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			Dedicated to the cats and owls of Nigeria. May they all have peaceful, joyous, long lives and have powerful adventures on the spirit roads.

		

	
		
			
			
				What is a Leopard Person?

				A Leopard Person goes by many names around the world. The term “Leopard Person” is a West African coinage, derived from the Efik term ekpe, “leopard.” All people of mystical true ability are Leopard People.

				—from Fast Facts for Free Agents by Isong Abong Effiong Isong

			

		

	
		
			Walking into baggage claim at O’Hare International Airport in Chicago was . . . strange. Sunny had been to this sprawling and confusing place a few times on her way to other places, so it wasn’t that it was unfamiliar. It had just been a long time. She hadn’t been back to the United States since she was nine. Seven years ago. And more importantly, not since she’d learned she was a Leopard Person and her world had expanded. Being in the States no longer felt like home—not the accents, not the mix of people, not the smell of rich, heavy American food. And for another reason that may be part of the first.

			Customs.

			Sunny and her close friend Sasha had American passports, so getting through customs had been a short, easy process. “Welcome home,” the officer had even said.

			It wasn’t the same for her mother. Which was why Sunny and Sasha went on to baggage claim, waited twenty minutes, collected their bags, and sat on them in front of the empty conveyer belt for another thirty minutes before her mother finally walked up.

			“Not worth explaining” was all her mother said when Sunny asked what happened. “This is America.” Her mother brought out her phone and talked to her sister in a hushed tone while Sunny and Sasha lagged behind.

			“Oh man, feels so good to be home!” Sasha said. He laughed.

			Sunny frowned. “How can you say that?”

			“Because it does,” he said. “Sunny, the xenophobic racist bullshit your mom just went through . . . it’s expected. Have you forgotten? America does not like immigrants or people from other places, even if they’re just here to visit. You should hear some of my pop’s people talking about immigrants. A bunch of cowards.”

			She stared at him. She had forgotten. Well, maybe she’d never really been aware. She’d left the States for Nigeria when she was little, too young to see and understand things with real clarity. “But my mom used to live here.”

			Sasha just laughed again and repeated, “It’s so good to be home.”

			Sasha had tagged along to visit his parents. He hadn’t been home since being sent to Nigeria three years ago to keep him out of trouble. His parents had been visiting him in Nigeria instead of him returning to the United States. So this really was a big deal for him. Sunny and her mother had come to Chicago to see her Auntie Chinwe’s dance group, Women of the Bush, perform. Opening night was promised by the Chicago Tribune to be “epic.”

			They were in the car now and Sunny’s Auntie Chinwe was driving seventy miles per hour while talking five hundred miles per hour to her mother, who was in the passenger seat. Sasha was excitedly blabbing away, too. “I’m taking you to the Museum of Science and Industry, Shedd Aquarium, then all my favorite haunts,” he said. “Rajun Cajun, Harold’s, Yassa’s, we gon’ eat!”

			Sunny, on the other hand, was jet-lagged, overwhelmed, and generally annoyed. She was still stuck on her mother getting held up and interrogated by customs just for being Nigerian. It was hot and muggy outside and her auntie had the air conditioner on full blast. Sunny wanted to open her window and breathe in the hot fresh air. If there was one thing she loved about Nigeria and the Chicago summer, it was the heat.

			“Can I open the window, Auntie?” she asked.

			“Of course,” Chinwe said.

			Sasha did the same and soon the wind was rushing through the car. Her auntie put on some Nina Simone and the mood in the car shifted to one of joy.

			“Ooooh!” Sasha shouted. “Niiiiice choice!” Then he started loudly singing along to “Sinnerman” in an exaggerated voice that was eerily similar to Nina Simone’s in the song. Sunny laughed so hard that she started coughing.

			“Maybe I should ask his parents if I can start training this boy for the stage,” Auntie Chinwe said.

			“The thought has crossed my mind,” Sunny’s mother said.

			Sunny looked outside. She wasn’t from Chicago, but there was a feel to the city that reminded her of New York, though on a much smaller scale. Okay, maybe she’d missed the States just a little.
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			Five days passed and Sunny didn’t hear a thing from Sasha. She’d gone to see her auntie’s group perform and it had been so unexpected! There was a moment where one of the women leaped into the air in a way that was so breathtaking, Sunny had wondered if there was actual juju involved. And there were beats and rhythms from the drummers that reminded her of the music to which masqueraders danced. Sunny wanted to tell Sasha all about it, but he was busy. Busy catching up with old friends, spending time with his parents, and going to cookouts with his family. It was a little annoying waiting to hear from him, so when Sasha showed up outside her bedroom window late that night, she grinned and rushed to open it.

