.

He was back. Under the old church. The cenote churned, black and thick as oil. Whispers curled through the dark—soft at first, then sharp, crowding his ears.

Ayúdanos … por favor …

Find us …

No podemos salir …

Faces broke the surface—half familiar, hollow-eyed—then slid under again, leaving ripples that shivered under the weak light.

The floor turned slick and pulsing, like he was walking on muscle and bone. The walls throbbed. He couldn’t catch his breath.

A low growl rumbled through the water. Hot breath touched the back of his neck.

Julian turned.

Bahlam, the jaguar god, reared up behind him, black fur slick, golden eyes burning. A dagger hung from his jaws, the cursed blade Angel had used, dripping something that hissed when it hit the water.

Those eyes pinned him. Not Luca. Him.

A voice—inside the walls, inside the water, inside his ribs—spoke like a promise dragged over teeth:

Me lo robaron.

Devuélveme lo que me pertenece.

Julian stumbled backward, heart clawing up his throat.

“Cuidado, Julian…”

Catriz stepped out of the shadow like a figure under rippling glass, his face shifting, his voice layered—high, low, all at once.

“Cuidado…” he said again. “Listen. They’re already here.”

The floor gave way. Julian fell—clean through—the world flipping to black. Xibalba swallowed him whole.

The ground pulsed under his hands like stretched skin. From below, a pale face rose—Luca’s—eyes wide and terrible, mouth working soundlessly as clawed fingers hooked his shoulder and tugged.

Julian lunged but nothing in his body answered. He couldn’t move. Couldn’t speak. Couldn’t breathe.

Bahlam’s roar shook the dark, and the world shattered into light and shadow and—



Julian shot up, gasping, drenched in cold sweat.

The room was wrong. Too still. Too quiet. The kind of silence that meant something was listening.

He blinked into the dark—and saw him.

Luca.

Standing in the middle of the room. Unmoving. Silent. Watching.

“Luca?” Julian’s voice cracked.

His friend didn’t respond. He just stood there, half lit by the moon, eyes reflecting flat and dull.

“What are you doing?” Julian asked, pushing himself upright.

“Watching,” Luca said.

The word was empty. Memorized, not spoken.

Julian’s skin prickled. “Watching what?”

Nothing. No blink. No breath he could hear.

Julian rose slowly, not certain if he was still asleep. “You okay, dude?”

“I need it,” Luca said, voice clipped and robotic.

Julian blinked. “Need what?”

“My bracelet,” he said. “Angel has it. I need it back.”

Julian scrubbed a hand over his face, heart still slamming from the dream. “We’ll deal with it later, okay? Just—go back to sleep.”

“No,” Luca said.

Julian took a step toward him. “Come on, man. We’ve had a rough night. Let’s just—”

Without another word, Luca turned on his heel and walked out of the room. The door creaked faintly as it swung open, and Julian hesitated for a split second before following.

Julian glanced at Rio—still asleep—then slipped after Luca, barefoot and cold.

“Luca, wait,” Julian hissed, keeping his voice low so he wouldn’t wake Rio.

Bare feet slapped the cool floor as he trailed Luca down the hall. The TV’s blue wash lit the room. The static hum felt too loud.

Luca moved with that same unnerving purpose, not looking at any of them.

Omar groaned and sat up, locs wild. “The hell’s goin’ on?” he mumbled, rubbing at his eyes.

Rocky blinked sleepily from her spot on the floor, her blanket sliding off her shoulders.

Flaca shot upright, her gaze darting between Luca and Julian. “Jules, what’s happening?”

“Luca, stop!” Julian said, reaching—

Too late. The door unlatched with a soft click and swung open.

And Angel was standing on the other side.

Angel stood in the hallway light. Dark bubble braids, gold-bright eyes. The cursed dagger was in her hand, catching the glow with a glint like a fang.

Ice shot through Julian’s veins.

He threw an arm across Luca. “Get back!”

To Angel, he said, “Get away from him.”

He didn’t have a plan beyond that. Just Luca behind his arm and the cenote’s cold still lodged under his ribs. Think roots. In four, hold two, out six. Don’t blink.

Angel tilted their head, unreadable. “Or what?” She stepped inside, slow and deliberate.

Fear and adrenaline snapped tight in Julian’s chest. He didn’t move. Couldn’t. Wouldn’t.

Behind him, his friends asked panicked questions, but Julian ignored them, afraid that if he so much as blinked, something terrible would happen.

“Rio!” Rocky yelled.

Julian kept his arm out across Luca. “Luca, get away from them,” he said, never taking his eyes off Angel.

Luca didn’t move. Didn’t answer.

Angel’s gaze flicked past Julian and landed on Luca.

“Luca,” Julian tried again, voice tight. “This isn’t funny.”

From the bedroom came the thud of feet hitting the floor. Rio up, moving.

“You’re freaking me out, man,” Julian said, turning fully to Luca.

Luca just stared back, unblinking.

“Good.”

Julian’s stomach dropped. Something else was wearing his friend.

“You’re not Luca,” he whispered.

The cenote had followed them home.

Luca’s mouth stretched wider. Wider. A grin too big for his face. With too many teeth.

The apartment plunged into darkness.




Rocky gasped. “What the hell?!”

Flaca cried out, “I can’t see!”

Omar cursed. “Julian—?”

The dark felt wrong—too big and too close at the same time.

Julian forced a breath. In four, hold two, out six. His body trembled.

He reached for the wall and found only air. The room had shifted, like furniture had moved while his eyes were closed.

“Luca?” he tried, low. “Luca.”

Nothing answered—no shuffle, no breath—just the TV’s dead hum.

A voice slid in next to his ear.




“I SEE YOU.”







TWENTY-TWO
JULIAN



Julian’s heart thundered in his chest.

Flaca, Omar, and Rocky were shouting behind him, their voices fractured by the oppressive dark. The air was heavy, electric, charged with something far older and more malevolent than anything Julian had ever felt.

And then, with a sound like snapping bone, the dark ripped open.

A blast of venom-green light seared across the room. Julian threw an arm over his face. When he blinked the afterimages away, his stomach dropped.

Luca’s chest was glowing.

The mark only Julian could see wasn’t a blemish anymore. It had split wide, jagged and pulsing, like a wound torn into the soul. Venomous light spilled from it in sharp tendrils, twisting and writhing like smoke that wanted to bite.

“LUCA!” Julian’s voice cracked.

Luca’s eyes flew open, wild and terrified, as a strangled scream tore from his throat. The light grew brighter—too bright. Shadows burst from his chest in slick ribbons, slamming into the walls and vanishing into the dark.

Julian lurched forward, only to skid to a stop as Luca convulsed.

“Help him!” Flaca screamed, but Julian didn’t know how.

Julian’s pulse roared in his ears as he fumbled for the St. Jude medal, holding it like a lifeline.

Then, without warning, the energy ripped itself free.

The glowing light tore from Luca’s chest and streaked across the room—

Straight into Angel.

“No, no, no—” Julian barely managed to catch Luca before he collapsed.

His knees hit the floor hard. Luca’s small body was slack in his arms, his face pale and too still. Julian pressed his ear to his chest. The sweater muffled everything. “Luca—please—”

Across the room, Angel reeled backward, gasping as the light slammed into her chest. Her dagger clattered to the floor. Her back arched—arms flailing—and for a second, she didn’t look like herself at all.

And then she went still.

When her head lifted, her eyes weren’t hers anymore. They gleamed with venom green, pupils slitted like a jaguar’s.

“Finally,” said a voice that did not belong to her. Deep. Ancient. Everywhere at once.

Julian knew that voice from the water. Him.

“Get away from her!” Julian shouted, still cradling Luca.

Bahlam turned Angel’s face toward him. The smile that spread across her mouth was all teeth. “You’ve been quite the thorn, Julian.”

“Let her go!”

A chuckle, like claws on stone. “I have what I need now.”

Dread and panic seized Julian by the throat.

Hair-thin cracks laced out from the fallen dagger, glowing water blue, spiderwebbing through the concrete. The apartment buckled.

“NO!”

The fissures pulled wider, round and hungry—the mouth of a cenote opening under his heels.

Bahlam, wearing Angel like a mask, stepped back into the glow without breaking eye contact.

The dagger tipped, skittered to the edge, and slid after him into the water-light.

The rift sealed on a breath, leaving earth-cold air, ozone, and silence.

Julian stared at the empty air where the rift had been, brain blanking and roaring at the same time. Luca was deadweight in his arms—warm, breathing, but too still. Julian pressed his ear to Luca’s chest and couldn’t hear past his own pulse.

Footsteps pounded the stairs.

Rio barreled in, barefoot, old T-shirt and sweats. His eyes swept the wrecked room, then locked on Luca.

“WHAT HAPPENED?!”

Words jammed in Julian’s throat. His breaths came sharp and ragged, wheezing in his ears.

“Breathe, Julian!” Rio commanded.

He did because when Rio used that tone, he listened.

Rio took Luca’s wrist, then pressed fingers to the side of Luca’s neck. “He’s alive.”

Julian nodded frantically, his tears spilling over. “We need Lita! She can fix him, I know she can!”

Rio was already moving. He scooped Luca up with the same ease as if he were a child. “Keys are in the Escalade,” he grunted. “Wheel well.”

“I’m coming with you!” Flaca said, grabbing her jacket.

“Me too,” Omar added shakily.

Rocky was already shoving her feet into her sneakers. “Not leaving him.”

Rio didn’t argue. “Move.”

They spilled into the night. Rio muscled the Escalade open, Luca in his arms, and everyone piled in.

The engine roared, the tires screeched, and the street blurred. Julian fumbled his phone with shaking hands.

“Pick up, pick up, pick up,” Julian chanted under his breath, and as if by some divine intervention, the line clicked alive.

“Julian?” Yadriel asked sleepily.

“Luca’s hurt!” Julian’s words tumbled in a frantic rush. “Luca’s hurt—Bahlam—Angel—there was a rift—”

Yadriel’s voice cut through. “We’ll be ready. Just get here.”

Julian nodded, even though Yadriel couldn’t see him. “Okay,” he whispered, his voice cracking.

He hung up and gripped Luca tightly as Rio tore through the streets, his knuckles white. In the back, Flaca, Omar, and Rocky continued to ask frantic questions. Julian wanted to reassure them but he couldn’t. Not when he wasn’t sure himself.

All he could do was hope that they weren’t too late.



The Escalade hurtled down the last block, headlights slicing through the dark. It was so late it was early, but the world felt frozen in a moment that refused to end.

Yadriel, Enrique, and Lita were waiting at the cemetery gate. Maritza stood beside them in a silk bonnet and her flannel thrown on over pajamas. Yadriel must’ve texted her and, by the looks of it, she rushed right over.

Relief hit so hard it hurt. People who knew what to do.

Rio barely brought the vehicle to a stop before Julian yanked the door open and stumbled out, half carrying, half dragging Luca out of the car.

Rio was at his side in a blink, scooping Luca up with ease. The boy’s head lolled against his chest, his small frame disturbingly limp.

Omar, Rocky, and Flaca scrambled out behind him, their eyes cutting between Luca’s limp form and the figures waiting at the gate—familiar now, not new, but terrifying at this hour.

Rocky muttered, “What the hell is happening?” while Flaca clutched her jacket tighter around herself, her lips pressed into a thin line.

“¡Apúrense!” Lita’s commanding voice cut through the night as she ushered them inside, her frail-looking frame belied by her air of authority. Her cotton robe billowed in the night breeze as she led the way.

Enrique held the door open. His eyes scanned the scene—Luca’s pale face, Julian’s bloodshot eyes, the terrified teens behind him—but he didn’t ask questions. He just said, “Hurry.”

They spilled into the house, breathless and shaking.

Lita cleared the living room with practiced efficiency. “Lay him down—gently.”

Rio knelt and lowered Luca onto the couch. Julian hovered beside him, heart in his throat.

Omar, Rocky, and Flaca clustered nearby, trying not to panic. Their eyes darted around the strange room filled with old photos, flickering candles, and the scents of herbs and smoke.

Lita knelt beside Luca. Her hands hovered over his chest.

“Nunca he visto un susto tan grave,” she said, her expression darkening.

Julian’s breath hitched. Even Lita looked shaken.

Only he could see the shadows leaking from the wound in Luca’s chest. It pulsed, too deep and wrong.

Omar leaned closer. “What’s wrong with him? What’s happening?”

Julian opened his mouth, then closed it again. What could he say?

Flaca’s voice cracked. “Is he gonna be okay?”

Omar hovered close behind, eyes darting between Luca and Julian. “What do we do?!”

Rocky looked ready to vomit.

Before Julian could say anything, Rio stepped forward.

“He’s going to be okay,” Rio said, quiet but firm. His voice didn’t shake—it never did—but his eyes were locked on Lita like a lifeline.

“How do you know that?!” Rocky snapped.

“Because,” Rio said. “Yadriel’s mom healed him before. Years ago.”

The room stilled.

Julian turned to him, stunned. “What?”

Rio didn’t look away from Lita. “Carlos brought us here. After Luca left the gang and got real sick. Bad fever. No money for a doctor. Carlos said he knew someone who could help.” His jaw tightened slightly. “She saved his life.”

Lita’s face softened as she gazed up at Rio. “Ah,” she murmured. “So it was you.”

Rio gave a nod. “I recognized her picture at your house.”

Yadriel stood frozen beside Julian, eyes wide. “Wait … My mom healed Luca?”

Lita nodded. “She did.”

Julian stared, the pieces slotting into place. He’d assumed some folk healer. But it had been Yadriel’s mom all along.

“That … that sounds like her,” Yadriel said quietly. “She always took the ones nobody else would.”

Lita’s hand brushed Yadriel’s shoulder as if to steady him. “She was proud of what she did. That boy mattered to her.”

Yadriel’s throat bobbed as he looked at Luca lying on the couch. “And now he matters to me,” he said, voice thick.

He looked at Julian and Julian looked back in astonishment. Maybe they were always supposed to find each other.

Julian turned to his brother. “You never told me.”

Rio gave a small shrug, absently rubbing the Santa Muerte tattoo that covered his scar. “Didn’t think it mattered. She saved his life. That’s all I cared about.”

Lita reached out, squeezing Rio’s arm gently. “You were right to bring him back.”

She stood and turned to the room. “Luca’s soul has fled his body.”

Rocky’s jaw dropped. “Gone? Like … gone-gone?” she asked, glancing nervously at Luca’s motionless body.

Julian felt his knees wobble. The truth pressed down on his chest like a weight.

“Can you fix it?” he asked.

“We can,” Lita said. “But not alone.”

Julian hovered as Lita began setting up a circle in the living room, her hands moving quickly and deliberately. The room smelled of herbs, smoke, and urgency. Shadows drew long in the corners.

Yadriel stepped in beside her, picking up bowls and candles without being asked.

Maritza followed close behind, already pulling out the copal and muttering under her breath, “Of course this happens in the middle of the night.”

When she was ready, Lita turned to the others. “We must do a recuperación del alma—”

“A soul retrieval?” Flaca asked, her voice barely steady. “You’re serious?”

