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This day, this never-ending day.
Mina scowled as the train squealed to a halt at 145th Street. This long, impossible day. A moment passed. She stared through the smudged glass, caught a glimpse of a tired-looking businessman. The doors didn’t open. This relentless day. The man smirked at her, eyebrows bouncing once, twice. Mina narrowed her eyes, slowly lifting both fists and then both middle fingers. The man took a step back, aghast. The train doors slid open and Mina shoved past him onto the platform, her heart racing in her ears.
“Hey!” the guy yelled behind her. “I was just being nice!”
Mina kept walking.
This day.
An uncertain sprinkle of rain danced through the gray sky and misted over the parked cars and empty uptown streets. Mina walked downhill toward the river; the last few bodegas and outlet stores tapered off, and then all that remained were graffiti-splattered warehouses and garages. Her shoulder bag gnawed at the exposed skin beneath her neck and shoved at the small of her back with each step. The combined annoyance of every stupid interaction and all the damn homework she’d been assigned — on a long weekend, dammit! — plus a physics test on Tuesday plus everything everything everything: It all combined into a ragged, dissonant symphony inside her. Up ahead was the abandoned church, though, salvation and sanctuary. She could see its ruined steeple peeking out over a rooftop, like an old friend waiting for her to come home.
The early September rain, of course, decided to pummel down in earnest now that she was in sight but still not quite where she was going. The day adamantly insisted on continuing to be garbage.
“Jim Travis McDermont,” Mina said to the rain. “1845 to 1910. Kill count: twelve, mostly farm workers and day laborers. Captured in Monterrey, California, February 15, 1907. Electric chair.”
The rain was undaunted.
“Murray Roy Jean. 1906 to unknown. Kill count: unknown, suspected to be in the high teens. Never captured, never convicted.”
She rounded the corner, caught sight of the elaborate metal gate, and sighed. The rain thrummed and speckled and seethed. Mina was almost home.
Well, no, not home exactly. Technically, home was a stubby, white, shingled two-story on a trash-pile island a whole train and ferry ride away. But the strange otherworld within the ruins of Mother Immaculate Convent and Rectory, the Sorrows’ warm glow, the centuries of esoterica that seemed to unravel around Mina every time she walked through that gate: It all felt like it had been pulled from her wildest daydreams, ancient and familiar. No dumb boys with their dumb, prying questions, no teachers or assignments, no catty girls with their glares and unspoken challenges. No Grandma Tess. No pressure to perform. Here, Mina could just be herself. Here she was embraced. Maybe even loved.
“John Gatz. 1901 to 1934. Wiped out four generations of an entire family, one by one. Electric chair.”
A modern wire fence reinforced the old metal one, but Mina had found a spot where she could fit between the bars and she’d gone to work with a wire cutter, weakening the area just enough so she could push through it to gain entry. She walked toward where the old willow tree drooped over the fence, marking her secret door. Glanced up and down the block — empty as always — and then slid through the fence and into the churchyard.

A minor to D minor, A minor to D minor.
Any second now.
Juan held the last note of his solo in a sustained, static-infused vibrato as the rest of Culebra rattled along behind him.
A minor to D minor, A minor to D minor.
The shift to the bridge was imminent, it was any second now. His sneaker hovered over the effects pedal. He was ready.
Pulpo’s bassline danced in and out of the pulse, gigantic, playful waves that rose and vanished in the sea of noise.
Old Gordo had some kind of monster synth effect on his keyboard; he sent whole walls of notes cascading across the renovated warehouse.
A minor to D minor.
Ruben and Kaz clanged and clacked along beneath. Here it came.
A minor to D minor.
Now! Juan stepped on the effects pedal, lengthened his stance, and launched into a speed metal riff, head bobbing up and down in time to … wait.
Something was off.
Pulpo’s bass riff still lumbered along between A minor and D minor. Juan stopped playing and looked up. Pulpo was glaring at him, one eyebrow raised, fingers dancing nonchalantly up and down the fretboard.
“The hell?” Juan said as Kaz, Ruben, and Gordo’s confused vamp ground to a halt.
“The hell indeed,” Pulpo said. “That was fifteen bars. You couldn’t wait that one extra measure and have things make sense?”
Juan scrunched up his face, canceled the explosion that was begging to come out. “Pulpo, you know damn well I don’t care if shit makes sense. You didn’t feel it?”
“I felt it,” Gordo volunteered cheerfully. “But fifteen is a strange number of bars to solo for.” The old Cubano had been everyone’s favorite music teacher in middle school; then he got fired for taking them on a field trip to a bachata bar. He did random jobs around the neighborhood, but mostly he helped Culebra get their sound tight and joined them on keys whenever he had the time.
“Way to toe the line, Gordo,” Pulpo said.
Gordo shrugged. “I can’t help it if you’re both right.”
Juan squinted through another surge of frustration. The change had to come when it was supposed to come, not a bar sooner or later.
“Look,” Pulpo said, looking down at Juan’s tightened eyes. “You want to solo for fifteen, my dude, that’s on you. It’s weird as hell but we’re Culebra. What we do that isn’t?”
Juan unclenched the fist that his whole body had become. He squeezed one eye shut, then the other, then opened them both.
“Man, I hate it when you do that,” Pulpo said. “Lookin’ like ya whole head bouta explode all over the room.”
“Just gettin’ this temper under control,” Juan said, shaking it off. “Alright! Let’s break, y’all. Imma play with the song and see if I can’t, I dunno …” His voice trailed off.
“Starts with a c,” Pulpo said.
“Co … co …”
Kaz and Ruben rolled their eyes and started packing up their drums.
“Compose more!” Juan yelled.
Pulpo shook his head. “Compro —”
“Compromise! Right, right, my bad.” Juan pulled out his phone. A single email awaited him. It was from his contact at the West Indian Day parade, and it started with the words, Regrettably, we won’t be able to approve Culebra’s performance at Monday’s … Juan threw his phone across the warehouse. He closed his eyes as everyone spun around to stare at him.
“The hell?” Pulpo yelled.
“Coño,” Gordo muttered.
“Yo,” Kaz said. “You need to get that temper handled, my guy.”
Juan shook his head.
“What is it?” Ruben asked.
Inhale. Slow breath out through pursed lips. Just like the school counselor had told Juan two years ago. Except Mr. Brevin always made it look easy: inhale deep, slow release. Easier said than done when the whole world spun in a raging, rising crimson tide. Juan’s breath was shaky, but he managed to get it all out before inhaling again. “We ain’t playin’ J’ouvert, fellas.” Four colorful swears happened at once, and Juan found himself smiling. “My feelings exactly.”
“Damn, man,” Kaz said. “Your bounce-back time is unreal. How you throw-ya-phone mad one minute and literally five seconds later got that wicked smile on?”
Pulpo reached down and put his arm around Juan’s shoulders. “That’s Juan, y’all. He been that way since he was little. Um … little-er.”
Juan laughed and flipped him off, then squeezed Pulpo back. “Yeah, yeah, yeah, short jokes. Congrats, on being tall and talented. The rest of us have to work to get the panties tossed our way.”
“Even the man-panties,” Kaz pointed out.
“Even the man —” Juan squinted. “Is man-panties a thing?”
Kaz shrugged. “If we say it is, it is.”
“Manties?” Ruben suggested.
“Eso mismo,” Gordo chuckled. “Language is for the people!”
“I can’t help it if I was born with looks and skills,” Pulpo said. “God made me this way for a reason, I guess. And look, playing the parade was the longest of shots anyway; I’m just surprised they waited this long to tell us. The Parkway’s already blocked off and festivities gettin’ underway.”
“Why a long shot?” Ruben asked.
“Think about it,” Juan said. “You ever see a metal band play the parade? Yeah, most of us got Caribbean blood, but they ain’t really lookin’ for what we have to offer. They really more talking about the mad flowery, bright-colored, extra-ass costumes type deal. What?”
Everyone was looking over Juan’s shoulder and cringing. A slow, sinking feeling swept over him as he turned.
“Thanks, Juan,” a rare, majestic bird-woman spirit with Bennie’s voice said.
Juan felt all his insides ball up into one tight clump. “Urhm.”
It was Bennie, Juan realized, but she had on makeup and a bright blue tiara and … not much else. An explosion of feathers formed a tiny universe around her; it streamed from her armbands and the elaborate bikini she wore. Juan had known Bennie pretty much his entire life, but she’d always been his little sister Sierra’s nerdy friend, not … a shimmering seminude goddess. “What I had meant was —”
“Keep it,” Bennie snapped, her eyes narrowed into death rays aimed at Juan’s skull. “I was just upstairs getting suited up at Margery’s and I figured I’d swing by and ask y’all what you think of my outfit but never damn mind.” She spun around to leave and a chorus of protests rose up from the rest of Culebra.
“We think you look amazing!” Kaz yelled.
Bennie turned around, managed a smile.
“The outfit is fantastic,” Gordo said. “Una maravilla.”
“Gorgeous!” Pulpo added, just as Sierra walked through the door behind Bennie.
“Why thank you!” Sierra said. She was wearing her usual: ripped jeans and combat boots with a billion bangles jangling at her wrists and necklaces peeking out above her old T-shirt.
Bennie elbowed her. “He meant me, Gargamel! Sheesh. Thank you, Pulpo. And all y’all. Except Juan.”
Juan gurgled something, or maybe that was his stomach, raised one finger, thought better of it, then said, “I didn’t even know you West Indian!” It came out a little squeakier than he meant it to, but at least he said something.
“I’m not, jackass. Tee leant me her Caribbean card for the weekend cuz she hates crowds and dressing up but figured someone should go in her stead. And I’ve always wanted to wear one of these — what did you call it, Juan? Oh yeah, flowery-ass, bright-colored, mad extra costume type deals … Did I get that right?”
“Actually, he said mad flowery and extra-ass,” Pulpo added helpfully.
Juan growled.
Bennie shot him a final withering glance and stormed out.
Sierra rolled her eyes. “What did you do, Juan?”
“I …”
“You know what? Never mind.” She headed out behind Bennie. “I’ll catch y’all on the Parkway.”
“Later!” Pulpo called after them. He shot a sideways glance at Juan. “Bruh, you alright? You can close your mouth now.”
Juan blinked twice. “I think …”
“Oh God,” Ruben said. “Look at him; he sprung.”
“What?” Juan gasped. “No! I’m just … It all happened so fast.”
“That’s what she said,” Kaz snorked.
“Guys!” Juan yelled. “No! I just!”
Pulpo threw his arm around Juan’s shoulders. “This is why they call him the Petite-Seeking Missile, y’all. He’ll be alright. Let’s go play some music.”
“Huh?” Kaz said. “We don’t have permission to —”
Pulpo scoffed. “Who said anything about permission? Grab that snare and the strap. Juan and I will rock out acoustic. All we gotta do is post up somewhere or roll the crowd playin’, like the old traveling musicians from days of yore ’nshit.”
Still staring at the empty space that Bennie had once filled, Juan cracked a smile. “I’m with it.”




“Sierra, girl, where you at?”
Sierra blinked. “I’m here! Wassup, B?”
Early evening settled over Eastern Parkway. Blue police lights swirled at each intersection stretching all the way out toward Brownsville. Vendors had begun setting up their jerk chicken stands and roti spots. Flags from all over the Caribbean were already on full display.
“You mad spacey, girl,” Bennie said.
“I’m not! You were saying that musicians ain’t shit anyway except maybe Gordo but that’s only cuz he’s old and it was patently obvious that young Gordo was a problem. ’Cept you said prahblem. Then you mentioned that Robbie probably wasn’t much better, being that painter dudes were basically the same caliber trash as music dudes but without rhythm.”
“Yeah,” Bennie crossed her arms over her chest. “Five minutes ago.”
“Oh.”
“What’s wrong, girl?”
Sierra sighed. That was a fantastic question. The heaviness had been on her since … Lord, it had been a while now. If she couldn’t see spirits, she would think it was one, so like a physical presence, a haunting, was this weight. But no, that would be too simple. If it was a ghost, she could’ve just told it to leave or talked to it, find out what it wanted, and then it all would’ve been a funny story or sad-sweet metaphor to tell the others and that’d be that. This was much more sinister and mundane: a foul mood that wouldn’t quit. “It’s nothing, just …” She shook her head. No use lying to Bennie. “Same ol’ shit I been going through. I don’t know.”
Bennie’s shoulders dropped. “I’m sorry, Si. You wanna talk about it?”
And that was the problem. She did wanna talk about it, but it was like there was nothing to say. The heaviness defied explanation, defied conversation. Negated story. It just was.
A gaggle of cops walked by, eyeing the two girls with that age-old glare that was equal parts hunger and suspicion. Sierra scowled and turned away from them, crossing her arms over her chest.
How could something be so heavy and so empty at the same time? When she closed her eyes, all she saw was a darkness that went on and on and on.
“I just … I think I just wanna be alone,” Sierra said. She didn’t, but she also didn’t want to be with people. Even Bennie. She peered up at her best friend. “I’m sorry.” Then she was already halfway across the street, as if her feet had taken her there without her permission, and Bennie was waving, looking worried, as Sierra descended the stairs to the shuttle train. On the platform, she closed her eyes and waited.
Where lonely women go to dance.
Three months ago, Sierra had followed the clues of that ancient riddle to the ocean, where the moon shone out of the darkness, cut the dark waters beneath it. The spirits had lifted her over the crashing waves to that illuminated swirl, and then Sierra’s abuela, a few years dead at that point, had risen and embraced her in golden light and welcomed her to the family legacy.
Shadowshaping.
The Q train rumbled along through the darkness, and Sierra squinted past her memories at the blinking map above her. Avenue M. Not far now.
Sierra’s family had been shadowshaping for generations. Her grandma and great-grandma and great-great-grandma had all held the title of Lucera — the central spiritual force in the churning universe of darkness and light that the ’shapers worked their magic in, the pulse that surged through all those shadows, uniting them. And now Sierra was Lucera, the mantle passed, and Mama Carmen was nowhere at all. Gone.
I’m no longer of the living world, Sierra. I held on this long only so you could reach me.
But that light shimmering across the midnight waters was the only thing Sierra knew that would cut the heaviness inside her.
The train doors clamored open, revealing the station, the empty sky beyond it. The emptiness in Sierra seemed to expand with every breath. The doors squealed and slammed shut.
A chilly breeze swept across Coney Island Beach. Sierra stood on the boardwalk, the shadowy carnival behind her, the ocean ahead, and sighed. It was a cloudy night, and if there was any moon, it was hiding. No moon, no reflection. The crashing waves gave way to a darkness so deep it seemed to swallow the sky.
Sierra’s feet plodded across the sand. A jogger passed, clenching against the cool September night. Tears slid down Sierra’s face before she had time to stop them. “Where are you, Abuela?” she whispered into the wind.
In spite of being married to the most powerful shadowshaper ever, Sierra’s grandfather Lázaro had managed to convince himself it was a spiritual practice best left to the men. The crew he assembled around him reflected as much, and he’d introduced Juan to it at a young age but kept the whole magic world a secret from Sierra. Mama Carmen had initiated Sierra as a shadowshaper one night while Sierra slept, and the ensuing fight had been what sent her into her ocean exile. And now Grandpa Lázaro was just a shell of himself, mumbling regretful boberías on the third floor of the Santiago’s brownstone.
Sierra shook her head. There was no one to teach her how to do this, no map, no Yoda. Just the swirling darkness of the sea and the ever-expanding emptiness inside her. She turned and took a step back, gasping. Shadow spirits surrounded her. They formed a semicircle, their darkened faces turned to her. Each pulsed with a gentle blue light that strengthened in time with Sierra’s own breath and the crashing waves.
“What?” Sierra said. “What do you want? I don’t … I don’t know how to do this.”
She’d gotten better at distinguishing them from each other. At first, they’d all just appeared as tall, long-armed shadow figures, but gradually they revealed individual quirks and cadences. A few wore hoodies, their faces concealed. Others had on three-piece suits and elegant gowns. None of them spoke, but Sierra felt their message like it was broadcast across the night in fire: WE ARE WITH YOU, EVEN WHEN WE’RE NOT.
She nodded. Cast a final glance at the dark ocean behind her. Then she walked up the beach, the spirits in lockstep around her, and headed for the train.