			“Hey,” he said, climbing in. He was wearing jeans, a white AC/DC T-shirt, and immaculate white Jordans, and his healthy ’fro was freshly twisted. “What’chu been up to besides seeing your auntie’s performance?”

			“Stuff,” she said. “She took me to the DuSable Museum and I got to see Lake Michigan. But mostly been here, reading and relaxing.”

			“You bored?” he said, laughing.

			“A little. My wasp artist has been really getting into the idea of America. He’s been great entertainment every morning.”

			“You brought that thing with you?”

			“Of course.” So far, Sunny’s pet insect had created a replica of Kanye West out of mud, a Chicago orb weaver spider out of chewed-up leaves, and a model of the Millennium Park Bean made from a carved and polished raspberry Jolly Rancher.

			“Cool, cool,” Sasha said. “So tonight we’re going to the Sears Tower.”

			Sunny frowned at him and shook her head. “Uh, if you haven’t noticed, it’s one in the morning.”

			Sasha scoffed and mocked her tone. “Uh, if you haven’t noticed, we’re Leopard People.”

			“So?”

			“So we’re going to the top of the Sears Tower tonight. Your mom and auntie haven’t taken you, right?”

			“Auntie Chinwe thinks the Sears Tower is touristy nonsense.”

			“So I can be the one to take you. Perfect. She’s wrong, by the way. Doesn’t matter. We’re going.”

			“How will we get there? Uber? They don’t have funky trains in the States.”

			Sasha looked at Sunny with a know-it-all type of disgust that made Sunny want to roll her eyes.

			She did roll her eyes. “Ugh, stop. I’m not from here, sheesh.”

			“Man, you’re from New York. As a Leopard Person, you should know better.”

			“I didn’t know I was one until—”

			“Yeah, yeah, I know. You’re a free agent and you had no idea until you . . . you went back to Africa.” The way he said it made her giggle. Sasha snickered, deeply amused with himself. He added, “Hey, Sunny, you know how they’re always saying black people should ‘go back to Africa’? Yeah, I did go back and they were right!”

			They burst into gales of laughter. When they calmed down, Sasha said, “Come on, let’s go.”

			“So . . . are we going to Uber?”

			He smiled and shook his head, taking a pinch of yellow juju powder from a tiny bag in his pocket. He rubbed it between his fingers and then on his juju knife. “Meet me outside,” he said. Then he made a flourish with his knife, caught the invisible mystical pouch, and disappeared right before her eyes.

			She tied her braids into a tight bun on top of her head and threw on some bootcut jeans, a loose white T-shirt, and black Chucks. She looked around her room. Being a free agent meant no one else in her family up to her parents’ generation was a Leopard Person—not her mother, not Auntie Chinwe. Which always made adventures like this difficult. She had to be careful. She shoved some pillows under her blanket and then glided through the keyholes of her auntie’s Gold Coast brownstone.

			These days, gliding was so second nature to her that she could even look around as she did it. No one in the brownstone was awake except for Auntie Chinwe’s cat, Jasper. He must have somehow spotted Sunny because for a few seconds, the leonine, smoky-gray-and-white Maine Coon seemed to escort her across the room. She flew through the front door keyhole (this always felt like she was doing it feetfirst, though she technically had no feet in this ghostly state) and the cat slid to a stop at the door and let out a loud Mrrrroooooooow! from inside.

			She materialized outside and was hit by the warm summer wind. She turned to the door. “Jasper, quiet!” she hissed. “I’ll be back.”

			Arrrrooowwwww! She heard him growl from the other side of the door. Then she heard him scratch at the wood. Sunny touched the door. Jasper was the sweetest cat she’d ever met. Her Auntie Chinwe had had Jasper for five years and they were so close that she brought him along whenever she traveled. He was the kind of cat who never swiped or scratched, but would slap you each time you walked by until you stopped and gave him a good petting. The last few days, he’d spent more time with Sunny than his precious Auntie Chinwe. It was as if he knew Sunny was only in town for a short while. “I’ll be back,” she said again.

			“Oh my God, that cat,” Sasha groaned from the sidewalk. “Come on. He’ll be fine without you for a few damn hours.”

			Sunny skipped down the concrete staircase. “I think he saw me gliding.”