“Sí,” Lita said firmly, standing to address them all. “His soul is wandering, lost. It’s the only way to bring his spirit back to his body,” she told them. “Si no actuamos pronto, puede irse demasiado lejos.”

Rocky crossed her arms tightly over her chest. “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s do it.”

“It needs anchors,” Lita continued. “People he loves.”

Julian’s chest squeezed. “His family,” he said quietly.

Yadriel looked at Julian, then back to Lita. “We’ll use his friends,” he said. “They’re the strongest tether he has.”

Lita nodded. “Yes.”

Julian glanced back at Flaca, Omar, and Rocky. They stood crowded by the couch, watching Luca’s limp form with fear in their eyes.

Julian turned to his friends. His voice shook, but he didn’t hide. “You guys in?”

“Obviously,” Flaca said immediately, stepping forward.

“Let’s just save him,” Omar added, glancing once more at Luca.

Rocky nodded curtly, her voice serious. “Yeah. I got him.”

Julian nodded. “Okay.”

He turned back just as Yadriel began placing the last of the supplies. He looked up and met Julian’s gaze. “I’ll guide them,” he offered. “You focus on Luca.”

Maritza set the censer. “Listen up. Anchors—” She pointed at Omar, Flaca, and Rocky. “Pick one memory that’s only his. Hold it and don’t let go. Breathe with me—in four, hold two, out six. When Lita cues, say his name. Do not follow any whispers. Keep your eyes on Luca.”

Lita handed out the ritual items as Yadriel called out placements. “Omar—al sur. South. Take the bowl of water.”

Omar took the bowl with both hands and knelt stiffly by Luca’s feet.

“Rocky, east. Candle.”

“Got it,” she said, flicking on the wick with a lighter she produced from her hoodie pocket.

“Flaca—west. Incense.”

The smoky copal curled from the small bowl in her hands as she knelt down, her brows furrowed in concentration.

Julian was already kneeling at the north point, holding a bowl of salt. He wanted to shake Luca awake. He held the salt instead. It was grounding. Solid. Real.

Lita took her place beside Luca again. Her voice dropped to a current. “Don’t call him with fear. Call him with love.”

Maritza paced the circle once, checking each anchor’s breath. “Good. Hold the picture of him in your head. We’re calling Luca home.”

Lita lifted a white egg and swept it in tight circles over Luca’s chest. Her chanting began low and steady, a current threading through the air.

The shadows around Luca writhed and bucked, visible to Julian like snakes recoiling from sunlight.

Julian bit the inside of his cheek. “Come on,” he whispered, gripping the salt tighter. “You can do this, Luca.”

Lita set down the egg. Its shell was spiderwebbed with cracks, leaking faint wisps of black that evaporated into the air.

She rose, voice strong again. “Now, call him back,” Lita told them, her face grim. “The darkness is strong, but it is not stronger than us. Invoke the elements to guide his spirit home.”

Julian looked at his friends, then back at Luca. He took a breath.

“Luca,” he said, voice raw. “We’re here. We’re with you.”

Then, together:

“Tierra, agua, lumbre, aire,” they chanted, voices soft but steady.

Julian closed his eyes, focusing on Luca, willing him to hear their call. “Luca, we’re here. Come back to us.”

Maritza’s voice threaded through, calm and practical. “Now, your memory. One line only. Share it.”

Flaca breathed, eyes on Luca. “You stole my bag back at the swap meet even though the guy was twice your size.”

“Your rhythm’s got two left feet,” Omar said, because teasing was easier than sincerity.

“You cried during Coco. I didn’t tell anyone.” Rocky paused. “Uh, until now.”

Julian needed to pick something that cut through the static. Something only Luca would know.

“When I panicked on the Ferris wheel,” he murmured, “you held my hand and told me not to look down.”

The air in the room shifted, charged with a subtle energy that raised the hairs on Julian’s arms. Rocky’s candle flame leaped higher, casting wild shadows on the walls. The incense smoke in Flaca’s bowl swirled in deliberate patterns. Omar’s bowl of water rippled, the surface shimmering with an eerie light.

“Luca.” Julian closed his eyes, willing the words into the dark. “Please. Come back.”

The tendrils seemed to fight against the light pouring into the room. But the circle held firm, their collective voices creating a tether strong enough to span the distance between worlds. The unity of their call filled the room, a chorus of love and desperation.

Finally, with a thunderous crack, the shadows shattered. Wisps of darkness dissipated into the air, leaving a warm, golden glow that spread across Luca’s chest. His body trembled, his chest rising and falling with a steady rhythm.

Luca’s eyes fluttered open, wide and glassy but unmistakably alive. “Julian?” he rasped, his voice barely audible.

“Luca!” Julian lunged forward, pulling him into a fierce hug. Omar, Rocky, and Flaca crowded around, their relief spilling over in nervous laughter and scolding.

“I could kick your ass right now!” Rocky huffed, her concern always translating to anger, especially when she was scared.

“Don’t you ever do that again!” Flaca snapped, angrily wiping away tears.

“What did I do?” Luca asked, confused and disoriented as he looked around the room. He blinked at Lita and Enrique. “Where am I?”

Julian laughed, relief crashing over him like a wave. “Here,” he said, reaching out a hand, helping Luca to sit up, their friends still crowding around in a protective circle.

“I feel … weird. Am I okay?” Luca’s question was tentative, his gaze searching Julian’s for an answer.

Julian nodded, unable to contain the grin that spread across his face. “Yeah, Luca. You’re going to be okay.”

Lita checked his pulse, then lifted an eyelid to watch his pupils. She grinned, satisfied. “Bien. Está aquí.”

Luca looked down at his own chest, running a hand over the place where the Marca Hueca had once been, his expression a mixture of bewilderment and gratitude. Tears welled in his eyes, but they were tears of relief, of a burden lifted.

“Thanks,” he murmured, his voice catching. “I dunno what happened, but thanks.”

“Family sticks together, right?” Julian said, his voice thick with emotion. Around him, his friends nodded, a silent vow reaffirmed.

As they helped Luca sit up, Lita stepped forward, her wise eyes soft with approval. “You did well,” she said. “You brought him back.”

Julian looked around at his friends, his family, and felt a surge of gratitude. They had faced the darkness and won. For now, they were whole.

As the tension in the room began to ebb, replaced by relief and exhaustion, Omar broke the silence, his voice gruff but tinged with the raw confusion of someone who had seen far too much in one night.

“Okay,” he said, holding up a hand like he was stopping traffic. “I’ve been rolling with all this because of Luca, but someone needs to explain what the hell just happened. Like, what exactly are we dealing with here?”

“Yeah,” Rocky muttered. “Because that was not normal.”

Flaca gestured around the room. “What was all that?!”

Rio, still holding on to Luca, looked up. His expression was guarded but expectant, too. Even he wanted answers.

Julian’s stomach twisted.

He glanced at Yadriel, unsure who should speak.

But then he straightened his spine. It was his lie. His friends. His turn.

He turned to them, heart pounding. “I should’ve told you all sooner. I wanted to. I just … didn’t know how.”

Omar’s frown deepened, but he didn’t interrupt.

Julian swallowed. “Big thing first: I died. Día de Muertos.”

He looked at Yadriel.

Yadriel nodded once and stepped up. “We’re brujx. We have magic—my family, Lita, Maritza. We heal the living and help spirits cross over.”

Julian found his voice again. “They brought me back. Now I can see spirits, which, usually—pretty sweet—except I’ve got a Marca Hueca. A dark spot in my soul that messes with me. Luca had one, too.”

There was a long silence.

Then Rocky said, “What, like … for real? Like, actually dead?”

Julian gave a crooked smile. “Yeah. For real. Dead-dead.”

Omar’s eyes were wide. “And … you just didn’t tell us?”

Julian’s face fell. “I didn’t want to lie. But the brujx—they have rules. Strict ones. And I wasn’t allowed to tell anyone.”

He braced himself for anger. For betrayal. But it didn’t come.

Flaca was the first to speak. “You should’ve told us. But … you’re telling us now.”

Julian nodded. “I didn’t want you to think I was losing it. I didn’t want to scare you. And I didn’t want to put you in danger.”

Rocky snorted. “A little late for that.”

That drew a weak laugh from everyone.

Lita waved a hand dramatically. “Finally. Secrets give me indigestion.”

That pulled a startled laugh from Flaca.

Rocky narrowed her eyes, glancing from Julian to Yadriel. “So, wait … you’re, like, full-on magical boy?”

Yadriel shrugged. “Kind of.”

“Excuse me,” Maritza added, eyebrow up, “Yads happens to be Lady Death’s Chosen. It’s a whole thing.”

Yadriel groaned. “Please don’t.”

The corner of Julian’s mouth twitched.

“It’s a long story,” Yadriel said, rubbing the back of his neck.

“Well,” Flaca said, sitting back on her heels, “then you better start from the beginning.”

Rocky added, “And there better be snacks.”

Lita’s eyes gleamed. “Snacks I can do.”

The tension in the room finally cracked. Flaca smiled through her tears. Omar let out a deep breath. Rocky looked as if she were already halfway through mentally writing the screenplay.

Julian looked around at his friends—all of them. Rio, Yadriel, Maritza, Luca, the whole chaotic mess of them—and let himself breathe. The air felt steadier.

Joy made space in his chest.







TWENTY-THREE
YADRIEL



The house was alive with movement and sound, the kind of controlled chaos that usually overwhelmed Yadriel—but tonight it felt strangely comforting. Everyone was talking over one another, dragging mattresses, tossing pillows, and making half-hearted complaints.

Outside the windows, faint ward-light threaded the glass. Enrique and his team had dusted the thresholds with salt, Miguel had a rotation running pairs along the block, and the older brujos were auditing private altars and locking down portajes. They were moving. They were readying.

It wasn’t that the tension had disappeared. It sat under his breastbone like a stone. The door between this world and Xibalba had cracked. He understood exactly how bad that was—and that there was nothing else they could burn tonight except themselves. Rest was the only thing that would make them strong enough to face tomorrow.

So they made beds on the floor and let the noise happen. It wasn’t pretending things were fine. Borrowing a little normalcy was the first step in fighting back.

From his spot in the corner, Yadriel watched Rio carefully maneuver a twin mattress into the living room. His movements were deliberate and almost too careful, like he was clinging to a simple task so he didn’t have to think about the rest.

Rio was a hard read—stoic and gruff, a contrast to Julian’s brash charm—but Yadriel could see the lines of worry etched into his face, the way his shoulders were tight with tension. He carried himself like someone used to protecting people, even at the expense of his own peace or safety.

Flaca didn’t say much, just kept fluffing the same throw pillow over and over like it had personally wronged her. Every so often she muttered something about “needing symmetry” under her breath, like she could will the energy in the room to balance.

Rocky, meanwhile, offered Rio a constant stream of unsolicited advice as he adjusted the mattress—most of which involved questionable angles and references to “feng shui, probably.” Her gestures were broad and overly animated, her laugh just a little too loud, like she was trying to chase away the night’s shadows with volume.

Then there was Omar, who lingered near the wall, watching it all with a guarded expression. His posture was stiff, his arms crossed tightly over his chest. Yadriel could tell he wasn’t used to being out of his depth like this. Omar carried himself like someone who had seen too much, someone who didn’t trust easily. But now, faced with a world he clearly didn’t understand, he seemed smaller, like he was trying to find his place in all of this.

Maritza flopped onto the couch cushions she’d claimed earlier and rummaged through her overstuffed tote. “All right, chaos crew,” she announced, “I come bearing snacks.”

She tossed a crumpled bag of marshmallows onto the coffee table, followed by a sleeve of Oreos and a half-eaten tube of Pringles. “Not exactly a feast, but I regret nothing.”

“Are you feeding us or luring raccoons?” Rocky said, deadpan, one eyebrow up.

Maritza pointed at her. “Rude. Also, yes.”

Flaca leaned forward, laughing through her words. “Wait, wait—are these always in your bag or is this what you grabbed on the way out?”

Maritza lifted her chin proudly. “You think I show up to any major supernatural event without provisions? Please.”

Flaca narrowed her eyes. “You’ve had marshmallows this entire time and didn’t offer any up during the soul ritual?” she teased.

“I was waiting for the dramatic comedown, thank you very much.” Maritza huffed, delighted with herself. “Snacks taste better when you’ve stared down the void.”

“Okay, I like her,” Rocky said, surrendering as she grabbed a handful of chips. “She’s terrifying and prepared.”

“True,” Maritza agreed, smug. “Just don’t tell anyone our secrets and you’ll be fine. Otherwise, I’ll curse you,” she added, wiggling her fingers threateningly.

Omar cut Julian a look. “She serious?”

Julian nodded solemnly. “Very. She almost flushed me down a toilet once.”

Omar stared at him for a moment before deciding, “I’m not gonna ask.” He turned and gave Maritza a wary glance. “You’ve really done this before?”

“Not this exactly. But you’d be surprised how often things go sideways when you hang around with ghosts and gays.” Maritza shrugged, popping a marshmallow into her mouth.

Omar raised a thick eyebrow. “So, what, stuff like this just happens all the time?”

“More than you’d think,” Maritza said cheerfully, already preening under the attention. “That was actually a pretty mild ritual. You should see what we do during an eclipse.”

Rocky looked alarmed. “There are worse ones?!”

“Oh yeah,” Maritza said, digging around in her snack bag, unbothered. “One time a goat exploded. It wasn’t even part of the ritual. Just—boom. Goat. Gone.”

Omar squinted. “You’re messing with us.”

“Am I?” Maritza asked, raising a single eyebrow and then chomping on another marshmallow. “Either way, no goats tonight. House rules.”

Flaca leaned in. “Okay, but like, seriously—the ghosts, the magic, the whole death goddess thing—is it always this intense?”

Maritza tilted her hand back and forth. “Depends. Sometimes it’s just helping a spirit pass on. Other times it’s … tonight.”

Rocky pointed between her and Yadriel. “So you two are like, official ghost-wranglers or something?”

“Technically, I’m the family’s designated black sheep slash wannabe weapon forger,” Maritza said, flipping her curls. “But I also dabble in badassery.”

“You dabble?” Julian called from the couch. “You cussed out a god and then saved Yadriel from dying!”

“Exactly,” Maritza said, grinning. “I contain multitudes.”

Flaca shook her head, half in awe. “This is actually kind of incredible.”

Maritza beamed. “Keep the compliments coming. I’ll answer anything you want to know—for the low, low price of two Oreos and a respectful attitude.”

Yadriel watched the banter, a familiar warmth settling in his chest. For all the chaos, it felt … right.

“Lita, are you sure we’re okay here?” Julian’s voice broke through Yadriel’s thoughts, drawing his attention back to the living room. Julian stood near the bigger couch, arms full of tangled blankets, his gaze flicking toward the front windows.

His voice was low but tense. “What if Angel shows up?”

Lita didn’t miss a beat. “Don’t insult me, mijo,” she said, sharp but fond, stepping in with a plate of jicama dusted in Tajín. “Do you have any idea how many protections are around this house? More and older than the ones I put on the church. Bahlam himself couldn’t get in here if he wanted to.”