Is it time yet?
Almost, not quite.
Sooooon, sistren. Soooon.
The three golden shrouds whisked in brisk circles around Mina; their whispers slid through her mind, soothing it. This was how every session began — with a cleansing. Mina’s eyes were closed but they registered each passing wave of illumination. She tried to keep the smile from her face as all the dull aches and petty messes of the past week slid away amidst the Sorrows’ tiny cyclone.
Is she ready, sistren?
I am, thought Mina. For whatever it is, I am. Increasingly, the Sorrows seemed to be upset about something. Urgency blazed through them now, whereas when Mina had first shown up, running an errand for her batshit, doll-collecting Grandma Tess, the golden shrouds radiated an ethereal calm that was almost creepy.
Not quite, sistren. Soon.
But the shadows rise.
They do, they rise. And quickly, now. Quickly they rise.
She must become ready then.
The shadows. They’d become obsessed with the shadows since that night over the summer. Something huge had happened in another part of the spirit world and it sent reverberations all the way to this abandoned church uptown. A girl had stepped into the role of Lucera, had come into her power, and something called Shadowhouse was now in play, whatever that meant.
Whoever this new Lucera was, the Sorrows hated and feared her, though Mina detected a certain grudging respect in their shrill complaints.
We may not be able to wait.
Perhaps, perhaps.
She must at once link with the others.
I said we should’ve placed them in touch earlier. I fear it may be too late.
The Sorrows slid away and Mina opened her eyes to the dim cathedral around her. She stood on the dais; the three golden shrouds hung in the air before her, the empty church stretching into the shadows behind them. “What’s — uh — what’s going on, guys?”
They conferred quietly for a moment, their glowing heads leaned inward and murmurs a muted susurration in her head. Mina had hoped it’d be like old times, when she’d come by and just talk and talk about all the dumb whimsies and fascinations and annoyances of her life and the Sorrows would listen, comment, and ask questions even, and then send her on her way feeling lifted somehow, that much more alive. It always struck her as magnificent that such regal, ancient creatures had time for her daily banalities, while her friends, hell, even creepy Grandma Tess, didn’t bother to pretend to care half the time. The Sorrows even listened intently when Mina talked about all the different long-dead serial killers she loved studying, a topic that had made more than one cute-and-interested boy smile edgily while making excuses for why he couldn’t hang out again.
But this time, Mina realized as the Sorrows turned toward her as one and sighed, wouldn’t be like that.
The shadows gather.
Shadowhouse rises.
“What is —”
And the rise must be arrested in its tracks.
“What do I have to —”
You will finally link destinies with the other Children of Light.
The Sorrows had mentioned the others before, but they demurred whenever Mina pressed them for more information. A surge of excitement rose in her. Now she would meet them. Things were happening so fast suddenly. They would be oddballs like her, strangers in their every world but this strange one, distant compatriots united by this glowing trinity inside a broken cathedral. Mina smiled.
It is a matter of grave importance, one of the Sorrows urged. Mina tucked her smile away for later, nodded.
Indeed. The future and past of the House of Light depend on the actions you and the others take in the next few days.
“How can the past depend o —”
You will find them.
You will find them.
You will find them.
Mina paused. She was never sure when they were done speaking or just pausing for dramatic resonance. After a moment she squeaked: “Where will I find them?”
You will find them.
You will find them.
You will find them.
Mina looked around, half expecting a little spinning color wheel to pop up like it did when her laptop stalled out.
IN THE DINER! they all bellowed at once, startling the hell out of Mina.
“Oh, wow, okay.” She blinked. “Which … uh … which one?”
The diner beside the hospital.
“I’m not sure if … I don’t think that narrows it down too much, unfortunately. Do you know the name of the spot? I could Goo —”
The Sisterhood of the Sorrows does not deign to know the names of every eating establishment in the city of New York, Daughter of Light.
The Sisterhood of the Sorrows, truth be told, didn’t get out very much. And most diners were called something generic and unmemorable anyway. Mina would just have to do some research. That was fine — she was just hype to have a mission. Something to do, something she was a part of. The Children of Light! It was almost too corny, but the decrepit chapel around her offset that nicely.
“I’ll find it,” Mina said.
The hospital is no longer a hospital, one of the Sorrows added quietly. Mina wondered, not for the first time, if they had their own spirity version of the World Wide Web hidden somewhere in those shrouds. How did their information get updated?
The other two turned to the one who had spoken.
Apartments. Luxury apartments.
“Oh snap,” Mina said. “The old Jewish Hospital on Classon Ave? They made that an apartment building, I think.”
All three Sorrows nodded.
“Oh! And!” Mina was almost jumping up and down with excitement. It wasn’t something that happened often. “They got a diner pegged onto the side of it! This guy Gary asked me on a date there once but he … yeah. No. But anyway, cool! It’s a twenty-four-hour spot, I think.”
Excellent. It approaches midnight as we speak.
“Wait, when are they gonna be there?”
The Sorrows chuckled as one. Ah, sweet Daughter of Light, one sighed. Already they gather.








It was after one a.m. when Mina made it to the kitschy, brightly lit diner, but folks still milled about on Classon Ave, chatting excitedly and preparing for the next two days of festivities. Pretty soon, central Brooklyn would explode with colorful feathers, pounding music, horn blasts, amazing food, smiling people. Mina wished she was in the mood for all that, but she knew she’d just feel like an outsider — pale and awkward and rhythmless. She would stand on the sidelines and gawk, eating something delicious out of a Styrofoam container and dreaming of long-dead murderers.
Now, though, she had a mission.
“Welcome,” a little round waiter said when she walked in. He flashed a winning smile as Mina peered over his head at the booths and counter stools. “Table for one?”
She half expected to see a group of brightly glowing teenagers, aflame with the glory of the House of Light. What did the Children of Light look like? It’s not like the Sorrows had given her a secret hand signal or anything. A family of four took up the booth nearest to her; two middle-aged men sat in one a little farther away, sipping coffees. A homeless guy leaned over the counter, scowling into an empty soup bowl.
Maybe they’ve left already, Mina thought, feeling everything in her start to sink. The ferry ride back to Staten Island would be very long and very lonely tonight.
“Hello?” the waiter chirped. “To go or to stay?”
Mina shook her head. Whatever. “To stay,” she said. The waiter’s grin got even larger. “Excellent. Right this way!” He led her to a single tabletop near the counter and Mina settled in. The menu was glossy, full of exclamation points and puns. Eggs and sausages would hit the spot, and coffee. She looked up to see where the waiter had disappeared to and instead found herself staring into the face of one of the middle-aged men from the booth. He was standing over her table, smiling slightly.
“I’m not interested,” Mina said.
The man’s mouth broke into a full-on grin. He was a little past middle age, Mina realized, but it seemed he himself hadn’t gotten the memo yet. His gray hair was spiked, and he wore a tracksuit and running shoes. His thick arms were crossed over his broad chest. “Okay, lil’ sister,” he chuckled. “I’ll let the Sorrows know.” He turned and headed back to his table.
Mina stood. “Wait!”
He slid into the booth across from the other man, picked up his coffee cup, and took a sip, eyebrows raised. Mina walked over, an uninvited fizzle of nervousness rumbling through her tummy. The other man looked up. He had a narrow face and small eyes. His black hair was slicked back on his head and he could’ve been anywhere between twenty-five and forty-five.
“This is Bertram,” he said with a casual smize. “And you can call me Mort. Pull up a chair.”
Mina had been studying serial killers for as long as she’d known how to read. There wasn’t one fixed thing that connected them all to each other, much as experts had tried to find a link. No common element in their family histories, no DNA mutation. But experts had to cling to silly things like the scientific process and proof, accountability. Mina was beholden to no such constraints. She’d looked at more mug shots than anyone, and this is what she knew: There was something in the eyes. Regular old killers didn’t have it. The accidental homicides, the passion slays — they were enraged, terrified, shocked, remorseful. But the true, coldhearted angels of death who walked amongst us, those cats had only ice in their eyes. Sometimes there was sadness, a certain haunted glare, sometimes joy, but always that ice. Cool and unrepentant, unfathomable and relentless. That was the link, and Mina knew it even if the experts didn’t.
And that’s what Mina saw staring back at her in the eyes of the man with black hair: ice. And she knew instantly and without a shred of doubt the man was a killer.
She pulled up a chair, suddenly absurdly serene.
“What’s good?”

Juan woke up at ten-thirty a.m. and everything was wrong.
First of all: ten-thirty? A.m.? On a Sunday? Unacceptable. On any day, really.
Second of all: Bennie. Bennie yesterday and Bennie right now. And Bennie constantly in between. As Juan and Pulpo had trundled through the busy Prospect Heights avenues, noodling along on their acoustics, Bennie’s glowing image had been there all the while, a starring role in Juan’s ever-circling mind, very like a damn ghost. Except those tall shadowy creatures that Grandpa Lázaro and now Sierra were so fond of knew when to back off, and Bennie’s smiling, feather-adorned face was non-damn-stop.
And finally: That. Damn. Song.
He sat up. Usually, a song was its own kind of haunting, but a welcome one. It slid along beside him as he went about his business, a gentle accompaniment to his day. And if it stayed, that’s how he knew it’d be a keeper, and then he’d reach for his guitar and strum it out and then bring it to the boys and then pow! A gift. Culebra had another hit.
This though? This was different.
Juan shook his head, rubbed his eyes. Reached for his guitar, changed his mind.
This was a melody. And, just like Bennie, it wouldn’t leave.
Who wrote melodies? Jazz douches, for one thing. And wack singer-songwritery types probably. Walked around humming little phrases to themselves like hooligans and then plinked them out on a Casio and called themselves composing.
He let his legs hang over the bed, found the ground, stood. Stretched. Juan wrote chords. Chords made sense, all those stacked notes sliding back and forth into one another — that’s how you told a story. Not stupid singularity threads. Streams, really. Piss streams. “Bah!” Juan said out loud, and then the song swiveled through his mind, teasing.
Melodies were for people who liked songs that gently laid them down to sleep. Melodies were for those cats who needed a degree to prove they were a musician. Conservatory types. Bah.
With chords, you could find beauty in repetition. And then you could shake it up — you had that stable backbone so you could play all around it and everyone would feel it anyway. Room to play: That’s what chord progressions gave you. Melody got you nothing but from point A to point B. And who wanted that? Boring people. Smooth jazz-ass boring people, that’s who.
Bennie, fully bursting with bright colors and that radiant glow around her. The vision so sudden it made Juan sit back down on the bed and just shake his head as the song tilted around him like a mischievous serpent.
It was pretty though, Juan had to admit. Not as pretty as Bennie, but definitely had some charm. And an off-kilter kind of deviousness. And it was definitely a minor key melody, thank God. Maybe even modal.
In fact — Juan tapped his bare foot on the floor, let the notes snake in and out of each pulse — it was in five!
“Juan?” Sierra poked her head in his room.
“It’s in five!” Juan announced, shining his first smile of the day.
“Juan, what’s wrong with you, man? Seriously.”
“What do you mean? I’m smiling!”
“Exactly! And you didn’t yell at me for barging in without knocking.”
“Whoa … true.”
“Also: What’s in five, you freak?”
“The …” Juan let the word die on his lips. Melodies were for people who liked old-dead-white-guy poetry and had dried-up flowers hanging over their beds. Melodies were for people in love. He shook his head. “Nothing. Never mind.”
“Ah,” Sierra sighed. “There’s the Juanisimo that I know and am annoyed by but love anyway I guess but mostly because he’s family and I have to.”
“You’re doing a lot this Sunday morning, Si.”
She lowered her head in a humble bow. “It is my job. Pulpo’s here.”
“What?” Juan looked around. “Where? When? … How?”
“Downstairs. For the past fifteen minutes. Talking to Mami about why Culebra prefers Way Down Underground to a major label. And I’m guessing he took the bus. Said he’d been calling but you never have your phone so — whoa! Slow down!”
Juan had thrown on a T-shirt while Sierra was talking and now barreled down the stairs yelling his best friend’s nickname.
The smell of María Santiago’s French toast brought Juan to a sudden stop. “Juan,” María said sharply. “Why is it you tell your friends to come over for rehearsal early on a Sunday and then abandon them to the mercy of your family, hm?”
Pulpo stood. “Oh, I’m sorry, Mrs. Santiago! I told you you don’t have to —”
She shushed him with a wave of her hand. “And I told you it’s fine, Pulpo. I was already about to start cooking. Sientate.”
He sat, shot a glare at Juan. “Yeah, how you gonna do me like that, man?”
Juan made a series of frantic and meaningless hand motions. “My bad but yo … yo.”
Pulpo shook his head. “Yo what, man? I’m listening.”
“Song. But …”
“It’s in five,” Sierra said, coming in and kissing her mom on the cheek. “Whatever it is.”
Pulpo gaped at her but she was already heading to the front door. “Five?” He looked at Juan.
“I’m going to help B with her hair,” Sierra yelled.
“Oh, word?” Juan said. “What y’all doing later on? Gonna hit the, like, the thing, or whatever?”
“Probably,” Sierra said from the doorway. “Considering she spent ages and tons of money on that costume.”
“Right. Maybe I’ll catch up with you guys.”
“Laters!” The door closed.
Pulpo and María glared at Juan. “¿Qué te pasó, m’ijo?” María said.
Juan got up from the table and shook his head. “I don’t even know. Lemme go get this guitar, I need Pulpo’s help with something.”
María turned back to the stove. “That much is clear.”




