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PROLOGUE

Wait—you’re kidding, right?”

Araña landed hard in front of the creature—half man, half dinosaur. She straightened the large goggles that covered her eyes and braced as the man-monster turned to face her. She stole a glance at the group of kids clustered in the far corner of the exhibit—a class of middle schoolers on a late-afternoon field trip. They probably hadn’t expected to see their educational adventure derailed by a low-rent Lizard wannabe.

“Your name is…Stegron?” Araña said with a tilt of her head, trying her best to keep one eye on the kids behind the villain. “What does that even mean?”

The creature seemed to lurch forward, with deceptive speed. Araña barely managed to sidestep Stegron’s arm—feeling a slight breeze as it sped past her legs.

“My name…is Stegron!” the monster howled, frustrated at missing Araña. “Where is Spider-Man? Why is he sending his sidekicks to do his work?”

Araña leapt back, her feet landing atop a giant Brontosaurus skeleton. She felt her weight disrupt the balance of the bony structure. This would not last long.

“C’mon, Spidey can’t be everywhere, dino-grouch,” Araña said. The words tumbled out fast, her nerves propelling the banter more than a desire to quip with a scaly terror that made her nightmares seem tame. “You’re stuck with me—Araña, seventh most important Spider-Person in New York City. Them’s the breaks, eh?”

Araña pushed down on the skeleton’s head with her foot; a low, creaking sound grew louder as she put more pressure on. The dinosaur-man’s eyes bulged as he realized what she was doing. While he watched the soon-to-be-dismantled exhibit, she made a slight movement with her head, motioning for the dozen or so kids to dart toward the bright red Exit sign.

“No, no, what are you doing?” Stegron moaned. He seemed hesitant now, scared. Araña had done her homework before arriving at the Museum of Natural History. “Get off…No! You’ll destroy that precious creature…Stop that!”

But then he paused, spinning his reptilian head around to spot one of the kids making a break for the exit. With frightening speed, Stegron shot his tail out, knocking the kid backward. Araña winced at the thud the kid’s head made as it hit the linoleum floor. She’d made a mistake, she realized. He’d picked up on her hint, and now these poor kids might pay the ultimate price.

“Hey, lay off those sprouts, dino-bust,” Araña said, watching as Stegron turned back to face her, his mouth baring his sharp teeth. “I know it’s me you want, not some schoolchildren.”

“You overestimate your value, Spider-Girl,” Stegron spat. “I want Spider-Man, not some dime-store knockoff. I also want what’s rightfully mine—behind those doors.”

Araña knew exactly what Stegron was talking about. The museum had just unveiled a new exhibit—one that was linked to one of the most advanced dinosaur research labs in the world. Stegron wasn’t interested in animatronic dinos or fossils. He wanted the lab—he wanted access to the DNA samples the press had been harping on in the lead-up to the exhibit’s launch. He wanted to upgrade himself, basically. Though, if you asked Araña, when it came to upgrading, Stegron had nowhere to go but up.

Vincent Stegron was a dino expert, she knew. Had studied them his entire life. To, like, a scary degree. It wasn’t just a calling; it was a damn obsession. Guy loved these extinct creatures so much he injected their DNA into himself, trying to replicate what happened to scientist Curt Connors. Y’know, the guy that also turned into a giant scaly monster? The Spider-Man villain known as the Lizard? Yeah. Weird role model. The experiment stuck, though, for better or worse—Vincent Stegron basically became a dinosaur. The transfusion turned his skin scaly and hard, and gave him strength and speed and the somewhat pointless power of controlling any nearby dinosaurs. Sadly, the power didn’t seem to work on fossils. Araña smiled slightly as she watched the fallen kid pull himself up. All she had to do, she knew, was give the kids time to escape. Give them a chance to survive. Then she could handle this Savage Land flunky. But first, she’d need to distract him.

As she leapt from the giant fossilized creature, a thought crossed her mind. She was so new to this. Being a hero. Fighting villains. It felt so surreal. The way it all came together, too. One day, she was your average New York teen, wandering through her day-to-day. Now she was something else. Something more important.