She sniffed. “Not without me slapping him upside the head with my chancla.”

Julian squinted, clearly unsure whether or not she was joking. Yadriel bit back a smile, nudging Julian with his elbow. “She’s not kidding.”

Lita tipped her chin at Rio, clocking the bat across his lap. “Such a strong man,” she added, eyes bright. “Mijo, you keep holding it like that and I might start blushing!”

Rio blinked once. “Señora—”

“Ay, señor, no!” Lita scolded, fanning herself with her free hand. “Call me Lita, please! Or Rosamaria if you’re going to flirt back,” she added, tittering.

A corner of Rio’s mouth almost counted as a smile.

Julian gave him a half-hearted grin, though the worry in his eyes didn’t fade. Yadriel could see how much the night had taken out of him. He was trying to stay strong for everyone, but there was a tightness in his jaw, a weight in his posture that he couldn’t quite hide. Julian cared so deeply, too deeply sometimes. It made him reckless, but it also made him one of the most loyal people Yadriel had ever met.

The house felt held, by old wards and Lita’s bravado, by Rio’s quiet watch. Safe enough to relax, just a bit.

Enrique paused in the doorway, one hand on the frame. “Yadriel.”

Yadriel straightened. “Yeah?”

Enrique’s voice dropped. “I should’ve listened when you wanted to tell them sooner.” He glanced toward the living room—Rio, Luca, the others. “I thought secrecy kept us safe. It just kept us apart.”

Surprised, Julian lifted his head.

Enrique met Yadriel’s eyes. “You were right to push. We move together now.”

He gave a small nod to both of them and stepped back into the hall.

The apology landed soft and heavy.

Despite everything, Julian still tried to carry the weight for everyone else—like he didn’t know how to stop. Yadriel ached with love for him, but also worry. No one could keep going like that without breaking.

As everyone busied themselves setting up the living room, Yadriel pulled Julian into his bedroom to grab some clothes. Julian, Yadriel pointed out, was already in his pajamas, but Julian insisted on borrowing some of Yadriel’s again, like wearing Yadriel’s clothes was a kind of security blanket.

“I like wearing your clothes!” Julian argued. He stepped into Yadriel’s room and leaned against the doorframe. “What’ve you got for me? Anything that screams relaxing slumber party chic?”

Yadriel grabbed him a pair of black gym shorts and a faded Selena T-shirt. He then got some for himself—a soft cotton tee and a pair of sweatpants—before turning to Julian.

“Okay, I’ll change first. You—”

“Let me guess,” Julian interrupted with a smirk. “Face the wall? It’s not like I haven’t seen a dude change before!” he teased.

Yadriel’s cheeks turned crimson. “Face. The. Wall,” he said firmly, though his lips twitched with suppressed laughter.

“Fine, fine, fine!” Julian said, rolling his eyes and dramatically pivoting to stare at the wall. “I’m a gentleman, after all.”

Yadriel quickly pulled on his sweatpants and swapped his shirt, tugging it down over his binder with practiced hands. “Okay, your turn,” he said, tossing Julian a pillow to get him moving.

Julian turned around, already tugging off his own shirt, but his grin faltered as his eyes landed on Yadriel. “Wait, are you wearing your binder to bed?” he asked, his tone shifting to something softer, more serious.

Yadriel hesitated, his hands fidgeting with the hem of his shirt. “Yeah. It’s fine,” he mumbled, avoiding Julian’s gaze.

“Yads,” Julian said, giving him a theoretically stern look, “you know that’s not safe! You’re not supposed to wear it to sleep!”

Yadriel’s face flushed deeper, and he rubbed the back of his neck. “I just … I don’t feel comfortable without it. It’s weird.” Especially around all of Julian’s friends and his brother. He was sort of okay with his own family, Maritza, and Julian seeing him without it on, but the idea of anyone else made him want to crawl out of his own skin.

Julian tilted his head thoughtfully, then grinned. “Okay, how about this—I’ll wear a hoodie to sleep, and you can wear one, too. Or,” he added with a teasing lilt, “I’ll block everyone from looking at you until you’re safely under a blanket. Like a bodyguard! I’m good at being a human shield.”

Yadriel snorted, his laughter breaking through his self-consciousness. “Yeah, that’s not exactly practical.”

“Fine, fine, fine, Mr. Practicality.” Julian’s grin softened into something gentler. “There’s gotta be another solution.”

Yadriel hummed, trying to rack his brain.

“Otherwise I’m going to tell Lita on you,” Julian said jokingly.

Yadriel rolled his eyes. “Lita barely knows what a binder even is.”

“Then I’ll tell Flaca!”

Yadriel scowled. Julian looked smug.

Yadriel rummaged through his drawer and hit his stash of old sports bras. “Yeah … yeah, okay. That works.” He pulled one out and then pointed at Julian. “Wall. Again.”

“Man, you’re really hung up on this wall thing, huh?” Julian teased but complied, spinning around with exaggerated flair.

Once he changed, Yadriel grabbed a hoodie for Julian, tossing it to him. “Here. Now you can be part of the hoodie squad.”

“Do I get an official membership card?” Julian asked, pulling the hoodie over his head. “Or is it more of an exclusive club situation?”

“Just put it on, dork,” Yadriel said, laughing as they left the room to rejoin the others.

“I like this,” Lita said now, appearing in the kitchen doorway and taking it all in. “A full house. Feels good, like the old times.”

Yadriel glanced at her, surprised by the softness in her tone. He wondered if she was thinking about the family they had lost, the ones who used to fill this house with laughter and noise. For a moment, he felt a pang of guilt, knowing that he had spent so much of his life pushing back against her traditions instead of appreciating the way she kept their family’s history alive.

On her way past, she touched two fingers to Luca’s wrist, checked his breathing, and set a small glass candle on the table beside him. “Déjenla encendida,” she said. “It keeps the door closed.”

Luca stirred, eyelids fluttering. “Gracias, Lita,” he mumbled, not quite awake.

“De nada, mi amor,” she said, giving his hair a pat. “Sleep.”

He angled toward the candle’s glow. The knot between his brows loosened, and his breathing slid into an even rhythm.

Everyone piled onto the various cushions scattered across the floor. Rio claimed Lita’s recliner with his bat, closing his eyes. Luca slept on the couch beneath the little glass candle, breath steady. Lita hovered close, then let herself sit. Rocky and Flaca nested on the stacked mats, arguing in whispers about blanket equity until Maritza rolled her eyes and fixed it for them. Omar took the spot by the door, back to the wall, keeping watch without saying he was.

Yadriel’s phone on the kitchen counter buzzed. Enrique’s update blinked across the screen:

WARDS SET. TWO ON WATCH UNTIL DAWN. CALL IF ANYTHING HAPPENS.

Yadriel’s shoulders dropped a fraction. The fear didn’t vanish, but it loosened its grip.

The chatter thinned to a low hum and then to the soft rustle of settling bodies.

Maritza tiptoed through the sea of limbs, tugged a blanket up over Rocky’s shoulder, then tucked the edge under Flaca’s chin. “Babies,” she murmured, fond, and stole a marshmallow from the coffee table on her way back.

Julian stretched out beside Yadriel, boneless with exhaustion. He settled carefully, resting his head on Yadriel’s stomach instead of his chest, a quiet kind of respect that made Yadriel’s heart swell.

Outside the windows, the night stayed where it belonged. The little candle hissed once and went quiet.

Julian’s earlier promise to be a human shield now seemed less like a joke and more like instinct.

“This okay?” Julian murmured drowsily.

“Yeah,” Yadriel said, pulse tripping. He rested a hand on Julian’s back, his fingers brushing over the soft fabric of his shirt. “It’s … nice.”

Julian hummed in agreement, his eyes sliding shut.

They breathed together for a while, slow and even, until the room felt smaller and safer.

Yadriel watched him for a moment, taking in the curve of his lips, the way his lashes rested against his cheeks. Even in sleep, Julian carried a kind of intensity, like he couldn’t let go completely. It made Yadriel ache for him and with him.

“Hey, Jules?” Yadriel whispered, his voice barely audible.

“Mm?”

“I love you,” Yadriel said, the words landing before he could grab them back.

Julian’s eyes cracked open at him, a slow smile spreading across his face. “Wait—have we not said ‘I love you’ yet?”

Yadriel shook his head, suddenly feeling self-conscious. “No, we haven’t.”

Julian chuckled softly, his laugh a warm rumble against Yadriel’s stomach. “That’s wild,” he said, his voice thick with exhaustion. “’Cause I think it, like, all the time.”

Yadriel’s cheeks flushed, and he tightened his hold on Julian just a little. Something loosened under Yadriel’s ribs, relief and the stupid urge to laugh. “Good to know,” he murmured, a smile tugging at his lips.

Julian’s breathing evened out, his body relaxing completely against Yadriel’s. Across the room, Rio shifted in the recliner without opening his eyes. Lita’s candle burned steady beside Luca.

As sleep pulled Julian under, Yadriel closed his own eyes, letting himself be grounded by the weight of Julian’s presence.

For the first time in ages, Yadriel felt safe.
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Julian leaned against the doorway of Lita’s kitchen, watching as she bustled around the countertops with practiced ease. The smell of cinnamon and sweet masa filled the air, blending with the savory tang of simmering mole. Yadriel and Maritza stood by the stove, reheating frozen tamales they’d made earlier in the week in large, steaming pots while trading playful insults. It was comfortable chaos—noisy, warm, and alive.

He tried to let the warmth soak in, but something inside him refused to settle. His body stayed braced for impact.

Julian kept glancing toward the hallway, half expecting a shadow to stretch across the floor, or a cold draft to slip under the door. His nerves wouldn’t unclench. Not after what happened last night.

Yadriel glanced up, catching Julian’s eye. “Do you want to invite your friends to the Danza de la Luz Eterna tonight?” he asked, breaking Julian’s train of thought. His boyfriend’s tone was casual, but the look in his eyes was expectant.

Julian gave him a dubious look. “After last night, I’ve got the feeling they’ve kind of had their fill of, uh … paranormal activity.”

Yadriel chuckled, stacking tamales onto a platter with Maritza’s help. “Fair enough. We should probably ease them into it.”

Behind him, the thump of footsteps echoed down the hall. Rio appeared in the doorway, followed closely by Omar, Flaca, and Rocky, all of whom looked like they’d just rolled out of bed. Rocky’s hair stuck out at odd angles, and Omar’s T-shirt was a wrinkled mess. Flaca, somehow, still looked put together despite the dark circles under her eyes.

Luca appeared at Rio’s side, yawning and rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

That was the first time Julian got a good look at him. His eyes immediately went to Luca’s chest, but there was nothing to see.

The dark spot was gone.

Relief hit him hard.

“How you holding up, little man?” Julian asked, a huge grin splitting his face.

“Tired,” Luca said, a little hoarse. “And sore,” he added, rubbing his chest. “But better.”

“Good,” Julian said, resisting the urge to reach out and touch the spot where the Marca Hueca had been. It was gone. Luca was whole again.

“What’s goin’ on in here?” Rio asked, his gaze flicking to the table of tamales.

“Yadriel wants you to come to the Danza tonight,” Julian said, his lips twitching in a half smile. “Apparently, it’s open to normies. Or, my normies, I guess.”

Rocky crossed her arms, tilting her head. “There’s a dark god on the loose and we’re throwing a party?”

“Yeah,” Flaca chimed in, raising her hands in mock surrender. “No offense, but I think we’ve hit our paranormal quota for the year.”

Julian gave Yadriel a pointed look. “Told you.”

Yadriel rolled his eyes.

Omar frowned. “What even is this Danza anyway?”

“Danza de la Luz Eterna,” Yadriel explained. He didn’t seem fazed by their reactions. “It’s a celebration—candles, food, music. We honor the spirits and keep the light burning.”

“It’s not just a ceremony,” Maritza interjected. “It’s a feast. Food, drinks, the whole thing. It’s a way to make sure no one is ever really forgotten.”

Rocky squinted. “And we’re doing that … now?”

Lita entered the kitchen, clapping her hands to draw everyone’s attention. “Now, mañana, when I say,” she said, pointing her spoon like a gavel. “Spirits still gotta eat. All the more reason to feed the light.” She pointed her spoon at Rio, Omar, Luca, Flaca, and Rocky. “Chop, stir, clean—everyone pitches in!”

“I don’t even live here,” Omar muttered, but he grabbed a knife anyway, grumbling. Flaca busied herself wiping down the table, Luca grabbed silverware, and Rocky helped Rio bring plates and cups to the counter.

Julian watched the scene unfold, his chest tightening with an odd mixture of gratitude and guilt. His found family and his brujx family didn’t overlap much, but here they were, crammed into the same kitchen, existing in the same space.

He made a mental note to keep working on it—to find ways to bring both worlds together, even if it meant juggling a few extra commitments.

After breakfast, Rio took Luca, Omar, Rocky, and Flaca home for quick showers and a reset, while Julian stayed to help with Danza prep.

The candles from the Midnight Vigil still burned in their holders, arranged in constellations around the gravestones. Their fire from the eternal flame hadn’t dimmed, the wax hadn’t even gone down.

By noon, the yellow church wasn’t solemn—it was blooming. Strings of vibrant poinsettias and papel picado cascaded along the walls, their brilliant hues illuminated by the golden glow of flickering candles.

Long tables were being dressed, not served—embroidered cloths smoothed flat, name cards tucked beside votives. Trays clattered. Aluminum lids billowed steam.

There were pupusas, arepas, arroz con leche, and tres leches cake sitting in a line. Stockpots of pozole murmured on low flame while atole and hot chocolate perfumed the air.

The air buzzed with an energy that felt alive, a current of reverence and joy weaving through the crowd. Families moved about, their voices hushed as they carried steaming platters to the staging tables or adjusted candles at the place settings. Children darted around the edges of the room, their laughter bursting like firecrackers, their bright, carefree energy infectious.

Julian felt Yadriel at his side before he saw him.

“Come on,” Yadriel said, his shoulder brushing against Julian’s in a way that was both grounding and insistent. “We need to grab our candles.”

Maritza appeared on Julian’s other side, adjusting her skirt and nodding toward the door. “Let’s go, Candle Squad.”

They waited in line to approach Lady Death’s altar. Julian picked up his candle and held it to his chest. The wax had softened from the lingering heat, but the flame stayed sharp and steady.

“Council at dusk,” Enrique said, low and practical as he approached Julian, Yadriel, and Maritza. “We meet and decide what to do. If we can force Bahlam back through the rift tonight, we do it.”

Maritza’s mouth flattened. “That slams the door on everyone he’s got trapped in there,” she said, counting on her fingers without looking. “The quince girl. All the others.”

Julian’s stomach went cold. Marisol, he thought. Winning couldn’t look like leaving them behind.

Lita shook her head as she straightened a line of candles. “First the god, then we mourn the rest.”

Julian swallowed what he wanted to say. Not here. Not in front of half the community. Hopefully, the council would hear him.