			“Yeah, yeah, cats are all Leopard People. And nothing gets past them. When you come to my house Friday, I’ll introduce you to my dad’s cat, Malcolm. If I had to sneak out, I’d have to avoid the hell out of him. He’s a big ole snitch.”

			As they walked down the street, the warm wind pushing them along, Sunny couldn’t relax. She knew of Chicago’s reputation for shootings and they weren’t exactly far from the scary parts of the South Side. “So . . . hellooooo? How. Are. We. Getting. There?” she asked yet again, clapping with each word.

			“Will you chill out?” he said. He started walking stiffly. “Look at me, I’m Sunny and I’m walking like I have a stick up my ass because I’m scared I’m going to get mugged.”

			“As if that’s not something to worry about at this time of night, even in this neighborhood,” she said.

			He scoffed. “Best not to fear your own people, Sunny. Nothing good comes of that. And this neighborhood isn’t ‘the hood.’ It’s just black folks.”

			“Did I say it was?”

			“Look, you’ve just got to know when and where not to go when you don’t want trouble.” He winked. “Anyway, I also have three sub-murks patrolling for us.”

			“I should have known,” Sunny said. Now she really did relax. Using juju for protection wasn’t inherently illegal. And if you got into trouble for it, trouble was better than being dead.

			Sasha stopped in front of an empty weed-filled lot and looked around. They were about two blocks from her auntie’s house. “This looks like a good spot,” he said. Then he stepped into the street where an old rusty car was parked. He brought his juju powder pouch from his pocket. On the road in front of the car, he drew two foot-long lines with white juju powder from another small sack in his pocket. Then he drew five shorter lines between the two longer lines. A road.

			A minute later, a strange car arrived. It barely made a sound as it stopped in front of them . . . unless you counted the deep throb of bass coming from inside it. The vehicle was sleek yet boxy, and certainly no type of car Sunny had ever seen. On top of this, it was striped green then white and then green again at the bottom, with a matte finish that made it look unreal. But it wasn’t perfect or new-looking. It was dented and scratched in places, the windshield had a crack branching into the corner, and the side facing them was darkened with what looked like black soot. There was no cab number or advertisement on its side, only the phrase, in blocky black letters, TWO FOOTSTEPS DO NOT MAKE A PATH.

			The window on the passenger side came down faster than Sunny had ever seen. She frowned. The driver was a squat, brown-skinned man of about fifty. He grinned at them and shouted in Igbo, “I take you where you need to go!”

			“To the Sears Tower,” Sasha replied in Igbo. Then he switched to English. “That’s where we want to go. Can you take us there?”

			“Sure, sure,” the man said. “Get in.”

			As they got in, Sunny muttered, “Where would he have taken us if you hadn’t specified?”

			Sasha shrugged. “Who knows. That’s why I said what I said; I’ve heard stories.” He stepped up to the car and tried the door handle. He looked at his hand and frowned. “Why’s your car so dirty?” He rubbed it on his jeans.

			The window opened fast again. The man was laughing. “People have needed and wanted to get to a lot of interesting places tonight.”

			Sasha yanked and yanked at the handle and still the door wouldn’t open.

			“Let your friend try,” the driver said.

			Sunny touched the handle and immediately her hand was covered with the black soot. “Oh, come on,” she said. She pulled the handle and the door opened easily with a loud Pop! The smell of cedarwood wafted out and Sunny’s nose began to tickle.

			“Bullshit door handle,” Sasha muttered.

			They climbed in and Sunny looked around in awe. She’d been so focused on the outside that she hadn’t even glanced inside. On the front dash, instead of heat, air-conditioning controls, and sound system controls, there was a large flat screen with a map of the area on it, along with images of Sunny and Sasha’s confused-looking faces. The seats, walls, floors, every surface of the car was embroidered with colorful tiny glass beads. “Na wao,” she whispered, carefully sliding in, sitting down and running a hand over the seat. So smooth, and surprisingly comfortable to sit on, too. She sneezed. “Stupid juju-powder allergies.”

			“Juju powdah is juju powah!” the driver sang, the image on the screen changing to one of the Sears Tower. And off they went.

			“Wait,” Sunny said, looking around her seat. “I haven’t put on my seat belt.”

			“Ain’t no seat belt in kabu kabu,” the driver said.

			“Sunny, Sunny, come on,” Sasha said, slowly shaking his head. “You so slow.”

			Sunny frowned. Nigerians and Leopard People as a whole had serious issues with seat belts. It was so annoying. Using seat belts and not having to explain why was one of the things she’d looked forward to about being back in the States.