“And so then Butt Jenny was like, ‘Nah!’” Bennie flicked her fingers with disdain, then saluted. “‘Boy bye!’ And thus ended the story of Butt Jenny and DJ BimBop.”
“Hm.”
“Sierra? You ain’t even listening.”
Folks were gathering once again on Eastern Parkway as the bright September sun dipped in and out of blue-gray clouds and occasional sprinklings of rain. And once again, Sierra was barely there, and she knew it. And she still couldn’t shake it. No elders would guide her; there were none to do it. The path ahead was a dark forest. She blinked, trying to plant her feet back on the familiar pavement of the Parkway. “Have you ever wondered why we call her Butt Jenny, though?” It was just enough to keep Bennie from pushing her about being so distracted.
Bennie scoffed. “I mean: No! Have you seen that ass?”
“Yeah, I mean of course that, but like … Did you know she got into MIT with a full ride and she’s gonna study archeology? Like … archeology, B!”
“But dat ass doe.”
“Bennie.”
“I’m sayin’.”
“Imma start calling you Dimples Bennie and we gonna see what’s what.”
“I will cut you.”
“But dem dimples doe.”
“Okay, Sierra, this isn’t funny anymore. You crossed a line.”
“They mad cute, though! And they really accentuate ya smile!”
“Slow down, girl!” Bennie waved her hands like a bus was about to hit her. “Lemme clear something up: Butt Jenny was the one who actively insisted folks start calling her that. It was, one might say, an act of radical self-love. How you gonna deny her that? So, I get what you saying, Si, but no, I really don’t feel any kind of way about it. She not being reduced to her butt, she rising to the occasion of having a magnificent butt. If you know what I mean.”
“I guess.”
“And anyway” — Bennie wiggled her eyebrows — “dat ass!”
Sierra rolled her eyes. “How did we get on this topic anyway?”
A group of school kids streamed past them, all decked out in feathers and masks. “Hey Dr. Fenton!” Bennie called as their tall teacher strolled behind them, taking in the sights. Bennie turned back to Sierra. “How we got on this topic: It was an explanatory example of the central hypothesis of today’s topic.”
“What topic is tha —”
“Musicians are trash.”
Sierra felt the real world snap back into place very suddenly. “Girl. That was literally yesterday’s topic. You been on that topic for an entire twenty-four hours. You don’t feel like you maybe are giving it a little more time than it’s worth?”
“How would you know what topic I been on?” Bennie’s eyes got sharp and Sierra took a step back. “When you are here, you about eighteen thousand miles away, obviously overthinking some shit and don’t wanna tell me about it and then you gone to who-knows-where and then you back and got that faraway look again and throwing out random tidbits of meaninglessness just to swerve the conversation away from how messed up you really are.”
“I —”
“And you prolly feelin’ all alone ’bout some mess, like you the one and damn only, ever, always, and you gotta carry this whole whatever burden on ya own, and meanwhile, you the one not talking to anyone about it, you the one making yaself all alone, with ya self-fulfilling-ass prophecy ass.”
“Whoa.”
“And it ain’t even like you gotta tell everyone about it, but you literally hanging out with your best friend right now acting like the single solitary cowboy after the apocalypse. Are you high, girl? And it ain’t even like I’m some civilian, Si. I’m a shadowshaper. You made me one. Fill me in, yo.”
For a full ten seconds, the two girls just stared at each other. Then Sierra exhaled, found herself smiling. “Damn, B.”
Bennie cocked her head. “What? What that grin mean?”
“Means you right. And that was a helluva read.”
They stood facing each other in front of the modern glass awning and ancient pillars of the Brooklyn Museum. Nearby, a fountain pumped rhythmic bursts of water into the air; they came splattering down seconds later as little kids ran and screeched with laughter.
“I’m just sayin’ —”
“I know what you’re sayin’,” Sierra said. “And you’re right.” Sierra headed toward the sitting area by the fountain. “C’mon. Imma tell you all about it.”

“Mina?”
“Hm?” She snorted and rubbed her eyes. The endless cycling of techno and warm, recycled air in Mort’s SUV had lulled her into a cozy nap. It made sense: She hadn’t slept since yesterday morning. The three of them had wasted away countless hours at the diner, talking about nothing in particular: favorite video games and TV shows, random tidbits and fun facts. Conversation had been surprisingly easy with these two strange men, and then the sun had risen, the whole night having slipped suddenly away, and Mort had stood and cracked his neck and said, “Shall we?”
Mina hadn’t been sure what that meant, but at that point, she didn’t care — she’d fallen a tiny bit in love with Mort from the moment he’d mentioned that he loved ice cream in his hot chocolate and the video game Metroid. The unexpected combination of those serial killer eyes with that easygoing aloofness had thrown her completely for a loop.
Yes, he was too old for her and yes, the whole bizarre situation was probably every kind of stupid, but when he and the grumpy-looking but surprisingly gentle older man in the track suit, Bertram, had hopped into the SUV at dawn and said it was time for a stakeout, Mina hadn’t thought twice about jumping in with them.
And now it was well into the afternoon and the conversation and coffee drinking had continued all the while somehow, and then Mina had drifted off, only to wake to the gentle cooing of her name.
Bertram. His voice a touch gravelly from cigarettes or a cold maybe.
“Mina,” he said again.
“I’m up.” He was turned around in his seat, smiling at her like some kindly grandfather, not a golden phantom trinity’s minion on a stakeout. He didn’t touch her, she noticed, just said her name. “Something happen?”
Bertram nodded at Mort, who was sitting in the passenger seat, eyes closed, nose in the air, sniffing. Mina scrunched up her face. Bertram shrugged. “He’s found something, seems.”
“Almost,” Mort amended without opening his eyes. “Almost.”
“What is it we’re looking for again?” The Sorrows and their strange missions seemed like a whole other world from this SUV.
“Shadows,” Bertram said with a slight scowl. “Children of the Shadows.”
The Sorrows had said she’d find other Children of Light at the diner, and Mina had gone looking for the absolute opposite of what she’d found. Still, she hadn’t been disappointed so much as surprised. But it meant she had no idea what to expect of these shadow children. Snarling, twisted forms began to materialize in her imagination. “Are we the Children of Light?” Mina asked, still feeling bleary-eyed from her nap.
The techno churned on; Mort sniffed the air some more.
“You and I are,” Bertram said. “This one’s what you might call a freelancer. A hound for hire, so to speak.” A bit of laughter tinged his voice.
Mort chuckled between his sniffs. “Good one,” he muttered. “That was good. Hound for hire. Gotta put that on my business cards.”
“I do have a way with words,” Bertram acknowledged. “Probably shoulda been a poet. Or a PR consultant. But yeah, Mort here finds things. Spirity woo-woo type things, specifically, but he’s not aligned with any particular house. Although, deep down inside” — Bertram smized — “he loves us best.”
“What’s he do when he finds ’em?” Mina asked.
“Depends on the job, doesn’t it, Mort? But today, the Sorrows want something special, and it connects to Mort’s other special talent. You want to show her, Mort?”
The hound for hire opened his eyes and looked slowly at Bertram, then Mina. Those death-bringing eyes. Mina suppressed a shudder. “I want to know,” she said, in case Mort’s decision hung in the balance. “Show me.”
A moment passed, a terrible, aching moment. Mina was just beginning to ask herself why, oh why did she want so badly to see what secret powers this man possessed, when he smiled and said, “Raise your left hand, palm out.”
She did, a little too quickly perhaps, and hoped it wasn’t trembling or sweaty.
“I promise,” Mort said, raising his own left hand to face hers, “this won’t hurt and I won’t do any damage. At least none that I won’t immediately repair.”
“Uh … okay.”
The Sorrows had done the same with Mina once, their three warm, glowing palms converging over her pale one. They’d cooed and nodded appraisingly, then told her the light already lived in her, but they could augment it if she liked, a form of initiation. She would be a part of their secret world, reborn to them, in a way; a Child of Light. At this point, Mina had gotten over that they were somehow connected to her creepy Grandma Tess — they were opposite her in almost every way — and she wanted nothing more than to become a deeper part of their world. They protected her — she could feel it in the way they swirled around her, their gaze, both ferocious and somehow soft. Motherly even. Their world was the only one that made any damn sense anyway.
The Sorrows had whispered in unison, Do you, Mina Jane Satorius, accept the power of the House of Light within you?
Mina closed her eyes, nodded. “Yes,” she said quietly. “Yes.”
She felt two of them circling her, waves of heat and light pulsing as they swept past; it was like being in some divine car wash.
Light exploded through her and the silence washed over everything. Mina felt her mouth drop open and the world fell away. All that was left was light.
And then voices: Do you embrace the power granted to you by the light?
Mina nodded, croaked a yes.
And will you use it for good and never evil?
That part must’ve been some archaic leftover, but good and evil were relative anyway, so … “Always good, never evil.”
And do you renounce all other associations with any other houses or spirits?
She didn’t know what these houses were and she didn’t know any other spirits, and anyway, yes, God yes, absolutely yes. The light poured through her, unrelenting and unstoppable. The world was gone still, but the light remained. “Yes,” Mina whispered. “Yes.”
And then the whole blessed, glowing universe seemed to issue forth from Mina like she was Mount Doom at the end of Return of the King and when it was over and the world slowly returned, all she could do was pant and blink.
Your power is seated within you, the Sorrows whispered. You may use it to protect the holy House of Light, to save your life. You are armed now, a warrior of the Sisterhood.
And the light had stayed with her, an ever-churning source of inner power. She hadn’t tried to figure out how it could save her life yet, but it was always there, waiting, frothing, spinning. And now, in the SUV, with the techno blasting away and Mort’s palm against hers, she felt the light leap up as if to meet him and then slowly seep through her palm.
Everything grew slowly cold around her: the car, the street outside, her own hand — all went dim. “What …” Mina gasped. “What’s happening?”
“Mort is a taker,” Bertram said. She’d forgotten he was there. Everything in her was focused on the last sliver of light still inside her. And then it was gone.
“No,” Mina whispered. “No …”
Mort shook his head, a slight smile on his lips. “It’s okay, dear, look.” And all at once it was back, that glow; it seemed to light her very arm as it seeped lovingly back through her and then settled into its rightful place. “I told you I’d repair whatever I did, didn’t I?”
“Lord, you gave her a fright,” Bertram said. “It’s alright, girl. We’re here. You’re safe.”
Mina nodded, shook.
Mort patted her twice on the arm and then turned back to the steering wheel and closed his eyes. Then he sniffed.
“Anyway,” Bertram said, “you and I, yes: We are Children of Light, Mina, and don’t ever forget it. That feeling you have inside, that warmth, the joy at having that glow back — that’s our legacy, our heritage, our power. The Light is what led us to the Sorrows, and the Sorrows led us deeper into the Light. And here we are.” He smiled the grandfather smile. “I don’t know you — well, after hanging out in a diner for a whole night, I feel like I do, but really I don’t, of course — but you are my sister, Mina Satorius, and I will protect you, whatever happens next.”
Mina didn’t know what to say to that. No one had ever said anything remotely so kind to her in her whole life. Grandma Tess was forever grouchy; Mina’s mom had died when she was very young, and the kids at school were too busy acting cool to look out for one another with such gentle ferocity. But the world was a very cruel, broken place, and it hadn’t even occurred to Mina how much she had wanted a protector until she very suddenly had one.
She fought off a startling wave of emotion and was about to thank him when Mort perked up. “Got ’em!” he said. “The Brooklyn Museum.”
Bertram grinned and revved the engine.