Back inside the nave, the brujx moved in steady procession, testing placements, setting candles at assigned seats around the long tables. The glow spread across the room like dawn breaking, small flames becoming a tide of light.

At Lady Death’s altar, Julian’s fingers brushed the painted hem of her robe.

“You okay?” Yadriel asked, barely above the rustle of flowers.

“Yeah,” Julian said, though his voice was thick. “It’s just … a lot.”

“It’s supposed to be,” Yadriel said. “That’s how you know it matters.”

Julian nodded once.

Enrique approached. “Come, it’s time,” he said, motioning for them to follow.

Lita pressed a small votive into Julian’s palm. “Para luz,” she said. “Bring it with you.”

Julian tucked the candle into his pocket. Light in one hand, resolve in the other. Time to make them listen.
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Enrique herded them back to the house. The long dining table had been cleared of its feast and repurposed for something far less celebratory. Candles, legal pads, and a chipped bowl of salt sat in the middle as if they all counted as tools.

Yadriel wasn’t used to being invited to this table. Not for real plans. Not with elders. There was a confusing mix of pride and the feeling that he’d stepped onto thin ice.

Doña Clara’s silver braid was looped over one shoulder, her mouth moving with a prayer she wasn’t saying out loud. Señor Mateo’s cane tapped too fast against the floor. Enrique stood instead of sitting. Lita’s rosary beads clicked softly in her hands.

Maritza slid in beside Yadriel, dropped a legal pad, and clicked her pen rapid-fire. Julian took the seat Yadriel pulled out next to him without a word, shoulders tight, a little pale in the candlelight. He didn’t look afraid. He looked braced for a crash landing.

“We don’t have time for speeches,” Enrique announced with a solemn expression. “Bahlam breached the boundary. He shouldn’t be able to walk in the world. And yet.” He swallowed.

Yadriel didn’t say anything, just glanced at Julian beside him. His boyfriend gave a small nod, eyes fixed ahead.

Enrique clasped his hands together on the table. “We need to talk about what comes next.”

Murmurs. The energy bit like cold.

Lita drew a small circle on the table with her thumb, thinking. “The current wards held long enough to keep the cemetery from cracking,” she said. “They will not hold if he decides to test them.”

The room quieted in a way that made sound feel heavier when it came back.

“What’s the anchor?” Señor Mateo asked. “He’s tried to cross before. But never like this.”

Maritza glanced at Yadriel, giving him a small nod.

“It’s the dagger,” Yadriel said, keeping his voice steady. “The obsidian portaje Angel was using—the one Bahlam corrupted. Every time she uses it to release a spirit, it feeds them to Bahlam instead. That dagger is how he’s been tethered to this world.”

The elders exchanged uneasy looks. Lita’s rosary clicked faster.

Doña Clara’s eyes sharpened. “That cursed portaje is the anchor.”

Yadriel nodded once. “Yes. And now it’s in the cenote. Last night, when the rift opened in the apartment, Julian saw the dagger fall through with Angel.” He didn’t look at Julian when he said it. He kept his eyes on his dad. “That’s our focus point.”

Doña Clara nodded once, sharp. “Then we meet him at the wound.”

“Agreed,” Enrique said. “We unmake the cursed portaje and force the rift closed.”

Julian let out a strained breath. “Cool, cool, cool, so we just enter the crypt and go ‘pspspsps’ until Bahlam pops out of the cenote?”

Maritza sharply turned her head toward him. “Julian.”

Yadriel closed his eyes, begging the universe for patience.

“It was just a suggestion,” Julian muttered, sinking into his seat.

Lita’s eyes softened, then narrowed, thinking already in layers. “Rompimiento. Salt, prayer, fire. Done on stone and water together. The timing matters.”

“It will draw him,” Señor Mateo warned.

“Let it,” Doña Clara said, her voice shaking with anger on the first syllable.

Yadriel’s stomach tightened. The elders were scared. It was the kind of fear that made people choose certainty over mercy.

His mother’s voice ghosted through him: We heal who we can reach.

“Contingencies.” Enrique pushed on. “If the rift will not seal, we collapse the entrance. Mateo?”

“My nephews. Two trucks. Rebar, sacks of cement. We wait at the gates,” Señor Mateo said. His cane stopped tapping. “If we hear ‘collapse,’ we pour.”

The room sprouted logistics like thorns. Evac routes. A chapel fallback. Healers staged by the door. Who would hold which quarter. Which wards would bite hardest if Bahlam tested them. Every plan was a way to keep people alive, and every plan sounded like a eulogy spoken early.

Maritza scribbled and translated the storm into columns. “Plan A: Unmake dagger, seal rift. Plan B: We concrete a god’s front door shut and hope he likes interior design.” She didn’t smile when she said it.

Yadriel glanced at Julian. He sat with his St. Jude medal caught under his thumb, not fidgeting—gripping. Yadriel wondered what he was holding back.

Enrique’s gaze swept the table. “We proceed, then.”

Silence. The kind that meant agreement or exhaustion or both.

Yadriel felt the answer forming in his own chest—not like this—and swallowed it. He was a brujx. He knew what it meant to choose the living. He also knew the names that would get left behind if they did.

A chair creaked.

“What about Angel?”

The table stilled. Every eye turned to Julian.

And the floor under Yadriel’s feet felt even thinner.
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“What about Angel?” Julian repeated, looking around at everyone who only stared back. “And the others—Marisol, the quince girl, my ghost friends—everyone trapped in there with Bahlam. What happens to them if we break the dagger first?”

Enrique answered like he already knew it would land hard. “If the portaje breaks before the vessel is freed, the recoil drags the vessel down. The tethers don’t dissolve. They hold where they are.”

“What does that even mean?!” Julian barked, frustration mounting.

“Break the knife first, and Angel gets yanked into Xibalba,” Lita said gently, plainly. “And everyone she’s tied down stays trapped.”

Images rose whether Julian wanted them or not.

Marisol’s careful smile, the screams of the quinceañera. Angel at his door, gold eyes gone wrong and terrified underneath.

Xibalba pressed at the back of his teeth—cold, dark. No one deserved to be pinned there forever. Not even the one who’d thrown Luca in.

“We can’t win by leaving them behind,” Julian said, louder than he meant to. “There has to be another way.”

“Name it,” Doña Clara challenged, grief sharpening her voice.

Julian looked to Lita because if there was a way, she’d see the thread. “If we break Bahlam’s hold on her first—if we pull Angel back to herself—would the recoil hit only him when the dagger breaks?”

Lita didn’t look away. “It is dangerous. But—sí. If the vessel is no longer his, the blow lands where it belongs.”

Maritza flipped to a clean page. “Then plan A becomes: free the vessel, then unmake the portaje, then seal. We run it as one continuous ritual so he doesn’t get time to regroup.”

“How?” Enrique asked. Not dismissive. Demanding an answer that would keep people alive.

Lita set her beads down and spoke like she was arranging chairs around an invisible circle. “We build at the cenote. Wards first, to keep his teeth off us. I conduct the work at the center. The caller stands with me—the voice Angel will hear. Four anchors hold the caller to this world. Healers ring the room. Mateo’s trucks wait outside the gates. If the circle fails, we fall back. If Bahlam breaches, we pour.”

“The caller is Julian,” Yadriel said immediately.

Heat crawled up Julian’s neck. He didn’t argue. “She’ll hear me.”

“Anchors?” Maritza looked up. “We need people who can keep his head and heartbeat steady, and who won’t flinch when Bahlam approaches.”

“I’m one,” Yadriel said, already reaching for Julian’s wrist.

“I’m another,” Rio said from the doorway, voice quiet and iron. He stepped in far enough that the candlelight caught the scar under the Santa Muerte tattoo on his arm. “If he starts to drift, I’ll yank him back.”

Julian’s chest stuttered. Rio hadn’t been part of the talk until now and suddenly he was the anchor that mattered most.

For a second Julian was eight again, hiding behind him at a street fair, and now he was here, about to step into a god’s mouth. He wanted to say I don’t need you to—wanted to lie—but the truth hit harder.

He did.

Julian nodded once, yes and thank you and I’m scared all shoved into the same gesture.

“I can anchor him, too,” Maritza said, already flipping to a fresh page. “I’ll lay the wards first, hand them to runners, then park on a corner and bully him into breathing.”

Enrique’s gaze moved around the table, then settled. “I’ll take the fourth while Lita Rosamaria leads the ritual.” He didn’t dress it up. “If Julian calls a soul back from a god, he won’t do it without an elder holding the line.”

Lita nodded once, turning the plan into positions. “Quarters: East—Yadriel. South—Rio. West—Enrique. North—Maritza. You each keep a hand on him. Do not look away.”

Enrique rapped the table softly. “Doña Clara coordinates the outer ring when the circle is live. Ward team moves first and lays the circle. Maritza hands off to runners, then anchors North. Lita calls when the ground is right. We free Angel, then break the portaje on her count. If Bahlam manifests before Lita begins, we fall back to the chapel and reset. If the circle breaks—”

“We pour,” Mateo finished, already pulling out an ancient flip phone to text.

Julian looked around the table and made himself say the names again, anchors against the panic trying to lift him off the floor.

“We’re doing this for Marisol. For Felipe. For the quince girl. For the others we don’t even know yet.” He felt everyone’s attention shift, like the room leaned with him. “If this works, nobody stays in the dark.”

Something moved in Enrique’s expression—grief or pride or both. “Entonces por todos,” he said.

Lita stood. “No secrets. No running alone,” she said with authority. “We move together.”

Chairs scraped. Assignments flew. Maritza tore sheets from her pad and handed them off—wards, healers, trucks. The machine they needed started to turn.

Yadriel edged close enough that their shoulders touched. “You don’t have to be the one,” he said, soft and stubborn at the same time.

“I know,” Julian said. “I want to be.”

Yadriel swallowed, then nodded. “Then we’ll hold.”

The weight in Julian’s chest didn’t lift, it settled. If they failed, he’d be the first one under—but if they got it right, no one would be left behind.







TWENTY-SEVEN
YADRIEL



The old church loomed like a carcass, its stone bones cracked and overgrown. Yadriel led the way this time, portaje in hand, heart hammering behind his ribs. Every step toward the crypt felt heavier than the last, like the ground itself was trying to push them back.

Behind him came the others—Enrique and Lita at his side, their expressions grim. Maritza stalked just behind and Julian followed in silence. Behind them, the rest of the brujx had arrived—elders with the most experience, portajes ready, rituals memorized. Somewhere above, Mateo’s trucks idled at the gate—rebar and cement waiting on a single word: “collapse.”

This time, they were not walking into the dark alone.

They crossed the ruined nave and slipped into the side chamber. The hidden stairs yawned before them, narrow and steep, twisting down into the earth.

The deeper they went, the colder it became. Glyphs etched into the stone pulsed, casting dim halos of green and blue light. The walls sweated moisture. The air buzzed with a low, resonant hum that crawled up Yadriel’s spine.

The chamber at the base of the stairs opened like a wound in the earth, the cenote pulsing at its heart. Green and blue light oozed from the water’s surface, reflecting off the stone walls in sickly hues. Glyphs carved into the crypt walls pulsed in sync, alive with old, angry magic.

But it wasn’t just the cenote that radiated energy.

A ring of tethers had been laid out around it. Dozens of them were arranged in a wide ritual circle. Each one glowed faintly with spectral light—a tortoiseshell comb, a cracked phone, a child’s shoe, a string of rosary beads.

Yadriel’s stomach turned. The formation wasn’t just decorative. It was functional, deliberate. A conduit.

And at the center, standing just before the edge of the cenote—

Angel.

Bahlam stood in the center, wearing Angel’s body like a prize. Their arms were outstretched, head tipped back.

Angel’s head turned slowly, like it was detaching from her spine. Bahlam moved inside her body like it was something borrowed, stiff and wrong. Her face twisted into a grin that didn’t belong to her. Her portaje was gone, her hands were empty, but she didn’t need a weapon. The magic radiating off her body was enough to make the air vibrate.

The death god’s voice crawled from their throat like smoke.

“I have waited so long,” Bahlam rasped, low and hungry. “So long for this body, this altar. This world that forgot me.”

“Stay behind me,” Yadriel whispered to Julian, stepping forward, portaje raised.

His dad stepped forward without hesitation—not reckless, but deliberate—pulling Bahlam’s focus toward him and off the circle forming behind.

“And now that you’ve got it,” Enrique said defiantly, “All you’ve done is defile the dead and torture the living.”

Bahlam’s head lolled toward them, the grin splitting across Angel’s face too wide, too cruel. “Is that not what your kind has always done? Called on the divine, begged for power, and buried the consequences.”

Yadriel flinched. The air in the crypt thickened like clotting blood.

Bahlam’s eyes cut to the line of youths and elders and gleamed, pleased. “You bring your children to die for you?”

“No,” Lita said sharply, stepping into view before Enrique. “We bring them to fight with us.”

“You don’t belong here,” Enrique decreed. “Not anymore.”

The cenote surged in response. Threads of sickly light rose from the tethers, spiraling into the air like smoke. He heard gasps behind him as the brujx took it in—the sheer scale of the energy being pulled through.

Angel’s grin stretched, her spine popping as she straightened further. “You act surprised,” Bahlam said, voice deepening, doubling. “But it was your blood that called me here. The strength your ancestors begged for. I was invited.”

The cenote churned behind him, boiling with unnatural energy.

Yadriel reached for Maritza beside him, nodding once. “Start the circle.”

Maritza crouched with him near the crypt’s edge, her bag already open. Salt, candles, bundles of copal—she moved fast, unrolling the tools for the ritual. Lita knelt with reverent hands, whispering blessings into the circle’s border.

Runners peeled off to the walls, ready to carry wards to the outer ring. Healers took posts by the stairs, hands already slicked with alcohol and prayer.

Rio dropped into position at the south. Enrique took the west, eyes never leaving Bahlam. Maritza set the last candle and slid to the north, hand on Julian’s shoulder for one breath before she anchored in.

Julian was pale, but steady. He met Yadriel’s eyes and gave a small nod. He moved into the center of the forming circle, his jaw set tight.

Yadriel felt the glyphs hum beneath his boots as he took the eastern point. “Don’t look up,” he told Julian quietly. “Focus on what you came here to do.”

Around them, the brujx were taking position. The older men fanned out, eyes scanning the ring of tethers. The women moved behind them, hands raised, ready to shield. But none of them made the first move. Not yet.

Bahlam hadn’t noticed them—not all of them.

Good.

Yadriel began to chant quietly, hands pressed to the stone. A soft golden light bloomed at his fingertips. One by one, the candles lit. The circle took hold—a steady pull tying Yadriel to Julian and the other anchors. If he broke, Julian’s lifeline frayed with him.

Bahlam turned.

He cocked his head, watching them move. “You think you can stop me with prayers and tricks?”

Yadriel stepped forward again, planting himself between Bahlam and the ritual circle. “No,” he said. “We’re going to stop you with everything we’ve got.”

“Foolish boy,” Bahlam hissed. He tilted Angel’s head with an eerie, weightless grace. “I have worn a hundred names across a hundred lifetimes,” he said, voice thick with centuries. “And I will wear a thousand more before this world is dust.”