			The drive started off normal. Fast, but normal. They drove through the neighborhood. “You sure you want to go to the Sears Tower?” the driver asked. “You sure you don’t mean the Willis Tower? I mean, I can take you back to when it was called the Sears Tower, but . . .”

			Sasha rolled his eyes. He leaned forward and dropped a small gold chittim on the passenger seat. “The Willis Tower, two three three South Wacker Drive, Chicago, Illinois, six zero six zero six, the third-tallest building in America. No stops, no funny business.”

			“Okay, o. Very nice, now we clear,” he said.

			“It’ll forever be the Sears Tower to me,” Sasha muttered to Sunny.

			“Ah, currency from those vast lands some white people called Africa. That is good,” he said. “You from Nigeria?”

			“Nah. Hyde Park,” Sasha said.

			“A global local,” he said, nodding with approval. “How about you, miss? If I were to guess, you’re an Imo State child.”

			“Yeah. Via New York.”

			“Born Naijamerican. Okay, o.”

			Once they reached the highway, they went from fast to lightning fast, zipping around cars and trucks. At one point, the highway was mostly empty and that’s when the driver really opened it up. They were going so fast that Sunny could feel herself sinking into her seat like an astronaut blasting from Earth’s atmosphere. At this point, the driver decided to turn up his beats and Burna Boy filled the car, to Sasha’s delight. Sunny also liked Burna Boy, but it was hard to concentrate on music when—

			“Oh my God!” she exclaimed as the driver veered the car onto the highway shoulder while going what had to have been over a hundred miles per hour. “Is—is this really necessary?”

			“Why not?” the driver shouted over the music. Sunny was surprised he could hear her. “We arrive faster!”

			Sunny looked at Sasha. He was unbothered, singing along to the music and looking out his window. This was clearly a Leopard thing. It wasn’t that different from riding in a funky train, except those felt more controlled and, well, it didn’t seem as crazy when it was in Nigeria. Sunny narrowed her eyes at her thoughts; something wasn’t right about them. There were Leopard People worldwide and they most certainly all had their “crazy” ways. What made the United States any different? Ew, she thought. I’ve internalized the idea that America is more civilized than Nigeria. She shook her head. She’d undo that tonight.

			When they reached Lake Shore Drive and were zooming past McCormick Place, the driver looked at Sunny and Sasha in the rearview mirror and asked, “You want the scenic or fast route?”

			“Scenic!” Sunny said before Sasha could say anything. Scenic meant slow, so maybe he’d slow down.

			“You got it.”

			Sasha and Sunny were thrown into each other as the driver made a sharp, quick turn off the expressway. Sunny managed to push herself up and look out the window, and what she saw made her eyes grow wide. They were zooming through the parking lot between Soldier Field and McCormick Place, and they were heading right toward the lake. “What’s he doing?”

			“You asked for the scenic route,” Sasha said, sitting up. “It’s cool by me. Never opted for it. This should be wild.”

			And it was. They jumped the curb, crossed the lawn, then the sidewalk. They drove right up to the water. Then they turned and were soon skidding and bumping right on the empty night beach. “This is Lake Michigan,” the driver said. “Not good for swimming, in my humble opinion. The water’s too cold and it’s bad for the skin.”

			Looming before them was the Chicago skyline, glowing in the night like a giant city of smoldering embers. It was an interesting perspective to see the skyline from a car on the beach, and Sunny began to relax a bit as she took in the view.

			“But to really appreciate Lake Michigan, you have to get up close to it.”

			Sunny was still processing the driver’s words when he veered the car toward the lake. Into the water they went. Plash!

			Oh yes, the scenic route was indeed very . . . scenic!

			

			
				[image: presentation]
			

			A combination of the warm wind and fast driving dried off the kabu kabu when they finally pulled up outside the Sears Tower. All the soot on its exterior had been washed away as well. Sunny scrambled out of the vehicle, her legs still shaking. “Never, never, never again!” she shouted. “Sasha, we’re taking an Uber to get home! I’ll pay!”

			“You really want that recorded on your parent’s account?” Sasha said, climbing out. “At this hour?”

			“Ugh,” Sunny said, smacking her forehead. “Dammit!”

			She turned to watch the horrible kabu kabu drive off. “Never again!” she shouted after it, shaking a fist.

			Sasha laughed. “Everyone knows not to ask for the scenic route, Sunny.”

			“I didn’t know! Obviously! Why didn’t you say something?”