“Like that?” Pulpo said, rounding off another four bars of a walking bassline and landing easily on the one.
Juan nodded. “Yeah, just like that.”
“Yawn.”
“Shut up. I know.”
They were in Juan’s room. Pulpo had his guitarrón — a great big wooden instrument shaped like a pregnant belly with a short, thick neck — and Juan strummed his black, nylon-stringed Martin. They sat across from each other, backs against the beds, like they always did when working on songs, except usually this was exactly the kind of day that would bring either a deep sense of peace or jittery, uncontrollable excitement. Today, it brought only the ever-heightening sense of dread.
“Can we now talk about what we’re talking about?” Pulpo said. It had been two hours of working on other stuff, stuff they already knew what to do with, stuff that made them both roll their eyes and fake yawn. It was time. Juan made a face.
Pulpo rolled his eyes. “Just hum it, kid. Stop putting off the inevitable.”
“Melodies are for people who listen to Kenny G in waiting rooms on purpose.”
“Juan.”
“Like, they go to waiting rooms not to wait, but for the musical selection.”
“Juan!”
“Fine! Sheesh.” Juan closed his eyes. He didn’t have to look for it or piece it together, the damn thing was still swimming along just below the surface like an annoying eel. All he had to do was let it out.
“Whoa, it really is in five,” Pulpo said. “How’d your sister know that?”
“She didn’t, I told her. She was just showing off.”
Pulpo looked a little crestfallen. “Ah. Less talk, more hum.”
“You asked me a —”
“Hush now,” Pulpo said, raising the guitarrón and plucking a few heavy notes. “Is that Mixolydian?”
Juan shook his head, feeling his way along some chords beneath the melody. “Dorian, I think.”
“You’re mad. Only monks and madmen write shit in Dorian. And it’s in five? Lord.”
They had a semblance of something now: Pulpo’s bass notes gave it heft, each new chord Juan worked out brought some sense of shape. Juan exhaled.
“Uh-uh,” Pulpo chided. “You ain’t gettin’ off that easy. This song wants to stay melody. Quit that strumming and give it to me in octaves.”
Juan glared as Pulpo’s fingers found their merry way up and down the thick strings. “It’s almost like you’re the musical director and I’m just some kid.”
“Less talk, more weird mad monk melody, thanks.”
Juan snarled, found the opening note, plinged it along with its octave and then danced a few frets up for the next one.
“Wow, son,” Pulpo said after they’d stumbled through it a couple times, each stronger and more resonant than the last.
“What?” Juan snapped.
“You in love.”
A moment passed. Juan scoffed. “Nah, you buggin’.”
Pulpo rolled his eyes, started into the song again. “Let’s not waste time.”
“Wait,” Juan said, launching back into the melody. “Are we doing the thing where we only speak in rhyme?”
“If we are, it’s your fault, not mine.”
“It’s like they say: When life gives you lemons, demand a lime.”
“Keep dancing ’round the topic, man, ignore the signs.”
“How you know it’s love and not just that she’s fine?”
The song wound along between them for a moment as Pulpo pondered.
“A righteous query, my g, and it’s true her body would make any man pine.”
Juan stopped playing. “Excuse me?”
“Bam!” Pulpo yelled, raising both hands in victory. “Answer to your question! If you just thought she was fine, you wouldn’t care if I did too. But no, you broke the rhyme scheme and stopped playin’ and for why? Bruh, you sprung.”
“You —” Juan snarled, but then his phone interrupted with a crash of music. He shoved his finger at Pulpo as he put the phone up to his ear. “Saved by the bell or whatever. Yeah?”
“The hell you mean, yeah?” Sierra growled. “And who got saved from what?”
“Never mind,” Juan said. “Wassup?”
“Me and B out on the Parkway and the revelries starting up — y’all comin’ out?”
“She, I mean, yeah, which ones why … wait, what?”
Pulpo snatched the phone. “We’ll see y’all in a bit, Sierra.” He hung up, looked at Juan. “Case closed, my g.”




“You like that stuff, jerk chicken?” Mort asked.
Bertram shrugged. “My stomach can’t take all that spice anymore, man. I’m old.”
“You’re about fifty times more in shape than me though, grandpa.”
Another shrug. Mina laughed but her heart wasn’t in it. Maybe it was the exhaustion. No. The sinking feeling started when Mort stole her power, sucked the very light out from inside her. Sure, he gave it back, and yeah, it was a power she didn’t even really understand yet, but still … that emptiness it left behind — the echo of it still chilled her.
Hundreds of people flooded the Parkway. They strutted past on stilts and in groups pulsing with laughter and new music. They wore feathers and flags and bright colors and jewels. Joy erupted from every corner and cross street; the wet September air smelled of smoked, spicy meats. Cops, the only white faces besides Mina, Mort, and Bertram, marched through the crowd with stern frowns, hands on their belts.
“Anything?” Bertram asked.
Mort had eyes closed again. He shook his head. “So many people. Could be any … wait.” He frowned. “This is … no.”
“What is it?” Mina asked, trying to keep the rising terror out of her voice.
“It’s like …” Mort’s whole face contorted. “It’s big. And that’s why I could sense her from so far away. This is not what we’re after.”
“Is it a shadow child?” Bertram said. “They said any shadow child.”
“Yeah, any shadow child. This ain’t any shadow child. This is something … bigger.” Mort took a few steps backward. “Uh-uh. Above my pay grade, folks, sorry.”
Mina exhaled a sigh of relief but wasn’t sure why. None of this felt right. “What is it? Where are they?” She glanced around but the throngs of partiers revealed nothing out of the ordinary; no lurking high minister of shadows revealed itself.
“Up ahead,” Mort said, his voice barely a whisper. “The steps. The museum.”
Mina got on her tiptoes and squinted across the street to the fancy stone entrance. A series of tall stairs led up to a glass walkway. The steps were just the right height for sitting, and folks had congregated there in small groups to watch the celebrations. A big ol’ fro caught Mina’s eye, one she recognized from the hallways of Butler High. “Is that … That’s Si —”
“Lucera?” Bertram gasped, cutting her off. “That who you feel, Mort? Lucera’s here?”
Mort nodded once.
Mina looked back and forth between them, followed their glares to her classmate. “Wait … Sierra is … what now?”
“You know her?” Bertram gawked. “Are we talkin’ ’bout the same person?”
“The girl with the fro talking to the one with glasses? That’s Bennie. We go to school together.”
Bertram shook his head and rasped a chuckle. “That’s the queen of shadows, Mina. She desecrated the Sorrows’ shrine and damn near annihilated one of our fellow Children of Light. What Mort showed you he can do in the car earlier? That’s nothing compared to what your schoolmate over there did to Dr. Jonathan over the summer. He’ll probably never recover.”
“What’s the word on him anyway?” Mort asked. Both men were looking around now, like an attack might come from any side.
“Last I heard,” Bertram said, “he was stashed away in some hospital recovering, but like, recovering in the forever kinda way. And his light, his magic, all that he was: gone. He’s a shell now, from what I’m told.”
“But that’s Sierra,” Mina said. “She wouldn’t …” She caught herself. Bertram and Mort were already shaking their heads. And did she really know Sierra? Beyond an occasional nod in the hallway, she really didn’t. She seemed cool, and Mina had worked for the local paper Sierra’s friend Tee had run over the summer, but …
“She’s a killer,” Mort said with a certain reverence. “And she’s more powerful than all of us combined. You hear me? The other one’s a ’shaper too — Bennie, you said? — but we can’t get close long as she’s near Lucera. No how, no way.”
“So we abort?” Bertram asked.
Mina heard a familiar voice in the crowd behind her; she stopped herself from turning around. “And that’s why I just feel like it’s more lust,” the voice said. “You know what I mean?” It was Juan Santiago, Sierra’s brother.
“No,” a deeper voice said.
“Cuz it all happened when I saw her in that … you know … in the, yeah, with the feathers and stuff.”
“The bikini.”
“The bikini, man! Like, you can’t take something seriously if it starts with you seeing her in a bikini, you know? That ain’t love.”
“Juan.”
Mina watched them move past in the corner of her eye, then sighed.
“Wait,” Mort whispered, suddenly up close. “Nobody move.”
“What is it?” Bertram grumbled.
“There’s another one. Another shadow child. And they’re close.”
Mina suppressed a squeal. What the hell was happening?
“Follow me,” Mort said. “The night is not lost yet.”

“There go Juan and ya boy now,” Bennie said.
Sierra looked aghast. “Did you say my boy? Pulpo? Tall, Delicious, and Dumb? I could never.” She spotted Pulpo’s head above the crowd and then caught a glimpse of her brother beside him.
“Are we sure he dumb though? Or is that just the working theory? Cuz …”
“Girl, we better hope so. I mean, he don’t say much. And you’ve spent all day telling me how musicians all trash.”
“Yeah, I still can’t believe your brother dissed my outfit like that, but anyway: Just cuz Pulpo don’t say much, don’t mean —”
Sierra pulled out her phone and growled. “See! This is just like Robbie.” The text simply said, You on the parkway? She held it up for Bennie to see.
Bennie shook her head. “Basura. Hey, ain’t that the weird white girl from school? Minny? Melinda? The one obsessed with serial killers?”
“Don’t hear a peep from him for literally days and then soon as someone tall and beautiful (and hopefully dumb) bouta walk up, boom, he decides to make an appearances in my texts. I hate boys, B.”
“I personally don’t care about height one way or the other,” Bennie said, “but your brother making a bold statement rolling with that towering behemoth when he himself barely scratch five feet.”
Sierra snorted. “He’s five four, but yeah, he looks like a toddler next to Pulpo.”
Juan bounded up the museum steps toward them. “Wassup, y’all?” he said, leaning in to give Sierra and then Bennie kisses on the cheek.
Bennie stood. “Takin’ in the scene. Y’all wanna stroll the crowd some?”
“Sure,” Juan said a little too quickly. “That’d be great.”
They made their way into the face-painted, flag-waving masses. Air horns rang out overhead and some relentless soca pounded away on a speaker system nearby.
“I’m just sayin,’” Bennie said as they wandered through the crowd. “Cats don’t know how to dress anymore.”
A flicker of motion caught Sierra’s eye and she looked up, stopped herself just short of gasping. Spirits filled the sky. She hadn’t seen that many in one place since the night she’d claimed the mantle of Lucera and defeated Dr. Jonathan Wick.
“What does that even mean?” Juan demanded. Then he hunched over like an old lady and shook an invisible cane at the sky. “Back in my day!” he crowed in a trembly falsetto.
Bennie laughed. “You know what I mean!”
Huge, puffy spirits floated slowly past. Others stalked along on those long, translucent legs. A few sputtered through the air like old hoopties. They were all out taking part in the celebrations just like the living. Sierra smiled. Bennie and Juan were shadowshapers too, but they still had to squint to see spirits most of the time, so this felt like a show put on just for her.
“Take this dude, for instance,” Bennie said, indicating a tall, good-looking fellow eating jerk chicken out a Styrofoam container and watching the partiers pass. “Notice how his dark blue three-piece suit accents his admittedly grayish-brown skin tone?”
“I did not notice that,” Juan said. “Because I’m not a fashion savant.”
“That much is clear. Anyway, it does. The dude is foine already but he’s extra foine cuz he knows how to dress. And that cane? Classy.”
“He is good-looking,” Sierra said. “But is he even alive? Dude looks like a corpuscule.” She watched his gaze track something in the sky, realized it was a passing spirit. Her eyes went wide for a second, and then they were past the strange man and approaching the police barricades by Grand Army Plaza. She shook her head. Of course there were other folks out there who could see spirits. It still threw her off to realize it, though.
Sierra felt a sweaty hand on her shoulder and then she was shoved to the side as a guy with no shirt hurtled through the crowd. “Come back, Drew!” he yelled, already vanishing into the hordes of revelers. “Shit! Come the hell back!”
Sierra’s whole body had tightened, ready to spring into action or run for her life. She shook it off. Talking to Bennie had made the load feel lighter, just like it always did. That sinking, all-alone feeling still clung to her with its impossible tendrils, though, even if its howl was less shrill now. And there was something else. Something beyond that feeling. It was like a whisper, reaching her in a hushed trickle beneath the pounding soca and air horns and the murmur of thousands of passing bodies.
Watch out, it said. Something lurks.

“Hey, B — hang back a sec, lemme holler at you?”
“Wassup, Juan?”
“Well, not holler like holler holler, you know talk I mean.”
“Right. Wassup?”
“Nah, just … you know.”
“I do?”
“Ha … no, I mean, what I’m just trying to say is: Sorry I dissed the costume stuff yesterday. If I’da known you were wearing one and right behind me, you know —”
“Huh? Oh, that? Man, I promise you I haven’t even thought about that since it happened! I literally forgot entirely. Don’t even — nah, man. We cool. Ain’t a thing.”
“Oh, word? Ha, okay, that’s cool, cuz, you know, yeah.”
“Totally.”
“Good.”
“Yo, watch where you going, jackass!”
“Jackass. You want me to —”
“No, Juan, I’m good and he’s gone anyway. Thanks, though.”
“Yeah.”
“So, whatchu been up to? These days? You guys were s’posta play the parade or something, right?”
“Yeah, they pulled out at the last second. Did us dirty. That’s why I was salty about the feathery stuff, actually. And like, really? I just wanna play so bad. It’s wild cuz we play pretty often but I still get hungry for it when we don’t.”
“I get it. I’m like that with — don’t laugh!”
“I would never!”
“That’s a blatant lie, but okay. I’m like that with some of my science books. Not the corny ones they assign at Butler. I mean the good, deep ones, the ones that be revealing all kindsa new ideas and tracing the thought processes behind commonly held beliefs we have today. Like, the whole history of science. It’s amazing. And I just wanna read about it all day but then it’s homework and church and family stuff and yada yada, then more homework. I mean, Hemingway! I been reading this dude all week. Ms. Klorn obsessed with stupid Hemingway. Like, bruh. Describe some shit, you know? It’s okay every once in a while.”
“Damn, girl.”
“Anyway, school just feels like it gets in the way of actual learning, and I just get itchy for it, you know, to get to the good shit?”
“Do I! Aka why Juan Santiago dropped out of Butler and hit the road with the band.”
“Word, but try being a scientist without a high school diploma. Not so much, unfortunately. I just gotta grin and bear it till I can get into some dope-ass college and then really flourish. Research and shit.”
“That makes sense. I hope you do that. I, ah, just finished a new song actually.”
“Oh yeah? Sierra told me actually. That’s pretty cool. How’s it go?”
“Oh I ha wait you guys were yeah it’s just I don’t really you know mmm yeah so okay, yeah.”
“Juan, what?”
“I’m not a very good singer.”
“Okay, but what’s wrong with your sister?”