From the center of the cenote, a ripple passed through the waters.

Then the tendrils came.

Thick, serpentine limbs of shadow burst upward, writhing toward the nearest brujos. Screams echoed through the crypt.

Yadriel slashed his portaje through the first one, light erupting from the blade. The tendril shrieked and evaporated, but three more whipped toward the circle.

Yadriel didn’t think. He lunged, sliding between Julian and the shadows. His portaje carved a line of gold across the air, burning two. The third rebounded off Lita’s ward with a screech and skittered back like a scorched eel.

Julian knelt behind him, already inside the circle. Lita pressed a shaking hand to his shoulder, grounding him. Maritza slammed the last candle into place.

“Anchors set!” she called. “Hold steady!”

Bahlam raised his arms, and the cenote responded—the spiral of tethers glowing with a pulsing, sickly light. The water bubbled like it was boiling from the inside out, the colors deepening to something darker, more violent.

“You can’t stop what’s already begun,” Bahlam said, his voice low and thick with promise. “The veil will rupture. The forgotten dead will flood this world. And I will feed until your sky bleeds.”

“Not while we’re standing here,” Enrique said, stepping forward with his portaje drawn.

From the stairwell, the second wave of brujx poured down, splitting. The release team to the tethers, shield team to the water’s lip. Behind them, brujas lifted their hands in unison. A dome of soft light rose, thin at first, then bright as breath filled it. Doña Clara’s voice cut through—crisp commands sending runners to each quarter.

“Eyes on me, cabrón,” Enrique growled, raising his portaje again.

Bahlam bared their teeth. “With pleasure.”

The crypt detonated into motion. A barrage of barbed tendrils shot from the water—dozens—fanning like whiskers. And then the water itself rose, shadow-coalescing into a jaguar’s skull and shoulders over Angel’s body, a half-formed beast rearing from the cenote. Its maw yawned wide, obsidian fangs dripping green fire, and it lunged straight for the eastern quarter.

Yadriel reacted on instinct, slashing his portaje again and again, gold cutting through black. Each strike burned, but the beast didn’t slow. The air pressure crushed his lungs and his arm went numb at the elbow. The jaguar’s head crashed down, close enough for heat to lick his face.

Yadriel planted his boots, every muscle locked. If he slipped, the circle slipped with him.

Bahlam’s gaze locked onto Yadriel now, realization dawning.

“You,” he hissed. “The Lady’s heir.”

Yadriel raised his portaje. “You’re not getting past me,” he said, voice shaking but firm.

The shadow-jaguar struck—not a feeler now, but a killing blow.

Yadriel braced.

Then—

A blinding flash—not of blue or green, but gold, pure and furious—split the crypt like a lightning strike.

The impact hit the lunging head midair with the force of a divine storm. It shrieked, splintering apart as if it had slammed into the sun itself.

And standing in its wake, haloed in golden light, was a man Yadriel had expected to never see again.

Catriz.

His ghost shimmered with impossible intensity—brighter than any spirit Yadriel had ever summoned, brighter even than Lady Death’s altar flame. His golden gaze was fixed not on Yadriel, but on the god who’d just struck at his nephew.

“Not today,” Catriz said.

His voice was quiet, but it carried—cutting through the chaos, through the roars of Bahlam, through the pounding in Yadriel’s chest.

The shattered tendrils collapsed in on themselves, seared by Catriz’s presence.

Yadriel could only stare, breath caught somewhere between fear and awe.

“Tío…?” he whispered.

Catriz finally looked at him. The hard edge in his face eased, just for a second.

“You were always the one who knew what was right,” he said quietly. “It’s my turn to do right.”

He turned back to Bahlam. The golden light around him flared like the sun.







TWENTY-EIGHT
JULIAN



The golden light flared behind Julian, blinding and hot. He barely registered the roar, the crack of impact, or Yadriel’s sharp intake of breath.

He didn’t look back.

He trusted Yadriel to hold the line. So he kept his eyes down and breathed on Yadriel’s count.

A current had hooked deep into his chest—something ancient and heavy—threading him to the others. Yadriel, Maritza, Enrique. Their presence burned at the edges of his senses, anchoring him like points on a compass. If he moved, if any of them wavered, the tether could snap.

He knelt in the center of the circle, surrounded by salt, flickering candles, and a haze of sacred smoke. His fingers dug into the stone floor, the chill biting into his skin. But he welcomed the pain. It grounded him.

Julian closed his eyes.

And reached.

“Angel,” he whispered.

Nothing answered. Not at first. Just the distant shriek of spirits, the press of magic thick as wet concrete, the thrum of his own heartbeat.

But he pressed deeper, calling her name again. Louder this time. Not with his voice, but with whatever thread of soul he still had left. He wrapped memory around the name and hurled it into the dark.

“First time we met,” he said into the void, his voice thick, “it was behind that Jack in the Box, remember? You stepped out of the shadows like you owned them. Told me you were a bruje. That you could heal the living and release the dead.”

A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “You were bleeding, barely holding it together—and still, you looked like the coolest person I’d ever met.”

A flicker in the dark. A tremor in the thread.

He kept going.

“Later that night,” Julian said, softer now, “you came to Yadriel’s. Lita made us dinner. You didn’t talk much, but you let yourself stay a little while.”

His throat tightened. “When I walked you out, I realized you were living in your car. You weren’t gonna say anything—you never wanted anyone to know. But I saw you. I saw how tired you were. How hurt. So I asked you to come home with me.”

The space around him pulsed—a flash of warmth, quick as a heartbeat.

“And then…” His voice faltered, then steadied. “Then you told me about your family. About what you lost.”

His fingers dug into the stone floor, grounding himself.

“I know what that kind of grief is like, how it fucks you up,” Julian said, his voice cracking. “I know what it’s like to ache so bad it eats you alive. To wish you could bring them back no matter the cost.”

The words scraped out of him like something half healed. Beneath his ribs, his Marca Hueca flared—not just a dull echo but a sharp, searing pulse, a reminder of everything he’d lost and never gotten back.

It burned with his father’s name, with the birthday mornings and quiet rides and crooked smiles that had disappeared in an instant.

“I would’ve done anything to save my dad, too.”

Julian pressed a hand to his chest, like it could dull the pain. But maybe it was better that it didn’t—because it meant he understood. It meant he saw her, really saw her, even through all the wreckage.

The light in the dark wavered.

“But that’s what Bahlam saw, isn’t it?” Julian said, eyes burning. “That grief. That love. That hole in you. And he used it. Twisted it. Made it feel like your pain was your power.”

He leaned forward, his voice breaking with urgency.

“But that was never you. That was him. And he doesn’t get to win. Not now.”

The light sharpened—bright and trembling.

“You’re stronger than him, Angel. You always were. You opened that door. You let someone care. That means you’re still in there.”

He reached toward her with everything he had.

“And I’m not leaving without you.”

At first, silence.

Then, a spark.

Faint and flickering—but real.

“Julian?”

Her voice, soft as ash, wavered in the dark.

He laughed—half sob, half relief. “Yeah. It’s me.”

Her presence shimmered closer, still distant, still fragile, but moving toward him. The shadows writhed like a living thing between them, trying to draw her back.

“Don’t let him take you again,” Julian said. “Not when you fought this hard. Not when we’re still fighting for you.”

The shadows lunged.

The light snapped brighter.

Julian reached for her with everything he had.

“You’re not alone,” he whispered. “We’ve got you. I’ve got you.”

Angel’s presence surged—weak but furious, bright and trembling.

“Help me,” she whispered.

And just like that, the tether tightened.

The darkness around her began to tear.

But Angel’s spirit flickered with growing strength, the light around her intensifying with every second as she slowly materialized as golden light in the darkness.

“Angel!” Julian called out.

With a burst of light, his consciousness slammed back into his body, back into the crypt.

Back to the real world where Angel’s body convulsed and thrashed on the ground.

The two forces collided within Angel’s body. Tendrils of shadow burst outward, clashing with golden bursts of light that radiated from deep within them. Julian’s breath hitched as Angel’s head snapped back, and for a moment, Bahlam’s guttural roar echoed through the crypt, shaking the walls.

Her body spasmed violently, arching back as golden light surged from the circle around Julian, exploding outward in a shockwave that scattered marigolds and shadow alike.

Julian flinched, shielding his eyes.

Angel collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut, limbs limp, head lolling. The golden light around her winked out all at once.

For one awful moment, she didn’t move.

Julian lunged forward, grabbing her shoulders. “Angel—?!”

Her skin was ice-cold, her breath shallow.

A beat of silence.

Then her chest rose, faint but steady. She was still alive.

Relief buckled Julian’s knees. He knelt beside her, gripping her tighter. “She’s back,” he whispered, dizzy. “She’s back.”

But the cenote hadn’t gone still.

It hissed.

The water bubbled and surged, frothing like it was boiling from below. The color changed, deepening into violent black, pulsing with veins of blue and green light. The ritual circle around it flickered—then shattered in a burst of cold air.

Maritza’s voice rang out from behind him. “Incoming!”

The shadows over the cenote twisted and curled, rising like smoke—then solidifying.

A massive shape clawed its way from the surface, shoulder by shoulder, something ancient and buried dragging itself into the world.

A jaguar.

Not flesh, but spirit—enormous and spectral, black as obsidian, ringed with burning green glyphs. His form shimmered like he was stitched from starlight and rage, too big for the chamber that tried to contain him. He crouched at the cenote’s edge, eyes like fingernail-moon daggers, fixed on Julian.

Bahlam. Free.

Julian scrambled to his feet, heart slamming so hard it felt like it would break through his ribs. “He’s out—he’s out—!”

Yadriel was already in motion. He dropped beside Angel, checking her pulse, then shouted, “Where’s the dagger?!”

Julian blinked, his brain struggling to refocus. “The dagger—!”

There.

It still sat in the middle of the broken ritual ring, resting on a flat stone tile. The obsidian blade pulsed darkly, feeding the last flickers of tether energy back into the cenote.

Bahlam’s tether.

The jaguar’s body flexed, smoke trailing from his jaws. He roared—a guttural, echoing blast that rattled the bones of the crypt.

He pounced.

“MOVE!” Yadriel shouted.

Lita threw up a shield just in time—a glowing golden arc flared into place as Bahlam’s spectral form slammed into it. The entire cavern shuddered. Maritza staggered, feet skidding on stone, but the barrier held.

“Julian!” she screamed. “GO!”

Julian didn’t hesitate. He dove for the dagger, sliding across the stone floor as heat and pressure closed in around him. His fingers wrapped around the hilt—searing cold at first touch—and the moment he lifted it, the cenote erupted behind him.

The glyphs on the dagger lit up, burning with green flame. Cold rushed his fingers, copper and cenote-silt flooding his tongue.

Julian’s breath caught. He could feel Bahlam through it—raging, writhing, a god made of pain and hunger and pride. The dagger pulsed in his hand like it had its own heartbeat, like it didn’t want to be let go. A voice slid up the hilt and into his marrow.




“LITTLE OFFERING,” BAHLAM PURRED. “STOLEN BREATH. YOU WERE PROMISED TO ME. THE LADY CHEATED. THE BOY STOLE YOU BACK. COME HOME, AND THE HOLLOW WILL CLOSE. NO MORE NIGHTS GASPING. NO MORE HELPLESS WATCHING. I WILL PUT TEETH IN YOUR LOVE—YOUR BROTHER SAFE, YOUR LUCA LAUGHING, YOUR YADRIEL UNTOUCHABLE. SAY YES.”




The words slammed through Julian’s ribs like cold water. For a heartbeat he was back on the stone, cold, the wound on his chest flaring like an open eye.

At the same time, the want punched through Julian so hard his vision sparked. For a heartbeat, he saw it. Rio out of danger, Luca healed forever, Yadriel asleep without worry. And all it would cost was a nod.

His Marca Hueca flared white-hot. The dagger’s pulse tried to sync with his.

Yadriel shouted something—a chant—and another golden flare lit the space to Julian’s left. The magical link between them snapped taut. He could feel Maritza anchoring him, Yadriel pouring strength into the connection, Enrique calling on the dead, and Rio with the strength to hold him together.

Julian sucked in air that tasted like copal and stone. The vision cracked. The promise wasn’t safety.

It was a cage.

Julian tightened his grip and forced himself to stand. “This isn’t your world anymore.”

He hurled the dagger.

The moment it struck the water, the cenote lit up like a sun exploding. The light devoured everything—every shadow, every scream. Bahlam howled in fury, a sound so loud Julian’s vision fractured. The jaguar’s form twisted in the air, pulled backward toward the water by invisible hands.

The brujx moved in. They reached for the stolen tethers, called to Lady Death and began severing the ties that had bound the spirits to Bahlam.

The light surged again.

One by one, the spirits broke free—luminous and unbound, their edges glowing like sun-warmed glass. Some soared skyward in streaks of gold, others hovered just long enough to look back before disappearing into bursts of marigold blooms.

Near the cenote, a form took shape—a girl in a flowing white dress, her curls pinned back with a peineta. The quinceañera girl. Her spirit flickered, but she stood tall as she looked around, eyes wide, like she was seeing everything for the first time in years.

Julian’s chest ached. He remembered the horror of finding her tether, the guilt, the helplessness. But now—

She smiled. Not at anyone in particular—just the world itself, like she was finally free. Then her form shimmered and burst apart, scattering gold and orange blossoms that danced across the crypt floor.

Another spirit kindled into shape—a girl in a denim jacket with chipped black nail polish, hair frizzing like she’d run through the rain. Marisol. She glanced down at herself, then up, wonder cracking into a grin.

Relief hit so hard it felt like grief in reverse.

“You’re okay,” he whispered, and Marisol’s smile widened before she turned, laughing and crying. Light spilled off her as she burst into a drift of marigold petals, following Lady Death into the soft gold beyond.

All around them, spirits rose—a tide of light and memory and release. Their laughter was soft. Their tears burned bright. And the air filled with marigolds and the scent of copal, exhaling at last.

The chamber was filled with color and scent, warmth and mourning and joy.

Bahlam’s body buckled. His roar cracked the air, but this time, it was laced with something new.

Fear.

The god’s jaguar form clawed at the stone, spectral limbs gouging deep furrows into the crypt floor, leaving behind smoking, glowing scars. But the light from the cenote only intensified, curling around him like chains woven from firelight.

The light surged, golden and blinding, and Bahlam’s obsidian body began to crack—fractures racing across his face, his flanks, his claws. Glowing lines split open his form, leaking starlight and shadow like a dam breaking.

He thrashed wildly, jaws snapping, smoke billowing from his shattered chest.

The cenote pulled harder.

With a final, deafening roar, Bahlam’s body split down the center—first the head, then the spine, then everything else—erupting into a storm of ash and green fire. Shards of his form disintegrated midair, spinning into the glow of the cenote and vanishing one by one, like fragments of a shattered star.

The crypt trembled. The magic in the room hummed louder than ever—and then, just as suddenly—

Silence.

Bahlam was gone.