			He shrugged and smirked. “I kind of wanted to see for myself.”

			They’d driven deep beneath Lake Michigan, where it was so dark that the driver had to use GPS to pinpoint their location. After “driving” underwater for about five minutes, he’d announced, “We’re seventy feet deep!” and Sunny felt ready to pass out. Then he’d brought out his juju knife; its blade was thick and looked made of bronze. He flicked it up as he said in Igbo, “Light am!” and suddenly all around the car was lit up bright as day. And that’s when Sunny started screaming.

			Sasha had grabbed her arm as he giggled hysterically, “What the fuck?”

			There were tiny and huge fish wiggling and darting about the swirling detritus on the lake floor . . . but some kind of hulking fish thing was lurking above them. Sunny didn’t ask what the hell it was. If Lake Michigan was full of lake beasts, she never wanted to learn the extent . . . not like this.

			The driver had laughed and said, “Now you’ve seen the scenic. Let’s get you to your tower!”

			Sunny turned to the Sears Tower, the wind strong enough to rock her on her feet. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She exhaled, opened her eyes and looked up. In her nine years of growing up in New York City, she’d never been in the Empire State Building. She hadn’t even taken the time to go and look up at it. Her parents and brothers just weren’t interested in that sort of thing, nor were any of her friends. So neither was she. But now as she stood here, she saw what the attraction was and she was glad for its distraction from the horrid Lake Michigan experience. What a spectacle. Black and gargantuan, the Sears Tower was quite beautiful.

			She sighed, gazing at it. “It looks like its falling.”

			“Optical illusion,” Sasha said. “Okay, we glide through the side doors. We deflect so the cameras don’t see us and then we go up the elevator. We hold the deflect juju the entire time, otherwise . . . cameras. Here.” He handed her a cowry shell.

			Sunny nodded, putting it in her pocket. The cowry would allow them to see each other. Sunny was comfortable with this part of it. Anything that had to do with being invisible was simple and easy for her. Sasha was the one who had his work cut out for him because none of these abilities came naturally to him, as they did for Sunny. He’d have to use juju powder to glide in and then use a different kind to make himself unnoticeable.

			“Ready?” he asked, his juju pouch in hand.

			Sunny looked at the metal doors on the side of the building, the one with the keyhole. “Ready.”

			“Let’s go.” He rubbed the powder on his juju knife and sliced the air. She couldn’t hear what he muttered, but she knew it would be in English, since it was his first language. She stood there for a moment longer. The warm breeze felt so good and the city was momentarily so quiet. And she was alive and not in the belly of some humongous lake beast. Then she slowly faded and glided.

			She materialized in front of the elevators. She’d had to zip around the lobby for a second before she could find it, but this was no big deal. There were two security guards at the front and when she spotted them, the stomach that she didn’t have at the moment dropped. However, she stayed cool, holding unnoticeable.

			“Sunny!” Sasha hissed. “Can you hear me?”

			She turned and jumped.

			Sasha laughed. “You have zero chill.”

			For several moments, she only stood there staring. He looked as if he were constantly about to fall into a hole in reality. The world silhouetting him seemed to melt backward and backward and backward. It hurt her eyes and she had to look away.

			“I know,” he said. “The sight of you right now actually makes me nauseous.”

			“You sure they can’t hear us? I’ve never tested this out.”

			“Nope. Not as long as you have that shell in your pocket. I’ve tested it a million times.”

			Sunny pushed the elevator button. The two guards looked back as the elevator doors opened; when they didn’t see anything, they just turned back toward the front door.

			“Whoa,” Sunny said when she looked at the buttons. The highest the elevator car went was to the 103rd floor. She pushed that button.

			“I hear this goes eighteen miles per hour, so get ready,” Sasha said.

			The elevator shot up. “Wheeeee!” Sunny shouted. When they got near the top, a short film began to play above the elevator car’s door, spewing facts about the Sears Tower: it was 110 stories high and they were heading to the Skydeck! The antennae were 1,730 feet high! You can see 50 miles in each direction on a clear day!

			After about two minutes, the elevator slowed and the doors slid open to an empty dark lobby.

			“Hold unnoticeable,” Sasha said.

			“I assumed,” Sunny replied. They probably had cameras all over the place here. The two of them walked to the viewing area, windows all around them. “Hey! There’s the glass ledge!” She rushed to it, hesitated, and then stepped into the plexiglass box that took her over the edge of the tower. Sasha stepped in with her and they both looked down at the city below. After a minute, Sunny looked at Sasha and said what she would have never expected herself to say: “Meh.”