The whisper became shrill and then tripled in volume, a shriek that seemed to come from everywhere at the same time. Sierra looked up and realized she’d fallen into a crouch, her hands covering her ears. Bennie and Juan were staring at her. Pulpo had his back turned, thank God, and was staring at something across the street.
“What is it, Si?” Bennie asked, reaching a hand down to help her up.
The shriek faded some, unraveled to become a scattering of hushed voices, overlapping and desperate:
Careful
It lurks
It’s near
Coming closer
Careful, Sierra
Shhhhhh
Somewhere near
It retreats, it is afraid
“Not sure yet,” Sierra said. The shadow spirits were trying to warn her about something, but what? She glanced around. They’d reached the towering monument at Grand Army Plaza. The crowd had thinned some, but folks still milled about in wild costumes and face paint. And spirits still stomped and flitted through the revelers.
“Heads up,” Pulpo said, turning back from whatever he’d been staring at. “Popo excited ’bout something.”
“Huh?” Sierra said, and then dark blue filled the world as about a dozen cops rushed toward her. She pulled her hands out of her hoodie pockets and held them up, palms out. The cops shoved past in a clutter of riot gear and scratchy radio transmissions and dangling plastic handcuffs.
And then they were gone, and Sierra let out a long breath.
“Hoowee!” Juan said. “Thought it was over.”
“Thought what was over?” Bennie asked.
“Everydamnthing,” Juan said, and Pulpo chuckled.
Bennie, whose brother Vincent had been killed by the NYPD a few years earlier, just frowned and looked away while the boys kept up their banter. Sierra wrapped an arm around her best friend and squeezed.
“I’m okay,” Bennie said. “What’s going on with you, though?”
Sierra scowled. “Spirits tryna warn me ’bout something, but I don’t know what. I don’t think they do either, it’s just something, and it’s near. Or not anymore maybe? They don’t seem sure.”
“Yikes.”
“Yeah. It just got really fever-pitched for a sec back there and kinda took me out. I’m okay though.”
It lurks, came a whispered voice. Sierra flinched.
“Still?” Bennie asked.
Sierra nodded. “I’m still learning how to … all of this.”
“I get it,” Bennie said, squeezing her back now. “It’s a lot.”
“So much.”
“The hell y’all doing?” a familiar voice called from the Prospect Park entrance across the street.
Sierra looked up. “Izzy? Whatchu doing out here? I thought you and Tee were too cool for the parade.”
Izzy was decked out in her favorite gear — a red leather jacket, big ol’ jeans, and designer sneakers. Her braids stretched in a tight ponytail from underneath her fitted cap. “Oh, we are. I came looking for these two goons.” She hopped up on the curb and gave a surly nod toward Juan and Pulpo.
“What it do, partner?” Juan said, trading a dap with Izzy. They were about the same height and both born to be in the spotlight; it was a miracle they got along at all, Sierra thought.
“I need y’all help again.” Izzy got up on her tiptoes to hug Pulpo and then blew kisses at Sierra and Bennie.
Sierra threw a quick glance around. It lurks, the spirits kept saying, but where?
“Whatever you need, Iz,” Pulpo said. “You know we love backin’ you up.”
A family strolled past, all of them decked out in the bright blue-and-yellow Bajan flag, their faces painted to match. Then a young couple that Sierra thought she recognized from Butler, but who could tell in the dark and with all these costumes?
“Look, I’m quite frankly tired of Bimbop anyway — his beats just okay to be honest — and that night y’all threw down with me in Coney Island was lit. Like, best show I done in a while, no joke.”
“Word,” Juan said. “That was fire.”
“Desmond got me this gig playin’ the Red Edge over in the Slope.”
Juan made a face. “The Red Edge?”
“I know, man, when I found out it’s not a lesbian bar, I was disappointed as hell too.”
“Wait, why did you —”
“Because what is a red edge if not a vagina, man? Come on. Don’t act brand-new. But a severe lack of imagination led whoever they are to waste the opportunity and snatch a great name — no pun intended — from those of us who know better, so, here we are. Anyway, point is I got a gig there and it’s like, Park Slope, so … white people, lots of ’em, and I put it out on Hoozit for my followers but you know how online folks be — everybody wanna RSVP, nary a mofo wanna show.”
“It’s like you’re rapping even when you’re just talking,” Juan said.
Izzy’s alligator smile spread slowly across her face. “Yes, Juan. That’s exactly what it’s like. Anyway, Tee doing newspaper stuff so she can’t make it and basically, I need backup in more ways than one, if you catch my meaning. Feel me?”
More cops meandered through the streets now; whatever situation they’d rushed off to must’ve been handled. Sierra spun around as a series of firecrackers snapped and popped a few blocks away. The spirits danced through the night around her.
“We feel you,” Pulpo said. “And we in, of course. But you gotta let us try out this new joint we workin’ on — it’s an instrumental. Deal?”
“Y’all can play the entire Lord of the Rings soundtrack before I come out for all I care, I just don’t wanna do the joint alone.”
“Hold up,” Juan said.
Pulpo ignored him. “When the gig?”
“When?” Izzy laughed. “Shit, when you think? Tonight, man!”

“Slow,” Mort said in a choked whisper. “Hang back, hang back.”
The crowd surged around them, grunting with irritation. Up ahead, Sierra’s huge fro disappeared into the throng of people. The only one from their crew Mina could still see was that tall dude who played music with Sierra’s brother. And then he was gone too.
“We losing them,” Bertram said.
Mort shook his head and tapped his nose once. “I still got ’em, don’t worry. But there’s too many of ’em together right now. Not to mention Lucera being there, who I still say should make all of us proceed with extreme caution, but since we doin’ this for the Sorrows — let’s see what’s what and try’n catch one of ’em away from the rest.”
Mina rubbed her eyes; the weight of no sleep and all this madness clung to her, seemed to drag her toward the pavement. “Frederick Harold Hempstead,” she whispered. “South Dakota, 1907. Rampage of a small village. Caught the same day and executed.”
“What’s that?” Bertram asked.
Mina frowned. “Nothing. I just …” Know these kids, Mina almost said, but the words caught in her throat. She knew them and thought they were cool and she was friends with their friends and definitely didn’t think anyone should be stalking them or taking away their powers, even if their powers somehow threatened the Sorrows — surely an understanding could be reached, an armistice. And anyway, no, no way it was okay to be following Sierra and her crew around and plotting on their destruction. The Sorrows must’ve gotten bad intel somehow. Or one of these guys had taken their orders and twisted them into something else.
“You’re scared?” Bertram said, not unkindly.
“Um … incoming,” Mort muttered.
Mina looked up, saw nothing beyond the same churning masses around them, bright police lights cutting the darkening sky, the illuminated archway at Grand Army Plaza up ahead. “Where?”
“Squint,” Bertram said. “That’s how you see ’em.”
She did, then gasped. An army of tall, prowling shadows swarmed through the crowd. They were all shapes and sizes and seemed to be in a frenzy; three stalked toward them on long, translucent legs.
“Just … act … normal,” Mort urged.
“What does that even mean?” Mina said.
“And think about anything but what we’re here to do. Spirits are great about reading intentions on people.”
“Wait, but …”
“They’re looking for us,” Bertram hissed. “Go to your happy place or whatever you need to do to take your mind of the job till they pass.”
George Travis Johnson, Mina thought. Texas, 1870 to 1900. The shadows stalked closer, their narrow heads swinging side to side, long arms reaching over the crowd. Victims were mostly prostitutes and migrant workers. Killed in a shoot-out in San Antonio. One loomed on either side of them now; they glanced down, and Mina was sure they were glaring at her.
“Scatter,” Mort said as soon as they’d passed. “But don’t run, it’ll draw them. Just walk off in some direction. We meet back up at Grand Army in twenty.”
“Got it,” Bertram said. “Mina, stay safe.”
Mina realized she was shaking. So did Mort, apparently. “You can come with me,” he said, in a voice that would’ve been comforting, sexy even, if she’d trusted him more. As it was, she had no idea what to do.
“Alright.” She nodded. Bertram peeled off toward Underhill and Mina followed Mort up into the sloping park between the Brooklyn Museum and the library.
“Is it worth it?” Mina asked as they made their way through the darkness away from the Parkway.
“What’s that?”
“Whatever they’re paying you. They are paying you, aren’t they? You said you’re a freelancer.”
“Yeah.” Mort’s voice sounded far away, all the warmth gone.
“How much?”
“Hm?”
“How much money, Mort?”
“Oh, Mina — there are more important kinds of payment then money to a man like me.”
“Like what?”
They settled into a shadowy grove by the far end of the park.
“Like lots of money.”
Mina rolled her eyes. “How much, man?”
“I’m only half-kidding. There is cash involved, but there are also greater forms of currency in the world we travel.”
“How do the Sorrows even have money?”
Mort paused for so long Mina wasn’t sure if he was going to answer at all. Then he said, “The Sorrows have lots of people helping them,” and left it at that. A few seconds later he let out a shrill “Shh!”
“What?” Mina whispered.
“One of them’s out there. It’s coming.”
At first she thought he meant one of the people helping the Sorrows. Then she squinted, saw the impossible shimmering figure gliding through the darkness with long strides, stifled a scream.
“Don’t move,” Mort said. “Don’t even breathe.”
Before Mina even had a chance to hold her breath, Mort launched out into the field. The spirit turned to face him just as he closed with it. Mort leapt into the air with a yell and came down right where it stood. The towering shadow stumbled back a few steps, caught off guard, and was rallying to swing at him when it froze. Mort had somehow latched on to it with the same hand he’d placed up against Mina’s: the hand that had sucked her light away. She shuddered. The spirit flailed in Mort’s grasp, swung at him with its other hand but couldn’t seem to find purchase; its flickering translucence just moved smooth through him. Mort flinched but held fast as the spirit fell to its knees and then collapsed before him.
And then it was gone entirely.
Mina took a step out of the underbrush. She wasn’t even sure why she was so shook — the shadow was hunting them, after all; Mort had been protecting her — but still: Her hands trembled and she could barely catch her breath. It had all happened so fast.
“You alright?” Mort asked, walking back over. It struck Mina as an odd question since he was the one who had just been locked in mortal combat with a giant shadow, but then again, she was the one who was a mess and probably looked it.
She shook her head, nodded, shrugged.
“There there,” Mort said, with a tenderness that would’ve lit up her crooked little heart just a few hours earlier. “I wasn’t gonna let it hurt you, hon.”
She nodded, croaked a thank-you as he threw his jacket over her shoulders.
“You’re shaking,” Mort said in a gravelly whisper. He wrapped an arm around her and they started out across the dark field.
The shadows were alive; each one menaced and shuddered in the September wind. The night was made of shadows — the dim streetlamps and headlights barely held them back. “How … What … ?”
“Listen carefully.” His face was very close to hers; she felt the heat of him, smelled the sharp mix of his cologne and body odor. “These shadow children have a power outside even their own house, beyond Shadowhouse. This ’shaping thing they do, it’s not of this world.”
“What do you mean their house?”
“Long ago,” Mort said, sounding suddenly like an old storyteller sitting by a campfire, “the mother of the Sorrows divided the world up into various houses. She created the House of Light first, but the original Lucera declared war on it, called on the power of darkness and death to defeat it. So La Contessa created other houses to unify and destroy the shadow workers. Those power struggles persist to this day, as various houses compete for primacy. But the shadowshapers are something even beyond the houses. They are of it and not. They are dangerous, Mina. Dangerous to the order of things. The Sorrows know this, and soon they’ll deal with them for good, finally. This, tonight, this is just the opening salvo.”
“I don’t … It’s so much.”
“That spirit, because that’s what it was, Mina, a spirit, a dead thing — a ghost — it would’ve found us. And it probably couldn’t have hurt us, not in its shadow form, at least not much, but it would’ve known us, and it would’ve gone back to its masters, to Lucera, to the shadow children, with that information. Are you hearing me?”
Mina nodded, couldn’t look at him.
“And they would’ve come here. They would’ve brought more shadows and then they would’ve splattered drawings across the pavement, crude chalk renderings that their ghosts would’ve crawled inside of, given life to and then, then, they would’ve really come for us, hunted us down, probably slaughtered us, or worse.”
They reached the edge of the park, a sloping precipice with just a swath of wilderness and iron fence holding off the pulsing festivities on Eastern Parkway. Mina closed her eyes.
“And that can still happen, Mina. They can still come for us. And if you want out, you can get out now. Walk away. Don’t come back. That’s your choice.”
She shook her head. “What did you do to it? Did you … did you kill it?”
“It was already dead. I said it was a ghost. Just, now it’s gone for good. It can’t get to you now.”
Mina knew that was supposed to make her feel better, but somehow she wasn’t sure whether it was a good thing or not. When she opened her eyes, the night seemed even darker than it had just a few moments earlier.