The god that fed on grief, the shadow that devoured souls, was cast back into the dark.

And in his place, only marigold petals floated gently to the ground, catching the golden light like falling embers.

Julian dropped to his knees, gasping for air. The dagger was gone. The cenote had gone still.

The nightmare was over.

Yadriel reached him first and pressed their foreheads together. “Breathe,” he whispered.

Julian did.

Petals fell around them like slow sparks. No speeches. No titles. Just the two of them, still here.

Around them, the crypt exhaled.

The darkness had been pushed back.

The dead had been set free.







TWENTY-NINE
YADRIEL



The battle had ended only minutes ago. The crypt still pulsed faintly with leftover light, the air thick with heat and incense. Yadriel had stepped back to give Julian room. Rio was crouched beside him now, murmuring something low and steady, one hand braced on his brother’s shoulder as if to make sure he was really still there. Whatever Rio had witnessed—the light, the roar, the impossible—he was holding it close, jaw locked, eyes wet but clear.

Yadriel leaned against the cool stone wall, finally letting his body register the exhaustion that had been waiting its turn. His chest heaved as the adrenaline drained away, leaving him heavy but alive.

The crypt was quieter now, the golden light from the released spirits lingering in soft, shimmering waves before fading completely. The battle was over, but its weight still pressed on him, echoes of what they’d endured reverberating through his chest.

The only spirit left was Catriz.

Yadriel’s uncle stood in the center of the crypt, his spectral form shimmering faintly, as if caught between this world and the next. His eyes, no longer sharp with cunning or malice, softened as he looked at Yadriel. For the first time in what felt like an eternity, he looked … human.

“Catriz,” Enrique said, his voice thick with emotion. He hesitated, glancing toward Yadriel, as if giving him permission to speak first.

Yadriel swallowed hard, his throat tight. He took a tentative step closer, his hands trembling at his sides. “Why did you do it?” he asked, his voice cracking under the weight of years of anger, confusion, and grief. “Why did you do any of it?”

Catriz’s expression was unreadable at first, but then his shoulders sagged. “Because I thought it was the only way,” he said, his voice softer than Yadriel had ever heard it. “I thought I could be a part of our community if I took power into my own hands. I was corrupted by it, but it was still my own fault. I was wrong to even try. I regret every decision I made that brought me closer to Bahlam.”

Yadriel blinked, stunned by the admission. He’d expected defiance, excuses, but not this.

“I failed you,” Catriz continued, his gaze flicking to Enrique and then back to Yadriel. “And I failed myself. But tonight, I wanted to do one thing right—protect you, mi sobrino.”

His voice caught, just slightly. His eyes found Yadriel’s and they shone not with power or pride, but with something softer.

“That, I don’t regret.”

Yadriel’s breath hitched. He stepped forward, his voice barely above a whisper. “You were the first person who taught me the old rituals,” he said softly. “You showed me how to draw sigils in the dirt when no one else would. You let me be myself, even before I had the words for it.

“I hated you for what you did,” he said. “To Julian and Miguel. For what you took from me. From Julian. From all of us.”

Catriz didn’t flinch, but the somber lines of his face deepened.

“But before that … you were everything to me.”

The truth scraped on the way out—two truths that didn’t cancel each other, just burned side by side.

“I miss you so much,” he told his uncle. “Even after everything. Even when I was furious—I still missed you.”

Catriz’s expression fractured, grief softening his eyes.

“I wish I could hug you,” Yadriel whispered.

Then he stepped forward and did exactly that—reached out, slowly, carefully, and wrapped his arms around the ghost of a man who had once been his whole world.

His hands passed through empty air, but he held the shape of him anyway.

Catriz closed his eyes. His spirit flickered—not from instability, but from the force of emotion, like a match just before it flares.

Yadriel stayed there for one long, aching moment.

“I wish you’d stayed the version of you who made me feel seen,” he murmured. “But I’m glad I got that part of you back tonight. Even just for a little while.”

And finally, he let go.

Lita stepped forward. She seemed larger than life in the golden glow, her eyes sharp with both love and authority.

“Catriz,” she said, holding up the jade jaguar charm, dangling from its golden chain. She held it gingerly, as if it might break, but the energy radiating from it was steady and strong. “You’ve earned your place back with Lady Death,” she said, her voice unwavering, eyes glistening. “It’s time for you to rest, mijo.”

Catriz’s spectral form shimmered, his expression unreadable for a moment before softening into something that resembled peace. “Gracias, Mamá,” he said quietly. “For not giving up on me.”

Lita stepped closer, placing the necklace in Enrique’s hands. “Do it,” she said firmly.

Enrique nodded, his eyes brimming with unspoken emotion as he gripped the tether. As he whispered a low incantation, the necklace began to glow in his hands. The thread attaching it to Catriz illuminated.

Enrique smiled solemnly. “Rest, hermano.” With a small tip of his knife, he severed the tie.

Catriz’s form began to dissolve, his spirit lifting as the golden thread disintegrated in Enrique’s hands. A cascade of marigolds burst into the air, filling the crypt with their vibrant, fragrant presence.

“Thank you.” Catriz’s voice echoed faintly as he disappeared, leaving behind only silence.

The petals drifted gently to the stone floor, glowing softly before they faded.

Yadriel stood frozen, staring at the spot where his uncle had been. Where a monster had once stood. Where a man had just found his peace.

A warm palm brushed the back of Yadriel’s hand—Julian, breath still shaky, eyes shining. Yadriel squeezed once, a promise he didn’t have words for yet.

Something in his chest unknotted—tight and aching and old. It let go, quiet as breath, and left something lighter in its place.

Lita turned to him and pressed his uncle’s necklace into his palm.

“Lita?” Yadriel asked, his voice soft with confusion.

“He wore it since he was a boy,” Lita said, gaze steady. “Keep it safe.”

Yadriel took it. The jade jaguar was warm and pulsed faintly, like the flutter heartbeat of a bird.

Lita stepped beside him, her voice low. “He saw you,” she said. “Even when the rest of us didn’t.” She placed a hand on Yadriel’s shoulder, steady as ever. “That’s something to honor and hold on to.”

Yadriel didn’t speak. But he nodded—once—and let the quiet settle around him like a blessing.

Then Enrique cleared his throat.

“We should get home,” he said. “Everyone needs rest. And…” His voice drifted slightly. “We’ve got a lot to prepare for tonight, especially you, Yadriel.”

Yadriel looked up, puzzled. “Me?”

It was Christmas Eve morning now, and the Danza de la Luz Eterna would be that night. He typically didn’t have much to do other than the usual pack-mule responsibilities of helping Lita set up.

Yadriel blinked. “We’re still doing it, right?”

“Of course we are,” Lita said, brushing off her skirt. “The world still turns. Lady Death still waits. These rituals matter more than ever now.”

Enrique nodded, his expression softening. “But listen, mijo—after everything, if you’re too exhausted, if you don’t want to lead the danza this year, I’ll understand—”

“Wait.” Yadriel stared at them, stunned. “You were going to ask me to lead it?”

Enrique hesitated. He glanced at Lita, who blinked at him like she was just now realizing what he hadn’t said.

“You didn’t tell him?” she asked, exasperated.

Enrique gave a sheepish shrug and rubbed the back of his neck. “I thought you were going to!”

Lita tsked. “I told you it’d be better coming from you, Quique!”

Enrique ran a hand over his face, then looked at Yadriel. “I want you to serve as Guía de la Llama—carry the flame and set the intention for the Danza,” Enrique said. “I’ll act as majordomo, marshal the procession, and coordinate the outer ring with the elders. Lita will tend the altar and give the closing bendición. We’ll plan it together,” he told Yadriel. “You lead the opening prayer and the first turn, and if anything needs to change, we’ll call it together.”

The words didn’t feel like a crown. They felt like a hand held out.

He remembered coming out as trans and being told it didn’t matter—that he couldn’t be what he already knew he was. He remembered being fifteen, watching the other boys receive their aquelarre while he waited on the sidelines. Remembered sneaking into the old church with Maritza, trying to summon a spirit, begging Lady Death for the blessing no one else would give him.

And now they were asking him to lead the Candle Dance.

“I…” Yadriel started, his voice catching. “I never thought you’d ask me.”

Lita smiled gently. “We should’ve asked sooner,” she said, tossing Enrique an irritated glance. “But we’re asking now.”

He didn’t trust his voice, so he nodded. Just once.

Enrique stepped closer, a tired smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “You changed things, mijo. Not just for yourself—for all of us,” he told him. “You made us look again. Think again. I’m proud to learn from you—and I’m asking you to learn with me.”

Yadriel’s breath caught. For so long, he had carried the weight of proving himself—to the spirits, to his family, to the entire brujx community. He had fought for every inch of space he stood on. And now, they weren’t just letting him in.

They were trusting him to carry part of the weight—together.

Tonight, the Danza de la Luz Eterna would light up the night.

And Yadriel would carry the flame at its heart—not instead of his father, but with him.

Learning from each other. Moving their people forward.







THIRTY
JULIAN



Julian crouched where the pile of tethers had been, palms blackened with cenote grit as he sifted through the mess one piece at a time.

Nearby, Rio was talking quietly with Enrique, helping the other brujx clear debris from the circle. He moved slower than usual, still pale from what he’d seen—the flash of light, the shadows, the god. But he kept his voice steady, his hands sure. When his gaze met Julian’s across the crypt, he gave a small nod—tired but solid.

Julian examined an amethyst rosary. An old Zippo lighter. A faded red hair bow.

Then—there. A woven bracelet, the knot frayed just so.

Luca’s.

His breath left him in a rough sound he didn’t recognize. He rubbed the braid clean with his thumb, the pattern he’d seen a hundred times suddenly heavy as a heartbeat. He slipped it around his fingers and held it, not ready to pocket it, not ready to let it go.

Angel stood a little apart from the others, their shoulders hunched. They cradled a small bundle of tethers in their hands—a dagger and two rosaries. Remnants of their family, the weight of which seemed almost too much to bear.

Enrique approached them, his expression apprehensive. “May I?” he asked, gesturing toward the tethers.

Julian watched Angel hesitate before handing them over.

Enrique examined the items carefully. His brow furrowed, and he murmured something under his breath.

“Muéstrame el enlace,” he said, calling on his portaje to reveal the threads that bound the spirits to the objects in Angel’s hands.

Nothing happened.

Enrique’s dagger pulsed faintly but gave no tether. No echo. No trace.

He frowned, eyes narrowing as he tried again—slower, more focused.

Still nothing.

Enrique looked up slowly, confusion giving way to dawning realization. Then his face changed—softened into something equal parts relief and grief.

“They’re not here,” he said quietly.

Angel’s shoulders stiffened. “What do you mean?”

“They were never in Xibalba,” Enrique told her, his voice steady but reverent. “Their spirits … they’ve already crossed over. When they died, they passed peacefully.”

Angel stared at him, blinking rapidly. “But Bahlam said—”

“He lied,” Enrique said, gently but firmly. He placed a hand on their shoulder. “He wanted you isolated. He wanted your grief to stay raw. That’s how he kept his hold on you.”

Julian felt his chest twist.

“If you had come to us,” Enrique continued, “we could’ve checked. We could’ve told you they were never lost. You didn’t have to carry it alone.”

Angel’s mouth opened, then closed again. Her eyes flooded—tears slipping free, no longer contained.

“They’re … safe?” she whispered, almost afraid to believe it.

“Yes,” Enrique said. “They’ve been with Lady Death this whole time.”

Angel made a soft, broken sound. Like the first crack in a frozen lake—not loud but deep. Her hands clutched the bundle of tethers as her legs gave out, and she dropped to her knees.

Julian’s breath caught.

It wasn’t the collapse of someone broken. It was the release of someone who’d been holding it all in for too long. Yadriel was already there at Julian’s shoulder, a steady palm between his shoulder blades, keeping him anchored.

This close, Julian could see just how hollowed out Angel looked. Like someone who had been unmade and hadn’t figured out how to put herself back together yet.

Julian knelt down beside her and tentatively rubbed her back, like Yadriel did when he was upset. Like his father used to.

Angel’s shoulders shook as they struggled to hold back tears. “I’m sorry,” they whispered. “For everything.”

Julian swallowed. The easy thing would be to stay angry. He could feel that choice like a door at his back, simple and heavy. He closed his hand tighter around Luca’s bracelet and turned toward the harder thing.

“Saving you was the right thing to do,” Julian said, honest and exhausted. “And I’m glad we did it.” He drew a slow breath, thumbs worrying Luca’s bracelet. “But you can’t stay here.”

Angel winced, then gave a small, jerky nod. Her eyes were rimmed red, her voice small.

“What happens now?” Angel whispered. “I don’t even know who I am without all of … this.”

“Maybe you figure it out somewhere new,” Julian said, gentler now. “You told me you have family in Mexico, right?”

Angel looked at him, startled. Then she dropped her gaze. “I do,” she said. “An aunt in Michoacán I haven’t seen in years. My two cousins. Their círculo.”

“Then start there,” Julian said.

Angel’s lips parted like she was about to argue. Then she stopped. Thought about it. Her grip on the rosaries tightened.

“Maybe,” she said.

Maritza edged in on Julian’s other side, tone practical instead of sharp. “Start with whoever remembers your mamá—a tía, a cousin. Let them tell you stories you missed.” She flicked her gaze to the rosaries. “Bring those.”

Angel’s breath hitched—just barely—but she nodded.

“You’re still a bruje,” Yadriel cut in. “A powerful one. And I bet your family could use you—not just to make things right, but to do some real good.”

He hesitated, then added, softer, “If you go to them … let them know Lady Death kept your parents’ and sister’s spirits safe. That they never suffered.”

“It’s a place to start,” Julian said, his voice softer now as well. “And you wouldn’t be following the dead anymore.”

Angel gave a small, rough laugh—barely more than an exhale. “That would be new.”

Her gaze dropped to the bundle of tethers still cradled in her hands. She held them like they might still answer her. Like if she stayed still enough, they’d stir.

When she looked up again, her eyes were shining.

“Will it ever stop hurting?” she asked, more to herself than anyone else.

Julian responded anyway. “No,” he said honestly. “But you learn how to carry it.”

She nodded, slow and brittle, then turned toward the stone steps that led out of the crypt. Her shoulders were squared, but her steps were uneven—like someone learning to walk again.

At the threshold, she paused and looked back into the crypt. For a moment, she looked younger. Not innocent, but stripped down to something raw and real.

“Thank you,” she said. “For bringing me back.”

Julian met her eyes, steady. “Just don’t waste it, okay?”

Angel nodded once, the smallest shimmer of something like hope in her eyes. Then she turned and started up the stairs, her footsteps echoing into the dark.

The others didn’t speak.

Julian felt the air shift. For the first time in weeks, his chest wasn’t screaming.

His brow furrowed. He pressed a hand to his sternum, fingertips brushing against the front of his shirt. Slowly, cautiously, he tugged the collar of his T-shirt down.

Then, just over his heart, he saw it—his Marca Hueca. Smaller than before. Duller.

Faint and silvered, like the ghost of a scar rather than a gaping wound spilling shadows.