			He laughed hard. “I know, right?! This isn’t shit when you’re Leopard. Come on. Let’s go to the top.”

			He was right; being Leopard had spectacular moments that made standing in a fortified plastic box near the top of one of the tallest buildings in the world feel totally anticlimactic. “I thought we were at the top,” she said, following him toward the far side of the lobby.

			“Nah, man, the top is the roof!”

			Next thing Sunny knew, she and Sasha were walking up a dark, narrow staircase and gliding through the keyhole. And there they were outside. “Woo!” Sunny said, holding on to the wall beside the door.

			Sasha ran out onto the blacktop, his arms out, the wind blowing him so hard that his T-shirt flattened against his chest. Sunny was afraid to let go. Across the roof she saw the two white antennae extending high into the clear dark sky. Stationed around them were about twenty huge floodlights. There was a large circular grate with air blowing from it, and near the center, another part of the building that went even higher.

			“We’re going to get blown off the roof!”

			“Nah. Come on, we ain’t finished,” Sasha said, already striding off. “We’re going up to the hundred and tenth floor.” When Sunny didn’t move, he stopped, rolled his eyes, and then walked back to Sunny. “Are you really that scared?”

			She nodded. “I wish it weren’t so windy,” she said.

			“It’s Chicago,” Sasha said. He took her hand and she let go of the wall.

			She felt braver after she took several steps and realized that though the wind was strong, it didn’t whip her off the roof. She giggled to herself, looking up at the superhigh and huge antennae that she’d only seen from afar or in iconic Chicago photos. And then they reached the metal ladder . . . and Sasha started climbing it. Sunny looked up. “Are you kidding?”

			“It’s the only way up,” he said. “Come on.”

			She frowned. What in God’s name was she doing? It was close to 2 a.m. and she was at the top of the Sears Tower and about to go even higher. The electricians and engineers probably were the only people to come up here. “I can do this,” she said to herself. She started climbing.

			Of course it was easy. Even as the wind blew, she hung on with ease, her powerful arms carrying her up, up, and up. She had to slow down because Sasha was moving much slower. This gave her a chance to look around. She shrieked.

			Sasha paused above. “What?”

			A large brown orb weaver spider in an intricate web was fluttering in the wind inches from her face. She stared. How the hell did it get this high up? How was it even able to stay there? Why hadn’t it blown away? And what if the wind blew it in her face? She was only able to see it clearly because of the tower’s shining floor lights.

			“S-s-s-spider!” she said.

			Sasha scoffed and kept moving. “Just keep climbing. Jeez.”

			“How does a spider get all the way up here, man?” she said, climbing again.

			“There are a lot of those up here,” Sasha said.

			When they reached the top, there was a network of scaffolding and wires, and two more of the lights at the bases of the enormous antennae. Sunny reached the surface and had only taken a few steps when she heard a loud Phhhwooom! She ducked down. “Sasha!” she screamed, covering her head with her arms. Phhhwooom! Whatever it was flew over her again.

			Then she heard Sasha laughing. “Yes! I didn’t even have to call them! Wow! It must be the wind!”

			“What?” Sunny said, still crouching and peeking around her arms.

			Sasha was looking at the dark sky, the wind whipping his twists around. “Come here, Sunny.”

			“Is it safe?”

			“Yeah, just stay low,” he said. “This is why we came.”

			Sunny rushed to him, hunched over and not caring how stupid she probably looked. They moved to the protection of the scaffolding.

			“So the top of the Sears Tower is known to be the home of peregrine falcons,” Sasha said. “They nest up here. But when I was little, my friend and I used to always talk about this urban legend that there was something else up here, too. Our parents would never deny it, but they wouldn’t verify it, either. We had to see for ourselves, so one day we all snuck up here.”

			Sunny was barely listening. On the far side of the scaffolding, she saw what had to be one of those falcons. It began to shriek repeatedly as it looked to its left. It spread its wings and the wind gently lifted it up as it continued to shriek at whatever it was looking at.

			“. . . and the falcons,” Sasha was saying. “Hey, you listening to me?”

			“Nooo,” she said, the word oozing out of her mouth as she saw something approaching the falcon. “What is that?” She was pointing, but she didn’t quite feel in her own body as she watched. The air itself rippled and in that moment, she lost concentration and let go of her unnoticeability, becoming visible. When the thing passed in front of a floodlight, Sunny saw it in perfect detail.

			She had to sit down.