Five.
That one extra beat, Juan thought as he tapped his foot along with Ruben’s jangling drums, just one beat, and it messes everyone up. Glory.
Ruben sent the cymbals shimmering and rolled back to the one on the snare, landing with a heavy thump on the bass drum.
Everyone’s used to that simple one two three four
count, so used to it they don’t even realize that’s what it is. And then you throw in that extra beat, that five … Everything feels slightly off, elongated, like when you overstay your welcome at a party.
Gordo added in a sprinkle of piano.
He was grinning, Juan knew, without having to look. Out in the darkness, the crowd was shoved into every nook and corner of the Red Edge, staring at the stage with wide-open expectation.
Until it doesn’t, Juan thought, feeling the melody rise inside him. He lifted his guitar, tapped the effects pedal with his sneaker, waited. Until something shifts and what was once bizarre, off, extra, becomes the norm.
Pulpo launched in with his bass, a sporadic dip and tumble on the one, three, and four, leaving that blessed fifth beat a gaping, sudden emptiness before plunging back to the one. Culebra moved as one now, each of them steeped and soaked in the count: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 1
Juan readied his pick, left hand poised, index finger pressed against the string and the whole shape of the melody unraveling in front of him. Felt the weight of so many eyes on him (not Bennie’s though, don’t think about Bennie) but still he waited. It wasn’t time yet. The audience might be perplexed — Kaz had jumped in, tumbling through a modified bolero riff on the congas, and now all that was left was guitar, melody, Juan — but the boys knew not to second-guess his pause. There was a piece missing and Culebra would find it.
That’s when Gordo’s tinkling piano notes growled suddenly into overdrive. He must’ve clicked some button on that keyboard and laid heavy on the chords: Each grinding, toppling harmony pressed forward into the next in a flinchless swirl.
Yes.
Juan let the new monster this song had become grind by twice as Pulpo rose to the occasion, kicking his bass riff into some kind of manic surf guitar fury. Here it came.
3, 4, 5, 1, 2, 3, 4, now!
Juan released the first note of the melody like a warning shot. The whole club shook with it, and then it simmered out of existence like a firecracker into the night, leaving traces and dancing echoes.
1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 1, 2, 3
Again he released, this time a smooth dip and saunter of notes gliding up and down the scale. The crowd held perfectly still, electrified. Gordo fell back into long, heavy chords that stretched across whole measures and then slid forward into the next. Pulpo stayed trilling, shoving the beat forward.
4, 5, 1, 2
Juan unleashed again, the song now reaching upward, beyond where he’d even known it to go; it stretched like a waking giant toward the dark club ceiling and beyond into the sky.
3, 4, 5, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 1, 2
And then there was Bennie, not in the crowd — hopefully she was there too — but inside Juan, unfurling like a heavenly bird, all feathers and flesh and light bursting out around her but somehow coming from her too, light filled the dark club and the melody and Juan. The song gathered itself like a snake and then exploded.

It was all in her head. That was the only explanation. Sierra rubbed her eyes as Culebra rocked the club around her into mesmerized, rhythmic trance.
Not the spirits — they were real, of course. Sierra had seen them, felt them, she knew them. That wasn’t a question. But those whispered warnings, that certainty she’d felt that something was coming … It had to be fear playing tricks with her mind. She’d let all that stress and loneliness get the best of her, let it muddle whatever the spirits had actually been trying to say. Let it twist her intuition into terror, sheer terror. Nothing was coming for her. Wick had vanished, but he was broken and powerless, wherever he was. The Sorrows were licking their wounds still. The spirit world had finally found some semblance of order now that she’d taken up the mantle of Lucera from her exiled grandma.
“Si?” Beside her Bennie had been bopping along to Culebra’s weird new jam with unusual enthusiasm.
“Hm?” The spirit world was in order and she’d been making up the gnawing sense of doom. So why did she still feel it?
“What’s the deal with this song?”
Sierra felt like she was emerging from a cloud. She looked around. The song teetered and writhed around them like a broken mechanical ballerina, beautiful and yet off in a way that was somehow perfect. She shrugged. “You know those boys always trying out weird new music nerd shit and making it work.”
“It’s kinda pretty,” Bennie said.
“I guess. Hey, did you hear anything weird earlier, when we were on the Parkway?”
“Besides your brother tryna make small talk and sounding like a goober? Nah.”
“That is weird. But no I mean when I was … when I told you the spirits were bugging out about something coming.”
The song ratcheted up a notch and Bennie and Sierra had to hold off a pulsing throng of hipsters getting a little too hype.
“Oh! Nope. I squinted and saw some of ’em stomping around but didn’t hear nothin’. Why?”
If Bennie hadn’t heard it, maybe she really had made the whole thing up. Sierra shook her head. “Nothin’.”
Bennie raised her eyebrows. “Girl.”
“I just … I’m not sure what’s what anymore, is all.”
“Oh, that. No biggie, then.”
Sierra elbowed her. “You know what I mean.”
“You mean you’re doubting yourself.”
“Deeply.”
Bennie slid her arm around Sierra’s so they were linked as the crowd grew rowdier around them. “I feel you. We all do it.”
“Do we though? I mean, like this?”
“Okay, well … we all do it in one way or another.”
“I mean, yeah, the spirits are real. But that don’t mean I’m not also just making some things up, right? Both could be true.”
Bennie frowned. “I have no idea, Si.”
“Both could be true. I’m stressed, B. You know that. And stress’ll do things to you. To your mind. Make everything seem worse than it is. But it’s a long weekend, and we at a weird shwanky club in the Slope. And Culebra has a freaky-ass new song.” She shook her head, found a smile. “I gotta live this moment.”
“Well then,” Bennie said, pulling her into the crowd, “let’s dance.”

The song knows when it wants to end, Gordo always said. Gordo was, in fact, right behind Juan, getting ridiculous on the keys. But his musical wisdom stayed Obi-Wan-Kenobi-ing through Juan’s mind whenever a quandary came up, and right now, Juan had no idea how this damn song was supposed to wrap up.
“Aliiiiiive,” Pulpo roared into the mic. “Once more alive for the very first ti-me!”
“Una vez más por la primera vez,” Ruben and Kaz chimed in.
Juan had no idea when his best friend had started singing, or when the drummers had decided to join on backup vocals — it just seemed to rise up naturally as part of the song. “Again!” Pulpo hollered, almost as an afterthought. Gordo had managed to extend the kaleidoscoping salsa piano riff into a five-four time signature, because that old guy was clearly a sorcerer of some kind, and he stood there smiling, his fingers stretched to long octaves and twirling in between notes along the keys.
It was coming, that end; Juan could feel it like a faraway train rumbling toward him, getting louder and surer with each passing measure. He would know — but what if you don’t, a little voice nagged, and it passes you by? Juan frowned and shrugged off the doubt, launching into a wild, unexpected solo that caught even Culebra off guard. Then, one by one, the other instruments fell away until it was just Juan and that manic, static snarl. No drums, no bass, no keys; Juan unleashed himself from the rickety time signature and went astral, blasting out tall, shimmering note after note against the roar of the crowd.
Each one crested and simmered out of the one before it, until the space between them grew longer and longer and then, as a hundred wide-eyed faces waited, Juan let the last ridiculous, glorious deluge of sound burst forth, and then Culebra joined back in while he ripped through a final strut down the scale.
The Red Edge lost its collective shit. Juan and Pulpo traded a dap and then Juan nodded at the others. They’d done well, all of them. Made something brand-new, virtually from scratch. Maybe Bennie had heard it — he was pretty sure she was out there somewhere. But even if she hadn’t — Juan had taken all that churning whatever-it-was he’d been feeling and turned it into something, something, besides just angst. He let loose his Cheshire cat grin on the crowd just as Izzy smoothstepped out onto the stage to more wild cheering.
“Um,” she said, grabbing a mic, “that was weird and dope as hell but in the words of Thomas Jefferson, can we get back to politics?”
“Please,” Pulpo said in a squeaky falsetto.
Izzy rounded off the exchange with a curt, “Yo.”
The whole club cracked up, apparently in on some joke that had sailed directly over Juan’s head.
“I am positive,” Juan said into his mic, “that Thomas Jefferson did not say that!” He clicked on his wa-wa pedal and started a smooth wukka-wukka strut. Ruben jumped in immediately with a hip-hop beat.
“I mean, who cares?” Izzy said, winking at the audience. “Jefferson was a rapey, people-owning creepmonger. I’d rather quote Lin-Manuel anyway, feel me?”
The crowd definitely felt her. Juan just shrugged and amped up the strut.
“Or Daveed, with his fine ass,” Izzy continued. “Anyways, turn up!” Juan and Pulpo went into their wide thrasher stance simultaneously and smashed into an overdrive riff.
Izzy held the mic away from her face like she was winding up to pitch the final strikeout at the World Series. Then she leaned way out over the crowd and began. “If every action has its equal opposite reaction / does every faction get divided up into smaller fractions? / Do people tell the truth when they on the rack, son? / Do we believe the lies that spawn our hearts to act, son?”
“No!” Culebra yelled into the mics, just liked they’d practiced after that set on Coney Island over the summer (and never again since).
“Can we deny the times they tried and lied and died, son?”
“No!”
“Can we compare the snares and slings that led to action?”
“No!”
“We must resist and never desist and smash the list, sis.”
“Yes!”
“We fight to live and then forgive then get stopped and frisked, sis.”
“Hey!”
“And while we’re on it / Imma verbally vomit / on the topic of resistance. / Ain’t no formula or form or file or insistence / ain’t no understandin’ what this shit is from a distance / ain’t no actin’ like you know or giving your work to some assistants / ain’t no goon squad can overcome our persistence.” Izzy nodded a few times as the music churned on and then yelled, “Now thrash!”
This was low-key Juan’s favorite part of doing a show with Izzy. She would yell at the band to “thrash” or “rock out” or whatever as if she was running things, and in a way she kinda was, and then she’d step back and Culebra would just explode into the illest metal riff, static turned all the way up, chords dancing maniacally up and down in a frantic progression. And then, here it came, they’d all cut out together except Gordo who hit that smooth and frantic salsa riff and just hold there for a few measures all by himself, those octaves insistent, double-tapping for emphasis between jangling, indecisive thirds, then advancing, falling back, doubling again.
The crowd screamed into the sudden stillness, the relative chill of Gordo’s solo keyboarding after all that chaos. Everyone tried to salsa, most failed. But Juan’s eye caught a twirling couple that clearly knew what they were doing out on the dance floor. He recognized his sister’s big fro first, then — his heart spun into an urgent chug-a-lug — Bennie.
She was here and she was dancing. Since when did she know how to salsa anyway? It hardly seemed fair. Her hips swung out as Sierra spun her away and then wrapped her close and dipped her with exaggerated flair. Bennie had hips. And knew how to dance. Why had Juan never known any of these things before yesterday? He scrunched up his face, forcing himself not to stare. Pulpo caught his eye and winked. Juan gave him the finger. Then Kaz hit a four count on the cowbell and everyone fell back in, full thrash mode.
Juan closed his eyes, let the music wash over him.

Culebra’s loving thrash erupted around Sierra and for the first time in a long while everything felt some kinda okay. The crowd surged forward, a tangled sea of writhing, sweaty limbs, and Sierra let it carry her along.
She had overthought. She would stop doing that. She would enjoy this damn night. Maybe even text Robbie’s rarely texting ass back and maybe they’d link up later on the Parkway and walk the revelry, arm in arm. Maybe they’d make out, and figure their shit out, and be alright. Somehow. That part could remain a mystery, though — the how. They could not know, they could find out as they went, maybe.
She realized she was smiling. Izzy came back on the mic, looking so furious and alive and downright on fire.
Sierra looked around to tell Bennie that she was finally feeling alright, but Bennie wasn’t there.




Juan was celebrating in the green room when the call came in.
“Dope show, bruh,” Izzy said, pounding him way too hard on the back as always.
He coughed, extricated himself from her hug, agreed, traded a dap, and then pulled out his vibrating phone.
Bennie.
Juan’s eyes went wide. He answered and then just kept staring at his phone for a second.
“Hello?” Bennie’s voice said at the other end. “Juan?”
“Who that?” Pulpo called from across the room, where he and Gordo were going over the highlights of the show.
Juan slid out the door into the dingy back hallway of the Red Edge without answering.
“Juan?” Bennie said again, this time with some urgency. “What’s going on over there?”
“Hey,” Juan said. “Uh, hey. Bennaldra?” He smacked his own forehead. Why would he go and use her full name like that? Who does that?
“Uh, yeah. Look, sorry to bother you, I know —”
“No, no problem, it’s totally fine.”
“— you guys just finished the show and everything, nice show by the way —”
“Thanks! It was really —”
“But yeah, Sierra’s phone is off or dead or on silent or whatever — you know she’s tech deficient — and I’m in a little situation maybe? This guy asked me for help with his dog and —”
Juan’s heart rate doubled and his fists tightened. “What? Situation? Where are you?” He was moving down the dim corridor, past the green room, past the stage door. He didn’t know where he was going, he just knew he had to move and move fast.
“Uh,” Bennie said.
“B, where are you?”
And then he was shoving open the fire exit at the back of the club and standing in a cramped alleyway with a dumpster, a dead dog, a simpering white guy, and Bennie.
“Right here,” Bennie said, lowering her phone.