Julian stared at it, stunned.

“Yads,” he said hoarsely, “it’s different.”

Yadriel stepped closer, alarm flashing across his face. “What? Your Marca Hueca?”

Julian nodded vigorously. “Holy shit!” he breathed. “It healed! Well, sort of.” He squinted, trying to get a better look, to make sure he wasn’t just imagining things. “Not all the way. But … it doesn’t hurt like a bitch anymore.”

Yadriel’s hand hovered over his chest, just shy of touching. “It must’ve been Bahlam,” he murmured. “Or—” His gaze flicked toward the stairwell Angel had vanished through. “Saving her. And Luca. Pulling them back from him—it must’ve severed some of the power he had over you.”

Julian let out a shaky breath. “Yeah,” he said. “It definitely feels like something let go.”

He let his shirt fall back into place.

A long beat passed.

“Should we perform a recuperación del alma for you?” Yadriel asked carefully. “We can do it tomorrow, or whenever you’re ready.”

Julian shook his head. “No, I don’t think so.”

Yadriel blinked, startled. “Why not?”

Julian glanced down at his hands, flexing them slowly. “It still hurts,” he admitted. “Not like before, but … it’s there. My dad. That’s not gonna go away.”

Yadriel’s brow furrowed. “But you don’t want to let it go?”

Julian’s voice was soft. “I don’t want to forget.”

They stood in silence, the flickering glow of the cenote casting long shadows across the stones.

“My mom used to say,” Yadriel said eventually, his voice low, “that some pain isn’t meant to be taken away. That grief needs to be felt—really felt—so you can carry it with you.”

Julian’s breath caught. He nodded once, trying to keep his eyes from burning by sheer force of will.

Yadriel reached for his hand, interlacing their fingers. “It’s not about erasing it,” he said. “It’s about healing around it. So it doesn’t hollow you out.”

Julian didn’t say anything for a moment.

“That’s what this is, isn’t it?” he said, touching his chest again. “Not gone. Just … not alone anymore.”

He looked at Yadriel—his boyfriend, his tether, his anchor.

And suddenly it made sense.

The ache would never leave completely. But love could grow around it. And that made it bearable.

As they reached the stairs, Maritza let out a dramatic sigh.

“Tío Enrique better be filling this thing with cement tomorrow like I told him,” she muttered. “Because I am not doin’ this shit again.”

Julian snorted. “Yeah, somebody needs to drop a boulder on it and call it a day.”

Maritza rolled her eyes. “Add it to the list. Right after we all get a solid twelve hours of sleep.”

“More like twenty-four,” Julian muttered. “Or one hundred. However much a week is.”

They stepped out of the crypt, the cool night air biting at their skin. It smelled like earth and ash and something sweet—the last traces of marigolds still lingering.

Yadriel rubbed the back of his neck, then glanced between Julian and Maritza.

They stood to the side while Lita and the others made their way back through the cemetery, leaving the old church behind. The night was cold, but lighter—the kind of quiet that followed survival.

Julian nudged Yadriel with his elbow. “So, Guía de la Llama,” he said, smiling. “Guess we’ll have to celebrate after. Lucky for you two, tonight’s Christmas Eve—which means it’s time for the annual Mario Party championship at my place.”

Maritza perked up. “Hell yes. I’ve got opinions on which maps are good and which ones suck, and none of them are kind.”

“You’re both invited,” Julian said.

“I’ve never done Christmas Eve,” Yadriel said, brows lifting. “Like … ever.”

Maritza smirked. “You mean the holiday where a random old white dude breaks into your house once a year and leaves unsolicited gifts? Sounds like a security threat.”

Julian burst out laughing. “How dare you! Santa is a saint! He gives us presents and all we gotta do is leave him cookies!”

Yadriel shook his head, amused. “I’m gonna need a full rundown of these traditions.”

Maritza slung an arm around both of them. “Perfect. We’ll show up, eat cookies, wreck everyone at Mario Party, and make fun of capitalism. The true meaning of Christmas.”

And just like that, the tension began to lift—the kind of laughter that didn’t erase the night but softened its edges.







THIRTY-ONE
JULIAN



Yadriel’s house was alive with soft energy when Julian arrived. From the sidewalk, Julian could see the front windows glowing with candlelight and hear the occasional burst of laughter. Inside, the air was thick with the smells of cinnamon, beeswax, and something sweet baking in the oven.

The brujx were getting ready—embroidered shawls and fresh-pressed guayaberas, candles tucked into flower crowns, skirts and sleeves adjusted one last time. Kids darted through the hallway with glowsticks shaped like stars, led by the troublemaker spirits Nina and Rosa. Elders leaned in close over murmured prayers.

Julian stepped carefully through the entryway, trying not to bump anyone. Someone had added a picture of Catriz to the family altar, alongside an unlit cigar. It sat next to the photograph of Yadriel’s mom, surrounded by marigolds and flickering candles.

Julian’s chest tugged. He’d never known Catriz the way Yadriel had, but it felt right that the man wasn’t just a warning anymore. He was a story with an ending.

“I’m here for the Light Bringer!” Julian announced, passing a tío who just chuckled and pointed toward the stairs.

Julian waited by the banister, adjusting the collar of his too-big shirt, swiped from Rio’s side of the closet. The ceremony hummed through the house, building in quiet intensity—sacred, not ominous. Like something big was about to begin.

Footsteps padded down the stairs.

Yadriel appeared, framed in soft gold. He wore a deep black shirt with fine gold embroidery at the sleeves and collar, a sash of marigold yellow tied at his waist. A pillar candle was cradled carefully in his hands.

He looked radiant. Calm and focused, but also a little breathless, like he couldn’t quite believe this moment was real.

Julian stared. “Damn,” he said, because it was the only thing his brain would give him.

Yadriel gave a nervous laugh. “Too much?”

Julian shook his head, a wide grin pressing dimples into his cheeks. “Not even close.”

Before Yadriel could answer, the front door creaked open and Maritza entered in a sea of ruffled, layered skirts. She wore a white blouse embroidered with orange marigolds and purple dahlias, and her hair was freshly braided with golden threads.

“Well?” she said, striking a pose. “How do I look?”

“Like a literal goddess,” Julian said, offering a low bow.

Maritza grinned, preening. “Correct answer.”

Lita swept in, shawl over her shoulders, and fussed with the cuff of Yadriel’s sleeve with tactical tenderness. “It’s time, mi amor,” she said, pressing a kiss to his temple.

Julian’s heart thumped as he watched Yadriel nod and straighten. This was it.



The courtyard beside the yellow church glowed with anticipation.

The brujx gathered in a wide circle, the crowd bundled in embroidered shawls and layered skirts, pressed shoulder to shoulder beneath the winter stars. Pillar candles flickered in every hand—tall and plain, their unlit wicks waiting.

At the front of the church, Yadriel stood with the eternal flame. It crackled faintly, tucked inside its weathered glass lantern, golden and unbothered by the cold breeze.

Julian watched from the front of the crowd, Maritza beside him, clustered near Lita and Enrique. He glanced toward Yadriel—calm and sure in a way that made Julian’s chest go warm and proud.

Yadriel lifted his voice. “In the darkest part of the year, we call to the light. We invite warmth and welcome to every spirit who wanders. For those who are lost. And for those who guide them.”

He touched the eternal flame to Lita’s wick. It caught. She turned and lit the next, and the next, and the next—fire blooming outward in a widening ring.

Strings under a white canopy found the first notes of “La Bruja,” slow and eerily beautiful. Jarochas in white lace descended the church steps with shallow clay dishes balanced on their heads, each dish holding a single candle that did not flicker as they moved. Hips swayed, flames danced, and a spiral of light unfurled around tables piled with tamales, pasteles, pan dulce, and steaming champurrado.

Yadriel stepped into the center. He didn’t balance the candle on his head—he cradled it, its flame reflected in the shimmer of his portaje at his hip. His steps were small, steady. The light moved with him, shadows curling and flickering like spirits slipping closer to warmth.

Julian stood at the edge of the crowd, his heart thudding, practically vibrating with joy and the want to be with Yadriel.

He flashed Maritza a grin. “I’m goin’ in.”

“Don’t you dare mess this up,” she hissed after him.

Julian darted forward, weaving through the other brujx, and slipped into the circle. He caught up to Yadriel just as the rhythm quickened.

“Julian—what are you doing?” Yadriel whispered, startled and smiling.

“Learning by doing!” Julian said, moving his feet in patterns that could only be described as erratic. “What’s the next step?”

Yadriel gave a short, incredulous laugh, his whole body relaxing. “You’re gonna knock someone’s candle—”

“I’ll be graceful!” Julian immediately tripped.

They both broke into laughter. Yadriel danced, guiding Julian with glances and the flick of a hand. Julian followed (ish). His feet were wrong, his rhythm worse, but he matched the joy in Yadriel’s smile perfectly. He didn’t even drop his candle.

Maritza joined, candle in one hand, the other yanking Julian into place as she kicked her skirt with weaponized flair.

Together, they danced. Not perfectly. Not solemnly. But full of light and life, bumping shoulders and laughing.

The music shifted brighter. Trumpet players joined and the music swelled. More brujx stepped into the circle, their candles held high. More voices joined in, laughter and celebration erupting around them, each grito sending another flicker of light jumping toward the stars. The courtyard flickered with firelight and movement, a living constellation of warmth and welcome.

Laughter spilled. Partners spun. Between skirts and candlelight, spirits danced as well. An older spirit couple twirled arm in arm near the edges of the crowd, their footsteps light as breath. Nina and Rosa giggled as they darted between tables, their laughter echoing softly, chasing each other in loops that passed through the legs of the living.

Julian’s cheeks hurt from smiling. His legs ached. He didn’t want it to stop.

Here, in the glow of the Candle Dance, surrounded by friends and family and spirits who watched over them, he felt whole.

He and Yadriel slipped to the edge of the courtyard, breathless. Maritza vanished toward the champurrado. They found a quiet corner, just beyond the reach of the candlelight, where the shadows softened and the cold made them huddle close. Julian didn’t step away when the music swelled again. He stayed pressed to Yadriel like the night might try to take him back.

Their cheeks were pink with wind and laughter. Their hands were still faintly glowing from the dance.

Julian leaned into Yadriel, their shoulders brushing. “You were amazing out there,” he murmured.

Yadriel ducked his head, grinning. “You tripped three times.”

“I fell with style.”

Yadriel chuckled through his words. “You fell into me!”

“Strategy!”

They both laughed.

Julian nudged him. “Seriously, though. Watching you lead like that? I hope you know how proud I am. How proud everyone is.”

Yadriel looked up, his eyes warm and glowing gold in the candlelight. “Thanks,” he said softly. “That … actually means a lot.”

They stood in silence for a moment, candles flickering all around them. Somewhere across the courtyard, a child laughed. A guitar eased into a slower tune. Above them, the sky was velvet black and pinpricked with stars.

Yadriel leaned his head against Julian’s. “Think they’re still watching?” he asked quietly.

Julian laced their fingers together. A draft swept through the courtyard, flickering the candles. Julian shifted automatically, angling his body so Yadriel’s flame stayed steady. “We lit the whole damn night,” he said. “No way they’d miss it.”

Yadriel’s lips quirked into a smile. He tilted his head up, just enough to press a kiss to Julian’s cheek.



Hours later, Lita handed him, Yadriel, and Maritza each a giant Tupperware full of hojarasca and marranito cookies, waving them off toward the apartment like a tiny general dispatching troops.

The three of them climbed the long outdoor stairs, the night air still tasting faintly of copal and sugar. Laughter and music leaked under the apartment door. Somebody whooped over the clatter of dishes.

Halfway up, Luca was asleep on the steps, sweater bunched under his cheek, one hand curled like he’d meant to keep himself awake.

Julian crouched, brushed a thumb across his hair, and held out the woven bracelet without ceremony. “You dropped this,” he said, voice rougher than he meant.

Luca blinked himself back to the world, then his mouth wobbled into a smile as he slid it on.

“Thanks,” Luca whispered.

“Anytime,” Julian said, and meant it.

The door swung open, and warm light spilled over them. Rio stood there with a dish towel over his shoulder. His hand found the back of Julian’s neck for one steady second, a squeeze that said what he didn’t.

“C’mon,” Rio murmured, ushering them inside. The heat and noise of very-late Christmas Eve swallowed them whole—voices, music, the smells of cinnamon and pizza. Home.

Inside, the living room was already a nest of blinking lights, pizza boxes, and people he loved. Twinkling LEDs framed the windows. Plates of Hot-N-Ready slices and sugar-dusted hojarascas crowded the coffee table along with half a dozen mismatched soda cans. A playlist of holiday music hid under the real soundtrack of yelling, smack talk, and occasional victorious shrieks. Omar ducked into the hallway, FaceTiming his parents in Honduras. His voice softened, proud and careful Spanish threading through the static.

Luca, now fully awake, sat cross-legged with a controller, his bracelet snug on his wrist. He looked more himself than Julian had seen in weeks—bright-eyed, snorting at Rocky’s trash talk, grinning whenever Julian caught his eye.

Julian couldn’t stop glancing at him. Watching his shoulders. His hands. No shadows. No tremble. No darkness clinging to him like before.

He’d even checked—subtly, with a half hug and a clap on the shoulder—and there’d been nothing on Luca’s chest. His Marca Hueca was gone and every laugh loosened something inside Julian.

Julian sat on the floor, back against the couch, with Yadriel perched beside him and Maritza sprawled across the armchair like she owned it.

“Okay, debrief,” Rocky said around a cookie. “We saw the news—earthquake but not, mysterious lights, power blip. What actually happened?”

Julian flopped down with his legs in Yadriel’s lap. “CliffsNotes? Death god. Big. Hungry. Tried to eat me.”

Omar grimaced. “Like … literally?”

“Literally,” Julian said.

Flaca stared. “And you’re just”—she gestured at him—“sitting here eating pizza?”

“Pizza is medicinal,” he said. “Also? We freed the trapped ghosts—”

“Spirits,” Yadriel corrected.

“Angel’s not forgiven, but she’s free.”

Maritza saluted with a cookie. “And we anchored Julian’s dramatic ass while he did it.”

“Everyone played a very important role,” Yadriel put in, peacemaker to the bone.

Rio wandered in from the kitchen with a dish towel over his shoulder. He brushed a glance over the room—Julian, Luca, all of them alive and breathing—and let out a quiet breath that wasn’t quite a smile.

Then he dropped onto the edge of the couch, woke a controller with his thumb, and said, “So, who’s losing?”

Everyone gathered in the living room and settled in to play. On the TV, Mario Party chaos unfolded in full swing.

“HOW—” Omar shouted as Rocky’s character spun a wheel and stole half his coins. “HOW are you this evil?!”

“It’s a gift,” Rocky said smugly. “You’re just pissed I’m better than you.”

Omar muttered under his breath, clutching his controller like it had betrayed him.

“You’re all amateurs!” Julian declared. “The key to Mario Party is emotional warfare!”

“You would know,” Flaca said, tossing a pillow at him. “You’re a menace. You STOLE MY STAR.”