			“Woo!” Sasha shouted. “Look at that one! You see it!”

			It was the size of a van and it was flying. It was flat, wide, and black, and all Sunny could process was that it looked like a manta ray crossed with a dragon. It moved in a slow, rippling motion and its skin was dry, scaly, and shiny like a reptile’s. Its four bright orange legs were tucked beneath it, its body billowing out like a scaly blanket. And even stranger, the falcon was now flying just beneath it.

			“Night birds,” Sasha said. He was standing out and away from the scaffolding now. “They’ve lived here since the tower was built. And you know what’s crazy? They weigh next to nothing and ever since the falcons returned, the two have been practically inseparable. See? They’re playing.”

			“What about us? Will they hurt us?”

			Sasha brought something from his pocket. A bag. He opened it and took something out. “Here!”

			Sunny slowly stepped up to him, feeling very exposed. He put something in her hand. “Popcorn?” she asked.

			“Yeah, don’t know why, but they like it. Maybe because it’s as light as they are.” He threw some in the air and Zoom! It was gone before the wind could blow it away. Every single popped kernel. The unpopped ones fell to the ground.

			“Do they see us as . . . friends?” she asked carefully.

			He shrugged. She threw some up and Whoosh! It was all gone. And for the next half hour, this was what they did. They fed the night birds, watched them frolic with the falcons, and once, one of the night birds came to look at them. It had rumpled and rippled on the ground before them, inspecting them with its three long, narrow, glowing yellow eyes, each two feet in length and about two inches in width. The windy air had shivered around them and Sunny wondered if the creature could glide into the wilderness. She had the ability to check, all she had to do was glide there herself for a second and look around . . . but she was too afraid of what she might see. Nevertheless, despite her fear, this was the most comfortable and normal she’d felt since coming back to America.

			She exhaled and grinned.
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			By the time they stepped onto the sidewalk at the bottom of the tower, it was 4 a.m.

			“You sure you don’t want to just call an Uber?” Sasha said with a big grin. “I mean, I’m totally fine if you prefer to have to tell your mom and auntie some really bad mega-lie that’ll—”

			“Just call the damn kabu kabu,” she snapped.

			He walked to the edge of the street, which was now busier as daybreak approached, and used some juju powder to draw the street symbol.

			The kabu kabu that arrived this time was a sleek black SUV with an interior that looked made of snakeskin. It creeped Sunny out the moment she sat on it . . . because it was warm. “Buenos días!” the driver announced. He was light-skinned and his Afro was so bushy, it touched the SUV’s ceiling.

			He started speaking to Sasha in rapid Spanish. Sunny turned to the window and looked up at the tower as they pulled away. She didn’t speak Spanish, so at least now she didn’t have to worry about saying the wrong thing and getting them taken to some crazy place.

			“What a night,” she sighed.
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			Their two-week trip ended and they flew out of Chicago. When they arrived at the Port Harcourt International Airport, the heat prickled over Sunny’s skin like water. The airplane had been freezing all twelve hours of the flight, and even wearing a sweatshirt and wrapping herself in her airplane blanket hadn’t been enough to keep the chill from entering her bones. If there is one thing she didn’t miss about America, it was the cold winter.

			As they walked through the airport, she turned to Sasha, hoping to have an animated complaining session. However, since getting on the plane, Sasha had been uncharacteristically quiet. Sunny had spent the last night at his parents’ house and in a matter of twenty-four hours had learned things about Sasha that she never would’ve learned in Nigeria, even after three years of friendship.

			She’d met his two closest childhood friends, Mykal and Bala, who were both Leopard; both wore pairs of spotless Jordans and both liked to flirt. They talked and talked about the African American focal point of Leopard Society in South Carolina’s Gullah Islands, Tar Nation, and they made it sound so cool that Sunny told herself she would definitely visit there someday.

			She learned that Sasha’s grandmother proclaimed her jollof was better than Nigerian jollof and Ghanaian jollof. “Let them come find out,” his grandmother had proclaimed. Sunny smiled, nodded, and ate the rice and everything else the woman put on her plate. It was delicious . . . but Sunny had never had jollof rice that wasn’t delicious.

			She’d met Sasha’s dog, Knuckles, whom he couldn’t bring with him to Nigeria, an Airedale terrier that was outgoing and smart and so happy to see Sasha that she wouldn’t leave his side. And Sunny learned that Sasha had lost several friends to gun violence and his personal abilities not only made him remember the time, place, and circumstances of all of them, but also everything anyone around him said about it. He’d told her this late one night when the walk home led them past the patch of sidewalk where one of his best friends had been hit by a stray bullet.