Mina had stood by and she had watched.
She had watched while Mort and Bertram sat in the front seat and worked out a plan. Watched while they hemmed and hawed over the finer details of it, mapping alternate possibilities, disasters, escape routes. Watched as they both turned back to her, smiling those avuncular smiles, and asked if she was ready (a nod in reply, the semblance of a smile). Watched them navigate to the club, Bertram driving now, Mort with his nose in the air. She watched them get suddenly serious as they approached, embrace like soldiers preparing for battle outside the Red Edge. She’d traded a solemn handshake with Mort, watched him head off into the night, and then she’d followed Bertram around a corner, then another, crouched beside him in the shadow of the back alley dumpster.
She’d watched and she’d waited. Bertram bummed a menthol from a passing hipster, smoked it. She’d watched and she’d waited.
Then Mort walked down the alley, his dress shoes clacking noisily against the pavement and something small and four-legged and panting moving along beside him. Whatever it was, Mina was pretty sure it would be on missing posters by the morning. She tried not to gasp when Mort stopped in front of the back door of the Red Edge, grabbed the scruffy dog from behind, and slit its throat with a knife she hadn’t even seen him draw. The gasp came out anyway though, and Mina cringed as Bertram put a steadying hand on her shoulder. The dog hadn’t even had time to yelp, it just released a breathy moan, more like a sigh, and then went limp as crimson gushed from its neck and painted the pavement.
Then Mina watched, mouth hanging open, as a shimmering shadow moved through the darkness of the alley toward Mort. This one had a gold tinge to it, like it had been dipped in the essence of the Sorrows. “The Sinestrati,” Bertram whispered. “The elite ghost guards of the House of Light. This is one of them.”
“But …” Mina let the thought trail off.
“I know,” Bertram said. “The dead belong to the realm of shadows. You’re right there. But these dead have been cleansed. They are sanctified by the House of Light, blessed and knighted, so to speak, by the Sorrows themselves. They’re with us, Mina. Don’t worry.”
Mina was trembling again. She hated herself for being afraid, for not knowing what was right anymore, for just wanting to go home.
She’d shaken off the million incoherent thoughts and forced herself to watch as Mort exchanged some kind of elaborate hand signal with the shining spirit. Then she watched the spirit dive forward into the still-bleeding corpse of the dog.
“What … is he?” Mina gasped.
Bertram shook his head. “More than just a freelancer, I guess. I didn’t know he could do that.”
Then, for the first time since he’d strutted down the alleyway, Mort had looked up at Bertram and Mina. He’d nodded slightly, a genial smile on his face, and then the smile was gone, and he was squinting, blinking, wiping his eyes, shaking his head. He was fully bawling by the time he pulled open the back door of the Red Edge and ran inside.
Mina exhaled and leaned back against the dumpster. She felt like if she let herself slide down she’d just keep sliding, down through the pavement and pipes and tunnels into the broken heart of the world. And there she’d be consumed by lava or sadness or whatever lurked down there, and that might not be such a bad thing.
“Hey,” Bertram said, breaking her reverie. “Take this.” He was holding one of those telescoping extendable nightsticks out to her, the kind security guards and wannabe cops carried.
She shot it a dubious glance. “I don’t —”
“In case things get messy. Take it.”
She took it, the cold weight of it awkward in her hand, and shucked it open and closed a few times to get the hang of it. “There you go,” Bertram said with a wink.
Mina shrugged noncommittally and stashed it in her jacket pocket.
And then the club door swung open again and there was Bennie, Bennie from the hallways of Butler, Bennie who was always with Sierra, cracking jokes or doing impressions of boys, Bennie who had never ever made Mina feel like a stranger or a freak, unlike 98.2 percent of the OBH student body.
Bennie was messing with her phone while trying to calm down Mort, who was sobbing and blubbering about his beloved dog. She called someone, lifted the phone to her ear, cursed, started typing again. Mina watched and watched, barely breathing, and then Bennie had a brief convo and Juan popped out, looking positively ready to take on the world, and that was when the dead dog lit up like a house on fire, beams of golden light bursting forth from its eyes, its mouth, the brand-new slit across its little furry neck.

Juancito! The spirits cawed, swirling through the club. Bennaldra!
“I hear you,” Sierra growled under her breath. “But what about them?”
The tall shadows didn’t bother answering, didn’t slow their desperate stomping. Juancito! The Red Edge was already emptying out, and now the sparse crowd started looking around irritably, sensing the ethereal commotion. Bennaldra!
Too late, always too late, Sierra remembered to check her phone. It was off, of course; she hated the stupid thing. Out of batteries probably, or maybe it had just gotten tired of being ignored and given up. Either way, Bennie had surely tried to reach her on it, wherever she was.
“Find them,” Sierra said sternly.
A hipster standing nearby looked up, alarmed. “What? Who?”
“Never mind, you.” The spirits had fallen into a shimmering line and were marching toward the door beside the stage. Sierra sprinted through the towering shadows, their chilly tendrils sliding along her face and shoulders. She ran down a dim hallway. To her left, a shaft of light came from a door marked GREEN ROOM. Most of Culebra and Izzy looked up from the celebrations when Sierra poked her head in. “Juan or Bennie around?” she said, trying not to sound too anxious.
Juancito! the spirits called, rushing down the corridor behind her. Bennaldra!
Sierra had already ducked back out when Izzy said, “Nah.”
The back door had a big EMERGENCY EXIT ALARM WILL SOUND sign, but it was already ajar when Sierra reached it. She burst through, out into the chilly September night, where Juan was standing with his back to her in a dark alley. A tall white man had Juan by the wrist, and Juan’s legs were bent and shaking, like he was about to collapse. The man’s eyes went wide when he saw Sierra.
Without stopping, she barged headfirst into her brother, shoving him out of the way. Juan collapsed in a heap. The man took two steps back. “S-stay away,” he stuttered.
Sierra dug into her pockets for chalk, anything to ’shape with, cursing herself for not being better supplied. “What did you do to him?”
A crew of shadow spirits surged out of the club and rushed down the alley. Sierra watched them register on the man’s face in slight twitches, but he kept his eyes glued to her. “Who are you?” Sierra said. He was about to run, she could feel it, see it in his tensed posture. He was terrified of her.
“No!” the man yelled as she pounced, snatching his wrist so he couldn’t get away.
Where was Bennie, though? Had the spirits gone to find her?
“Don’t,” the man gasped. Then his eyes narrowed. Sierra looked down. His own hand was wrapped firmly around her wrist. She suddenly felt very weak.

Bennie ran past in a clatter of pounding sneakers and desperate panting. Mina watched, barely breathing at all. Then a raspy snarl sounded and the dog, the dead damn dog that Mort had somehow put a shining golden spirit into, that dog, hurtled past in a shuffling, lopsided canter.
“It’s …” Mina gasped.
“C’mon,” Bertram said, taking off after them. Mina didn’t know if he meant C’mon let’s stop the evil dead dog from eating your buddy or C’mon let’s help the evil dead dog get your buddy, but she struggled to her feet and followed anyway.
They rounded a corner onto a sloping street with dark brownstones. At the top of the block, a tattered golden glow shambled along, casting its uneven shine on parked cars and front doors. Bennie screamed, “Get away!” from somewhere up ahead. Mina ran, hard now, passing Bertram. She had no idea what she would do if she caught up to them. Attack the thing? How does one even defeat a magically possessed dog corpse? Or help Bennie hide somehow? Nothing seemed possible. And even if she could help Bennie, what would happen next? Bertram would see. She would be a traitor to the House of Light. Would they send Mort after her next?
A stitch opened up in her side as she pounded around another corner onto Sixth Avenue behind the shining dog. Did the Sorrows even know this was what their acolytes were up to? Surely, they didn’t. They could be cruel and complex, of course, but this? Setting traps and chasing innocent kids through the streets of Park Slope? Then again … was Bennie really so innocent? That towering phantom in the park had been after Mina and Mort. He’d said it would’ve killed them if the shadow children had been there to ’shape it. Mina shook her head, feeling the breath run out of her, her thighs aching, the stitch gnawing away at her. Who knew what the hell was what any more?
She stopped, leaning forward with her hands on her knees to catch her breath. Something was moving around her. She looked up, squinting through her exhaustion. Shadows! Mina froze as they streamed past on either side. This wasn’t the Sinestrati, though, no golden tinge, just a faint pulsing light that rose and faded in all of them simultaneously.
They were on the dog corpse in seconds, battering it this way and that. The creature faltered, snapping at the air around it as golden shafts of light pulsed out into the dark world around them.
“She’s getting away!” Bertram yelled, sprinting past.
This old guy clearly worked out. He must’ve been conserving his energy, holding that steady jog so he could hit the quick dash if needed.
Mina followed, passed the calamitous pile-on of shadow spirits as they pounced, forcing the light out of the poor, battered animal.
Up ahead, Bertram reached the intersection at the top of the block.
Mina felt the light churn inside her; she felt it rise as she sprinted forward. A burning golden shine filled the edges of her vision. She knew what was about to happen, and somehow a tiny smile edged out through her terror.
Then Bertram turned around.
“Behind you!” Mina yelled. Bertram spun back toward the street just as the explosion of light burst out of Mina’s hands, hurtled forward like a thunderbolt, and knocked Bertram clean the hell out.

He’s draining my power. Sierra could feel it, could almost see the shimmer of shadow seeping out from her core, along her arm and into this wild, terrified man’s hand. She fought it with everything in her, managed to slow it down, but still, he emptied her with slow, steady precision.
Juan lay in a heap, and where were the spirits? Gone. They’d flushed past, probably helping Bennie, wherever she was, but … they’d left Sierra. Abandoned her. Just like Mama Carmen. And now the one gift Mama Carmen had left behind was being sucked away.
No, a voice deep inside Sierra said. We are with you, even when we’re not, the spirits had insisted the night before. And she had known it was true. Doubt had overcome her; fear and hope clouded her vision, but one thing she knew was that the spirit world hadn’t just left her to die. She looked up, into the strange man’s wide eyes. He was afraid. Afraid of her. The spirits hadn’t abandoned her; they trusted her. Trusted her to handle herself. This tall, gangly white man with power enough to drain her essence — he was afraid of her. He, her enemy,
believed in her and her power even more than she did.
And the shadow spirits did too. If they were gone now, it’s because they needed to figure out some other piece of the puzzle — something Sierra couldn’t see.
And if she couldn’t ’shape anything, she’d have to use what she did have.
Sierra pulled her free hand back and cracked it across the man’s face as hard as she could. His head flew to the side, a splatter of blood launching out from his mouth. He looked at her with shock and she decked him again, this time following up with her elbow. Her knuckles burned. His legs gave out and he dropped onto his knees, but his grip still held fast.
Panting now, she hit him again. Her energy was still draining, but slower now. “Let!” she yelled, clobbering him yet again, “Go!” The man glared up at her, lip bloodied, one eye swelling shut, his face battered. And still he held on. Sierra wrenched her hand up as hard as she could, but his grip was like a vice. Sierra wasn’t sure how much power was left in her. She kneed him as hard as she could. He crumpled forward, coughing, but still held tight.
“Si!”
Sierra looked up. Bennie was running down the alley toward her, a battalion of shadow spirits surrounding her. They locked eyes as Bennie tossed a piece of chalk her way. Sierra snatched it out of the air with her free hand, heard the man gasp as she scribbled three jagged lines down her own arm. The spirits swarmed forward to her, leapt through the air, and disappeared into her.
“No!” the man yelled. The chalk lines sprung to life, scrambling down Sierra’s arm toward his hand. He let go before they could reach him, stumbled back, turning just in time to catch Bennie swinging a trash can lid full-on into his face. The guy staggered and then dropped.
For a good five seconds, Sierra and Bennie just stared at each other, wide-eyed.
“Yo,” Sierra gasped.
Bennie shook her head. “You okay?”
Sierra nodded. “My knuckles hurt but otherwise yeah. You?”
“Scared shitless, but otherwise yeah.”
Juan moaned and rolled over, rubbing his head. Sierra and Bennie rushed over to him. “Yo,” Juan muttered, blinking awake. He sat up, blinked at Bennie. “Whoa …”
“We gotta go, man,” Sierra said.
“What the hell happened?”
“A lot. But we’re not safe here. We’ll explain in the cab.”








“You okay?” Juan asked. They were standing outside Bennie’s building and the night seemed terrible, endless: the gaping maw of some monster. Juan wasn’t even sure whatall had happened, but he knew he’d failed her, failed his sister, basically been useless in every possible way. He’d offered to escort Bennie from the cab to her door and it had felt like the one sliver of chivalry left to him. And Bennie had smiled, and that had been enough to wipe away some of the shame and confusion of whatever had gone down.
Bennie shook her head, shrugged. “Yes. No. I will be.”
“I …” Juan shoved the toe of his combat boot into the sidewalk and looked away, his hands in his pockets. “I’m sorry?”
Bennie cocked an eyebrow. “Erm … for what?”
“For not being there to sa … to help you.”
She rolled her eyes. “You mean for being the only one that picked up when I was in trouble and rushing to come find me and then getting caught by that death-faced freak that even Sierra wasn’t sure how to handle while I was being chased by Satan Fido? Believe me, Juan, I had no expectation of you saving me. You did a lot. I was feeling bad I couldn’t help you out.”
“You were?”
“I mean, when I had a moment to catch my breath and knew I wasn’t gonna die, yeah.”
Juan felt like he’d been carrying a huge bag of laundry for the past hour and suddenly it was gone. “Oh.”
“What are you smiling about?” Bennie said.
“Just glad you’re okay. That we’re all okay, really.”
“For real, man. You’re the one who got almost sucked dry and then tossed, from what I hear. Are you okay?”
Juan shook his head, smile gone. It had been terrifying. He’d managed to worry about Bennie and Sierra enough to not think too hard about his own part in it all. A shudder sizzled through him. “I feel alright, yeah. It felt like that guy put a turbo-powered vacuum cleaner into my hand and sucked out everything vital inside of me though.”
“Well, shit.”
“Yeah. And then Sierra shoved me and everything just went black. But I was fine when she woke me up. I dunno …” He looked at his feet. The night felt huge again, unforgiving.
“Hey.” Bennie reached out, touched his arm.
Juan looked up, tried to pretend like his skin wasn’t on fire where her fingers had grazed it. “Yeah?”
“I really liked that song you guys played tonight. The weird one.”
“Oh, word?”
“Yeah, it was … different. Than your other stuff.”
Juan tried to suppress the grin busting out across his face, failed. “Ha, thanks, B. The Red Edge must’ve liked it too — they offered us a weekly spot as the house band.”
Bennie lit up. “Oh wow!”
“And yeah, that song … It was —”
The cab driver blew the horn twice, probably on Sierra’s command, and yelled out the window, “Di bloodclaat meter a run enuh!”
“— in five,” Juan finished, rolling his eyes. “I should go, I guess.”
“What’s five?” Bennie said.
Juan was pretty sure he wasn’t supposed to kiss her right then, or maybe he was. He had no idea, definitely. But she’d smiled, and she’d somehow cast away all his shame and confusion, almost like how that man had emptied him of his power but in a good way, the reverse. She really was magic, besides being a shadowshaper and all that.
“Juan?” Bennie said.
“Five is … some music nerd stuff.” He took a step away. “I’ll tell you about it sometime if you want.” He stepped toward her. They hugged.
“I’d like that,” Bennie said.
Juan smiled, turned, headed back to the cab, didn’t look back to see if she was watching him.

Prospect Heights flew by outside the window, then Bed-Stuy. Sierra looked at her brother, his gaze distant. He’d sworn he was alright. She’d checked his powers and they seemed as intact and strong as ever. And Bennie had been terrified but okay, untouched. The shadow spirits had wrecked whatever creature had inhabited that poor dead dog. They’d left the man who attacked them in an unconscious heap, and Sierra felt pretty sure he wouldn’t be troubling her any time soon. Still …
“What is it?” Juan asked.
Sierra shook her head. “Whatever happened tonight, it’s just the beginning.”