“It’s called strategy, my friend!”

“It’s called sleeping with one eye open, Diaz!” she growled.

From the armchair, Rio didn’t flinch. Didn’t even look up. “He’s not wrong.”

Julian’s head shot up. “Wait. Was that support? From you?”

“I didn’t say it was admirable,” Rio said, still focused on his controller. “Just effective.”

Flaca scowled at him. “Why are you so good at this? You never play!”

“I don’t play.” Rio smirked faintly. “I win.”

That earned him a round of groans from everyone but Luca, who clapped appreciatively. “It’s the quiet ones you have to watch,” he said wisely.

“Rio’s just trying to distract us while he steals all the stars,” Maritza said, narrowing her eyes. She was perched cross-legged on the floor, a cookie in one hand and the controller in the other. “He thinks if he says more than three words total, we won’t notice him pulling ahead.”

“You’re not wrong,” Yadriel murmured, watching helplessly as his Waluigi wandered around a cemetery. “I have no idea where I am.”

“You’re across the board,” Luca said cheerfully. “I changed the sign so you’d get trapped there. It was hilarious.”

Yadriel blinked. “Wow.”

“You deserved it,” Maritza added, “for being so good-looking all the time.”

“That’s not how Mario Party works!” Yadriel said, flustered.

“Jealousy is very on theme for the holidays,” Julian said, popping a cookie in his mouth. “I saw it in The Muppet Christmas Carol.”

“Can we get through one round without Julian quoting Muppets?” Flaca groaned.

“No,” he said with his mouth full. “Because it’s peak cinema.”

Rocky was cackling now, thriving in the chaos. “This is why this game ends friendships.”

“Which is why it’s tradition.” Omar grunted, squinting at the screen. “Also, whose idea was it to let Maritza use the golden pipe? That’s just violence.”

“You fools gave me power!” Maritza sang.

The room dissolved into a fresh round of shouting as Maritza launched herself across the board, triggered a duel, and lost to Rio by two milliseconds in a button-mashing contest.

“No!” Flaca howled. “She was our only hope!”

Rio just shrugged and passed Julian the pizza box. “Maybe next time,” he said.

Julian snorted, still grinning as he settled deeper into the cushions. He watched his friends—the way Omar dramatically flung himself back like he’d been assassinated, the way Rocky kept trying to steal from everyone equally just to keep things fair, the way Luca glowed with laughter, totally himself again.

And then there was Yadriel. Sitting beside him with a candle cookie in one hand, smiling like he couldn’t believe he was here, like it was all some small miracle.

This was what home felt like. Warm light. Full bellies. Dumb jokes. Chaos and cookies. It was the people who made the ache bearable.

Julian leaned his head back against Yadriel’s shoulder and exhaled. “God, I missed this.”

“Almost dying?” Rocky asked, deadpan.

“No.” Julian smirked. “Being here, with all of you.”

“GAAAY,” Flaca droned, pelting him with a pizza crust.

Rocky made gagging noises and pretended to throw up onto her empty plate.

Omar groaned loudly. “Gross, dude.”

“Sorry we’re not emotionally repressed,” Maritza said cheerfully, snagging another cookie. “Now pass me the hot chocolate. I’m about to ruin your lives.”

“I thought it was nice!” Luca said through deep belly laughs.

Julian just laughed, warm and real.

He looked around the room—Rio and Omar bickering over the last slice of pepperoni, Rocky and Flaca cackling as they picked new characters for the next round, Luca snuggled under a blanket sleepy but smiling, Yadriel snorting beside him, Maritza curled up on the arm of the couch with a controller in her lap—and peace settled warm in his chest.

Julian smiled until his cheeks hurt. This was home.







EPILOGUE
JULIAN



Julian stretched, groaning as he pushed off the blanket tangled around his legs. The living room was still dim, lit only by the glow of Christmas lights and the soft blue of the paused TV screen—Home Alone 2, frozen on Kevin’s smirking face. Around Julian, bodies were sprawled out on cushions and blankets, the aftermath of their sugar-fueled sleepover.

Rio’s voice called from the kitchen, disturbing the quiet. “Breakfast tacos in ten. If you’re not awake, you get the burnt ones.”

Maritza rolled off the air mattress with a dramatic flop to the floor. Yadriel sat up from his blanket nest and yawned.

Flaca, wrapped in a blanket like a burrito, groaned, “I like mine burnt, so joke’s on you.”

Luca was already kneeling by the scraggly Christmas tree in the corner, poking at the small pile of presents. “Julian, get up!” he said, practically vibrating. “We said we’d do gifts before breakfast!”

Julian dragged himself upright and squinted blearily. “What time is it?”

“Seven,” Rocky said, emerging from her blanket cocoon with a yawn. “Which is illegal.”

“Coffee,” Omar murmured, already halfway to the kitchen.

Flaca handed around mugs of coffee with theatrical flair. “Drink up. You’re all useless until your brains come online.”

“Is this instant coffee?” Rocky asked, grimacing at her cup.

“Beggars can’t be choosers,” Flaca snapped. “It’s hot, it’s brown, it does the job.”

“Just like me!” Julian announced, grinning sleepily.

Everyone groaned. Rocky booed. Yadriel gave him a pity laugh.

Once they were caffeinated and semifunctional, they gathered around the tiny tree. The presents were a mismatched collection of paper bags, newspaper-wrapped boxes, and aggressively taped gift bundles.

Julian’s heart squeezed watching Luca pick through the pile with reverence. His hands were steady. His smile was real. No shadows behind his eyes.

“Here!” Luca said, handing Julian a box wrapped in a One Piece comic page. “I made this in art class!”

Julian opened it to find a bright green keychain woven from plastic laces, with a little ghost bead in the center. “DUDE. This is so sick!” He immediately clipped it to his keys. “You’re my favorite now,” he told Luca, who beamed up at him. “Sorry, everyone else.”

Rocky tossed a box into Julian’s lap. “Don’t ask where it came from.”

Inside were sneakers—the kind Julian had drooled over in a store window last month.

“No way, no way, no way!” Julian said, jaw dropping. “Rocky, did you—?”

“Shhh,” she said, stuffing a cookie in his mouth.

Flaca passed around small jars of body butter she’d whipped up. “Lavender coconut magic,” she declared. “For soft gays and softer skin.”

“Did you just invent that tagline?” Maritza asked.

Flaca tossed her hair over her shoulder. “I live that tagline.”

Maritza placed a hand on Flaca’s knee, fixing her with a solemn look. “I’m obsessed with you.”

Rio handed out envelopes with handwritten IOUs—for skateboard repairs, rides in the Stingray, and one labeled LUCA: ANY SWEATER, ANYTIME.

Julian gave out a chaotic mix of thrifted finds and hand-drawn cards—including a collection of ridiculous self-care items for Flaca he got at the Dollar Tree: VapoRub, a unicorn sleep mask, a mini fan, fuzzy socks, and a candle labeled REGRET & REVENGE (CINNAMON SCENTED).

“For your healing era,” Julian told her proudly. “Or your villain arc.”

Omar had texted everyone custom Spotify playlists with their names in the titles. Maritza’s was pure chaos and swear words, Rocky’s had three remixes of “Gasolina,” and Luca’s was titled “Soft Boi Star Baby” and kicked off with “Space Song” by Beach House.

They opened everything in a flurry of ribbon and laughter. Maritza got socks with tiny skulls on them and immediately pulled them over her mismatched candy cane ones. Yadriel unwrapped a jar of Mexican hot chocolate mix and held it like it was sacred.

Luca handed Maritza a flat, painted stone. It had a skull doodled on it in shaky Sharpie.

“For your altar,” he said.

Maritza gasped like it was treasure. “Luca. I would die for you.”

And then Yadriel turned to Julian with a long, rectangular box in his hands.

Yadriel smiled shyly and passed it to him. “This is from me and Maritza. Mostly her. But also me.”

“YOU’RE WELCOME,” Maritza called, helping herself to another breakfast taco with one hand and gesturing vaguely with the other.

Inside the box was a dagger. Sleek, beautifully forged, the handle painted the same electric blue as the Stingray. On the flat side of the hilt, a tiny ghost on a skateboard had been etched and painted.

Julian let out a stunned breath. “No way.”

From the kitchen, Rio made a noise—somewhere between a sigh, a scoff, and a plea for divine intervention.

Maritza leaned forward, grinning. “It’s a portaje. A real one. Papí helped me forge it without my mom finding out, and Lita helped me enchant it. Took us all week.

“Yads commissioned it,” she added. “I just made it sexy.”

“It’s strictly for releasing spirits,” Yadriel clarified, possibly for Rio’s sake.

“Try not to stab yourself,” Maritza added.

Julian turned the dagger in his hands, awed. “This is … I don’t even know what to say.”

Yadriel was blushing. “We thought maybe it was time you had one.”

Julian looked at both of them. “It’s perfect.”

He leaned over and hugged Maritza first, then turned and kissed Yadriel, slow and lingering, full of warmth.

Julian grinned into the kiss. “Don’t worry, Rio!” he called without looking. “I promise not to stab anyone unless they really, really deserve it!”

“Mm-hm,” Rio said flatly, sipping his coffee like it was suddenly very necessary.

“Okay,” Julian said, standing. “Now it’s your turn.”

Yadriel blinked. “What?”

Julian grabbed his hoodie and slung his keys on his finger. “I have a gift for you,” he told Yadriel with a grin. “Come on.”

Yadriel blinked, curious. “Now?”

“Now!” Julian confirmed, already halfway to the door.

Rio looked up from the kitchen, narrowed his eyes … then reached into his pocket and held out the keys to the Stingray.

“Here,” he said. “Just don’t wreck it.”

Julian froze. “Wait—are you serious? You’re letting me drive the Stingray?!”

He darted forward to snatch the keys, but Rio jerked them back just out of reach.

“Don’t wreck it,” he repeated. “And NO SPEEDING.”

“I WON’T, I WON’T, I WON’T, I SWEAR,” Julian said, bouncing on his toes like a kid on Christmas—which, technically, he was.

From the couch, Maritza waved them off with her candy cane. “I’m staying here and eating more cookies. Go be disgustingly romantic somewhere else.”

Yadriel laughed, slipping on his jacket. “We won’t be long.”

“Good,” Maritza said. “You’re escorting me home like a gentleman.”

Julian tossed her a salute, then burst out the door, keys in hand, with Yadriel close behind.

The sleek blue car gleamed in the crisp morning light. He opened the driver’s side door and slid in like he was claiming a throne. For a second, he just sat there, gripping the wheel with both hands, eyes wide with glee.

Yadriel climbed into the passenger seat and shut the door, casting him a look somewhere between amused and concerned. “You’re vibrating.”

“Do you feel that?” Julian asked, eyes gleaming. “That’s the sound of every traffic law crying.”

He spotted something tucked into the visor—an old photo of him and Rio as kids with their dad, Ramon. Julian gently pulled it out, his breath catching at the sight of his dad’s wide grin and Rio’s serious expression, his own tiny face sticky with what had probably been ice cream.

Yadriel glanced over and smiled. “I love that picture.”

Julian nodded and grinned. “Me too,” he said, tucking the photo back into place and giving the dashboard an affectionate pat.

He sat back and turned the key, and the engine roared to life—deep, throaty, and alive.

Julian’s grin returned, bright and unstoppable.

“All right, old man,” he muttered, throwing the car into gear. “Let’s hit it.”

Yadriel just shook his head, smiling as they pulled out into the street.



The cemetery was quiet, the morning still wrapped in the hush of holiday calm. The gates creaked gently behind them as Julian parked along the outer wall and climbed out, Yadriel trailing with a curious glance.

“Okay,” Julian said, practically vibrating with excitement. “Close your eyes!”

Yadriel arched a brow. “Seriously?”

Julian grinned. “Yes! Trust me!”

With a soft sigh, Yadriel obliged, letting Julian take his hand. They walked a short way along the outer edge of the cemetery—a tucked-away corner near the toolshed, hidden from the main paths.

Julian had chosen it on purpose. Far enough from view that most people wouldn’t notice, unless they were looking for it. The wall had once been covered in peeling paint and rogue ivy.

Julian let go of Yadriel’s hand. “Okay. Open.”

Yadriel blinked his eyes open, and his breath caught.

Julian gestured grandly. “TA-DA!”

Painted across the concrete was a mural—huge and bold, full of color and metallics. At its center stood Julian, Yadriel, and Maritza, shoulder to shoulder. Yadriel held his portaje aloft, golden light radiating from his chest. Maritza stood beside him in her layered skirt, arms crossed and defiant, her rose quartz rosary gleaming around her neck. Julian was slightly behind them, chin tilted up, a ghost-like shimmer curling around him like smoke.

Surrounding them were glowing candles, stylized marigolds blooming from the cracks in the wall. A faint silhouette of Purrcaso nestled near the bottom corner. In the background, a swirl of stars and shadows suggested the veil—the space between life and death—with faint outlines of spirits smiling in the dark. Near the bottom corner was a small heart and the name YADRIEL written in Julian’s messy tag style.

Yadriel stared, speechless.

“I finished it early this morning,” Julian said, grinning. “You were still drooling on my pillow.”

Yadriel snorted. “I do not drool.”

“There’s photographic evidence,” Julian teased.

Yadriel slowly stepped closer, eyes wide. “This is…”

“I figured,” Julian said quietly, “every time you came out here—to visit your mom, or do graveyard chores, or just take a breath—you’d have something that reminded you of what you’ve done. Who you are.”

Yadriel turned to look at him, voice thick. “Julian…”

Julian smiled, a little shy now. “You’re not alone. You never were and you never will be.”

Yadriel looked back at the mural. He touched the wall lightly, fingertips grazing over the marigolds.

“You even got Maritza’s nose right,” he said fondly.

“I know,” Julian said before sighing dramatically. “She’s gonna think I like her or something.”

Yadriel laughed. Julian pulled him in and kissed him like the morning sun was rising just for them. Julian closed his eyes as he squeezed Yadriel tight, making a wish he didn’t dare say out loud.

When they pulled apart, Yadriel rested his forehead against Julian’s and let out a breath that sounded like relief. “Thank you,” he said. “For seeing me. For giving me this. For, well, everything.”

Julian kissed the corner of his mouth. He almost made a joke, but instead just held his boyfriend tighter. “Always.”

They stood there a little longer, letting the light settle around them.

“Somewhere, Lady Death is probably rolling her eyes at how sentimental we’re getting,” Julian said, smirking.

Yadriel laughed, the sound soft and full of light.

They started walking back to the Stingray, the mural still visible behind them. Yadriel glanced at Julian, a mischievous glint in his eye. “You did get permission from my dad to paint that, right?”

Julian froze for a split second before shrugging. “Hmm … didn’t think about that.”

Yadriel groaned, but he was laughing as he shoved Julian lightly. “You’re unbelievable.”

“Yeah, but you love me,” Julian said, grinning as they reached the warmth and noise of the house.

“I really do,” Yadriel said, his smile soft and genuine.

“Yo también te amo,” Julian told him before stealing a kiss.
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