			Sasha was leaving a lot behind when he left the States. He was leaving home. So Sunny understood and respected his silence. But she still wanted to gripe about the stupid arctic airplane. “We left Chicago in the summer and arrived in a country that’s always hot. Why travel between both places in a plane that feels frozen solid? I swear, they’re trying to make us all sick,” she muttered to herself.

			They arrived at customs and Sasha had to go through the US passport line while Sunny and her mother went through the Nigerian passport line. Sunny had an American passport, but it was faster and easier to come into the country with the passport of that country . . . if you had it. Thus, she used her Nigerian passport here. When she and her mother met Sasha on the other side, he was furious.

			“Ah-ah, Sasha, what happened?” her mother asked.

			“Stupid man tried to make me pay him a bribe,” Sasha said. “ ‘Do something for me and I can make this fast. You won’t even have to fill out a form.’ I spoke to him in Hausa and called his mother a fool for not teaching him common sense. He was so embarrassed that he just wanted to get rid of me, that’s why he let me through.”

			Sunny had to press her hands to her mouth to keep from loudly guffawing. Sunny’s mother put her arm around Sasha while looking back at the customs officers. “Let’s go,” she simply said. “Move, both of you.”

			While they waited for their bags and her mother called to make sure their ride was there, Sunny asked Sasha, “What’d you do to him?”

			Sasha smiled for the first time since they’d left the United States. “In about ten minutes, the tip of his nose will get itchy . . . except when he tries to scratch it. It’ll last for eight hours.”

			Sunny giggled. “Nice one.”

			They retrieved all their suitcases and rolled everything to the exit. Sunny was glad when her mother paused to glance at her phone. There was a large crowd of people waiting just outside the doors, looking inside. She wasn’t in a hurry to deal with all that. “What are all these people always waiting for? It was like this last time,” Sasha said, annoyed. “Is someone famous coming through?”

			“I wish it was just that,” Sunny said. “Many are picking people up, but I think a lot of them are just people looking to ‘help.’ ”

			Sunny glanced at her mother, who was still on the phone. “I have an idea.” She put her hand in her pocket and felt for her juju knife inside the juju pouch, which rendered the knife undetectable. They were through airport security, so she brought it out. She worked the juju, whispering the words. Then she waited.

			“Okay,” her mother said, sighing with annoyance. “We’ll just—”

			A young man of about twenty stepped up to her. “Excuse me, ma. Do you need help?” Before she could answer, he took hold of the handles of one of their five rolling suitcases.

			“We’re fine, thank you,” her mother said, yanking the suitcase from him. “I can roll suitcases with wheels just fine.”

			“Yes, ma, but—”

			Someone outside shouted and another screamed. The man turned, his hand in mid–suitcase grab, as the people inside the airport all looked toward the exit. A large bird swooped low over the crowd of waiting people outside and suddenly everyone there took off in different directions, retreating completely from the glass doors. Another large bird flew by, causing all stragglers to flee.

			“Owls,” Sasha said, grinning. He leaned toward Sunny. “You didn’t.”

			“Oh, I did. And not just owls.” Now three black cats sauntered onto the walkway. Two of them sat down; one actually sprawled itself out in the street in front of the doors and proceeded to fall asleep.

			“Wetin this madness?” a woman moaned as she rushed by.

			“Na witchcraft,” a man hissed.

			The sun was setting. Owls were swooping in. Black cats were strolling. Sunny giggled. She knew her people, so she knew how to get them to clear out. Many rushed to the other side of the airport, mobile phones in hand, with some taking pictures, but most cowering or just taking a different exit.

			“Come on,” Sunny’s mother said. “No stopping. He’s here.” She kissed her teeth. “Something probably died nearby. Yet everyone’s acting like there are witches on broomsticks and wizards with canes. My people, my people.”

			They went outside. Sunny looked up at the two owls perched on lampposts. She grinned.

			Sasha rubbed the belly of one of the cats. The cat purred lovingly, stretching out for more. “Sorry, guy, gotta go,” Sasha said.

			The only car to pull up in the pickup area was their ride, and Sunny’s mother made right for it, not bothering to look up at the lampposts or down at the cats. Sunny chuckled to herself. Her mother surely had a feeling, but she also knew when to just move it along, no questions asked. She was learning. Sunny was learning, too.

			The three of them entered her uncle’s car and off they went.

			It was so good to be home.
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