It took the green cab forever to find a way through the crowds and get to the other side of Eastern Parkway. Mina had flagged it down, lugged Bertram in, and mumbled something about how her dad was always drinking too much by way of explanation. The driver had shrugged and pulled away and Mina had sunk down into the seat and sobbed silently for a good ten minutes before getting herself together.
Now they were rolling down Classon, surrounded still by revelers and the sparkling thrill of an all-night party.
“Shit!” the driver yelled, screeching to a halt. Mina gasped, her heart fluttering into triple-time, and peered through the divider at the street. Someone huge had plowed into a Crown Vic — looked like the car took more damage than the damn dude — and now the Crown Vic driver was out and cursing at the giant. People gawked and took out their cell phones. The giant loomed over the guy, a bat in one hand, and that was about all it took; the dude apologized and scurried back into his car.
“People are nuts tonight,” Mina’s cabdriver grunted, veering off down a side street. “This is too much.”
Mina closed her eyes as a gentle rain began splattering the windshield, fell into a troubled sleep to the smooth shushing rumba of the wipers sliding back and forth, back and forth.
“This the place?” the driver said. Mina blinked awake, peered out the window at the rainy, deserted street, the gate, the dark steeple, barely visible against the darker sky. She nodded, then rifled through Bertram’s pockets for his wallet. The driver squinted into the night. “This is, uh, quite a place. You sure you’re alright?”
Alright was the last thing Mina felt like but she nodded anyway, tapped in a generous tip, and slid Bertram’s Visa through the card reader.
“Dad,” Mina whispered, jostling him. “Wake up. C’mon, Dad.”
Bertram stirred, rubbing his head. “What the … Damn, my head. What happened?”
“Long story,” Mina said, praying the driver wouldn’t make too big a deal out of any of this. “We gotta go. C’mon. We’re home.”
“Eh?” Bertram gazed around, still dazed. “Ah.” He accepted Mina’s help limping out of the cab.
“You guys alright?” the driver asked. “Sure you don’t wanna go to a hosp —”
“We’re fine,” Mina said, slamming the door.
Up ahead, the gates to the churchyard swung open, and Mina could see a row of gold-tinged shadows awaiting them.
You have done so well, one of the Sorrows cooed — or was it all of them? So well, our little Mina.
Mmm, you have triumphed, and you saved your brother.
“I …” For the first time since she’d met the Sorrows, Mina was at an utter loss for words.
Child of Light! the Sorrows howled as one. They spun a slow circle around her, which used to feel soothing but now just made Mina dizzy.
“What about Mort though? I … What happened to him?” What was he? She really wanted to ask, but she bit it back.
Never you mind Mort, one of them hissed. He is not one of us. He is rogue. Helpful at times, but of no consequence.
And certainly wasn’t much help tonight, another one chimed in. From what we have gathered.
Mina shook her head, eyes closed. What else had they gathered? Did they know what she’d done? Maybe all these sudden niceties were a ruse …
You are upset, young one.
You have been through so much tonight.
An ordeal.
But you have proved yourself.
A true Child of the Light.
Ours.
Not that we ever doubted you.
Not in the least, in fact.
Ours.
Eyes still closed, Mina imagined a blade, sleek and ornate and sparkling, just above her head in the dim cathedral. At any moment, it would plunge down, sanctified by the combined wrath of the Sorrows, and it would pierce her, spill her blood on this tattered sacrificial altar.
Put out your hands, Mina Satorius, Daughter of Light.
She did, and they trembled. A small rectangular object was placed in them. Mina opened her eyes. A deck of cards. Then a bolt of energy erupted through her. She gasped. Her fingers clenched the deck. The world around her grew hazy; the Sorrows glanced back and forth at one another.
You saw it?
One of them locked!
She is indeed one of ours.
Ours.
Of course she is!
We never doubted it.
Ours.
But which … which will it be?
We shall see, we shall see.
“What … what is it?” Mina said. “What are you talking about?”
The Deck of Worlds, child. The Deck of Worlds.
Which will restore order to this broken world.
Two rows of Sinestrati slid down the aisles of broken pews toward them.
Order, all three of them hissed, to this broken, broken world.
“I don’t understand.”
You will, child. You will.
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Sierra Santiago closed her eyes and the whole spinning world opened up around her. A brisk wind whispered songs of the coming winter as it shushed through browning leaves and then whisked along the moonlit field, throwing Sierra’s mass of curls into disarray. Up above, the first round of overnight flights leaving JFK cut trails across the cloudless sky. Traffic whirred along just outside the park walls, and beyond that the shuttle train sighed and screeched to a halt; doors slid open; weary passengers collected their personal belongings as instructed, adjusted their earbuds, and headed off into the night.
But that was the simple stuff. Sierra had learned to expand her senses out farther than any normal person. It wasn’t easy, but when she quieted her mind and the spirits were close, she could hear the city’s clicks and groans halfway across Brooklyn. Tonight wasn’t about meditation or the ongoing urban symphony, though. Where were her spirits?
As if in response, a vision sizzled into view in her mind’s eye: There in the forest, not too far from her, a figure crouched. She could make out the silhouette leaning against a fallen tree, see the person’s fast-beating heart telegraph frantic pulses out into the chilly night. The person scratched something onto the tree and looked around for nearby spirits.
I see you, Sierra thought, tensing her face into a smug smile. Whoever you are. Now who else is out there? She let the image go and immediately another appeared: in the field she sat on the edge of, a figure lay facedown in the grass, breathing heavily. After a few seconds, the person hunched up on their elbows and peered into the darkness. Okay. Sierra nodded. Got it. What else?
The next vision appeared so suddenly it almost knocked her over. Dark trees whipped past, and someone was panting. Running and panting. Sierra felt her own heart thunder in her ears. The other views she’d seen had been through spirit vision: a cadre of shadows she’d come to think of as her own Secret Service detail. But this was different — it was someone alive. Or something … Branches whisked out of its way as it bounded across the forest. Which forest? Was it … was it close? Sierra tried to scan for clues, but everything was moving too fast.
Spirits, Sierra beckoned. Find this … thing. She didn’t remember having stood up, but she was on her feet. A wave of dizziness rushed over her as the half dozen views of Prospect Park swimming through her mind veered suddenly skyward and then turned toward the shadowy fields and forests below.
All but one.
Whatever it was kept storming through the forest, panting, its whole body tensed with intent. It was … it was hunting. Sierra felt its hunger deep within herself; saliva flooded her own mouth. Flesh would be torn, a panicked heart would race and then falter and finally fail in this monster’s jaws. The thing lunged, and Sierra’s eyes popped open as a hand landed on her shoulder.
“Gotya!”
Sierra screamed and spun around, elbows first. She hit something soft and jumped back.
“Ow! What the hell, Sierra?” Big Jerome stood there rubbing his chest and pouting.
“I … Jerome …” Sierra scanned the field behind him, the forest beyond. Nothing. “I don’t know … what happened.”
“I do: You were so surprised I actually won a practice round you damn near cracked a rib.”
“No …” Sierra rubbed her eyes. A branch snapped in the woods she had been facing. She turned, probed the darkness for movement.
“Sierra?” Sierra’s mom, María Santiago, called. “¿Qué pasó, m’ija?” She walked up next to Jerome. “I was hiding and then I saw this guy barrel past and actually reach you and I knew something had to be going on.”
“Whoa,” Jerome said. “Mrs. Santiago with the snark. If you hadn’t tangled your chalk spirits with my twig monsters at the last training run, neither of us would need extra practice.”
“Mind your manners, jóven,” María snapped. “What’s a twig monster supposed to do anyway? Set itself on fire and dive-bomb the bad guys? Come on, man. Anyway, you didn’t ’shape anything this round to win, you just ran through the field like a lost moose! That doesn’t even —”
“Shh,” Sierra said, her eyes still on the forest.
María scowled. “Sierra, don’t you —”
“Shh!” Sierra hissed. “Something’s out there.”
If María asked a bunch of annoying parenty-type questions instead of being quiet, Sierra was going to scream. A year ago, that’s what her mom would’ve done, but since embracing the family legacy and becoming a shadowshaper four months back, María had let go of some of her extra-eyeroll-worthy mom habits. She sighed, probably scrunched up her face, but said no more.
Sierra exhaled. Squinted into the forest. If her kinda-sorta-maybe-sometimes boyfriend Robbie had shown up like he was supposed to, at least she’d have another skillful shadowshaper to face this down with. But of course, he was once again a no-show.
Her spirits had swooped back down into the park and were springing along through the underbrush. The charging, starving whatever-it-was was gone. At least, she couldn’t see through its eyes anymore. Maybe it was right there at the edge of the darkness, watching her.
Sierra narrowed her eyes and steeled herself. She had done enough running away over the summer, when she first learned about the magical art of shadowshaping and her family’s legacy. It had only been a few months, but she wasn’t that scared little girl anymore. She wasn’t even just a shadowshaper—her dead abuela had passed on the mantle and made Sierra into the next Lucera, the beating heart of the shadowshaping world. She was still figuring out what all her powers were, but one thing she had promised herself was that she wouldn’t be that freaked-out, screaming girl in all the horror movies. No more running away. She took a step toward the dark forest.
“Uh, Sierra,” Jerome said. “What’re you doing?”
“There’s something in the trees.”
“I get that. Why are you going toward it?”
Shadows rose up around Sierra, tall, long-legged spirits that would leap into her drawings and lash out if needed. Their gentle hum rose in the night air, filled her with that familiar mix of ferocity and calm, like a loving hurricane within. She pulled two pieces of chalk from her hoodie pocket and held one in each hand. “Stay where you are, J. I got this.”
“But —” Jerome started. María must have calmed him with a hand on the shoulder, or probably a gentle slap. She knew better than to try to stop her daughter in one of her gung-ho moments.
Sierra reached her arms out to either side and strode into the shadows. She scraped the chalk along the trees around her as she walked, then tapped the marks once with her fingertips. The forest night closed in around her. Even with the spirits heightening her vision as they slid along in smooth, sparkling strides, it seemed like a blanket of darkness had been thrown over the whole world. She could run — she could always run — but she would never run. She would find out what this was and fight it if she had to. The chalk scratches sped along the tree trunks, flashes of color, and then disappeared in the gloom up ahead. They weren’t the best weapons to have — nowhere near as strong as a painted mural, for example — but they’d be able to keep an enemy busy till she could work out something better.
Hopefully.
And then, very suddenly, Sierra stopped. She wasn’t alone. The certainty of someone else there, a presence, tickled along her shoulders and the back of her neck.
“Don’t be afraid,” a girl’s voice said as Sierra spun around.
“Mina?”
Mina Satorius was a grade above Sierra at Octavia Butler High, but she looked fourteen. She had big eyes and her strawberry blond hair was ponytailed, with bangs at the front and a spindly curl framing her face on either side. She stood in the middle of a clearing, wearing a plaid shirt over a tank top and a sweater tied around her waist. Despite what she’d just said, Mina herself looked terrified — eyebrows creased with worry, bottom lip trembling slightly, arms wrapped around her slender frame.
“What are you doing out here?” Sierra asked. Her towering shadows emerged in a circle around Mina; their gentle glow pulsed in time with Sierra’s own heartbeat. Shimmering chalk marks appeared on the trees, poised to flush forward and attack.
“I’m … I …” She looked like she might collapse into a puddle any second. Sierra resisted the urge to walk up and hug her. Something had been out here hunting, something ferocious. It was hard to imagine Mina could have anything to do with that panting monster whose eyes Sierra had seen through, but …
“Spit it out, Mina. We’re not safe here.”
“I know,” Mina said. “That’s what … that’s what I’m here to say. A warning.”
The shadows around Mina rustled, seemed to whisper to each other. Mina glanced up, her eyes widening even more. She had the spirit vision, Sierra realized, just not very advanced. At least, that’s how she made it seem.
“You have a warning for me, so you hide out in the woods and wait for me to come to you? You couldn’t send a text or something? This is creepy.”
“No, I know, I … I was gonna come out and talk to you, but then I felt it nearby and …”
“Felt what, girl? Come on, now.”
“The …” She sighed. “Here.” With a trembling hand, she held up what looked like an old playing card.
Sierra didn’t move. “What’s that?”
“It’s from the Deck of Worlds. Take it.”
Sierra shook her head. “My mama told me not to take freaky magic cards from strange white girls I meet in the woods.”
“Sierra, I’m … I’m not here to hurt you. I know you’ve had problems with the Sorrows before, but —”
“You’re with the Sorrows?” All the shadows tensed and took a step forward. Sierra clenched her fists. “Get out of here. Leave. Don’t talk to me in the hallway. Don’t talk to my friends. And definitely don’t let me catch you skulking around these woods while I’m working with my shadowshapers.”
“It’s not like that, Sierra, listen —”
“I listened. I heard what you said. Get out of my sight before I let these shadows loose on you.”
Mina shook her head, took a step backward. “You don’t understand,” she whispered, placing the card in the soft forest soil at her feet. “But when you do, come find me. I’m not … I’m not your enemy, Sierra. Take the card. Don’t leave it there. You need to … you need to take it.” She turned around and ran.
Sierra took a step toward the card.
“Sierra?” María called from behind her. “¿Estás bien, m’ija?”
“Sí, Mami,” Sierra said. “Ya voy.”
She crouched down to get a better look. An archaic, faded drawing was scrawled on the front of the card. It showed a white wolf with blue glowing eyes, its jaws open and lips pulled back into a snarl. Gleaming castle towers spiraled toward a stormy sky in the background. El SABUESO de la LUZ was scrawled across the top in elegant, medieval print. On the bottom it read, The HOUND of LIGHT.
Sierra stood up. The spirits flushed around her as she backed away from the card, then turned and walked quickly out of the woods.
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