She landed a few feet away from Stegron, blocking his path to the next hall and the lab that had what he craved.

She yelled, loud and clear. The time for subtlety was gone. “Hey, kids…run!”

Stegron hesitated for a moment as he watched his baker’s dozen of hostages escape. She could almost read his mind as the thoughts whirred past. He knew what he wanted. But Araña got what she wanted, too. The kids were almost out of danger, and that would make this a win, no matter what.

As Stegron charged her, Araña jumped over him, sending a swift kick into his face. She watched his head snap back as she landed behind him. She stole a glance at the exit and saw the last kid had made it through, and they’d be in the safe hands of the police cordon outside. She let out a quick sigh of relief. Then Stegron’s tail slammed into her midsection.

Ouch.

There was no instruction manual for super heroes. No handbook that walked you through your rogues’ gallery or gave you Spider-Man’s cell-phone number. She’d been on her own since she started. Well, almost.

Since her teacher died.

She pushed the thought to the back of her mind as she sidestepped another swing of Stegron’s giant dinosaur tail. She instinctively grabbed it, tugging—hard. Stegron flipped backward, crashing into a nearby dinosaur egg exhibit. Araña watched as the faux dino eggs rolled down the museum’s expansive halls and into another section of the building, near the lab. She couldn’t hear much under the laundry list of profanities the disgruntled Stegron was spouting. As hard as this stuff was, Araña realized, she felt good. She was making a difference. Saving lives and protecting people who would’ve been helpless without her here to save them.

“Y’gotta watch that tail, Steggy—may I call you Steggy?” Araña said as she shot a strand of webbing up and watched it connect to the museum’s high ceiling. “It’s prone to making a mess in here.”

She swung back toward the giant fossil Brontosaurus and felt a sharp pang as she crashed into it. She completed the arc of her swing and watched as the pieces crumbled down on Stegron, burying and immobilizing the cold-blooded villain, who was well into his twelfth stanza of insults or colorful phrases.

She landed on a nearby perch and watched as the dinosaur-man surrendered to the pile of fossils locking him in place. She let out a long sigh, the exhale pushing a strand of her brown hair back. She was tired.

“This gets easier, right?” she said, knowing she was talking to herself but wishing she was talking to someone else. Someone who knew what they were doing. Someone who could teach her the ropes and save her some of the pain and heartache that had become all too commonplace in her life.

But no one answered.

She pulled her goggles off and rubbed her eyes, secure in the knowledge that Stegron couldn’t see her face from what seemed like a million miles below. She was doing okay, Araña told herself—even without help. She was holding her own against a real Spider-Man villain, she thought. She was saving people. She was a hero.

So what if he wasn’t Sandman or the Green Goblin? Someone’s gotta take them down, right? She felt a smile form across her face. She was doing it.

She stood up and looked down at the defeated baddie. She’d done something good. On her own. And she’d had fun doing it.

She swung on a strand of webbing, landing near the edge of the dinosaur exhibit. She heard sirens in the background. NYPD could take it from here, Araña thought as she made her way to the exit. She let herself feel good. Why not? This whole experience had been the definition of “crash course”—painful, shocking, disturbing. But she’d kept at it.

She felt a sharp New York breeze slap her face as she stepped out into the moonlight. In a series of scary, haunting, and danger-filled nights, tonight had been a good one.

Araña shot another strand of webbing toward the Manhattan skyline and pulled herself up, letting the winds and a New York evening propel her home to Brooklyn. She let the good feeling coat her, pull her in close—but she couldn’t shake something else. Something deeper. A feeling that this wasn’t a sign of good things to come—but the last good thing she would find for a while. Before things got really dark.

What if you hadn’t been there to help, Araña?

Araña closed her eyes, wincing slightly, trying to will the thought away.

She was almost successful.


CHAPTER 1

Move along, freak!”

The words jolted Anya Corazon from her daze. Her usual zombielike morning walk from her papi’s car to her locker at Milton Summer High School in Fort Greene, Brooklyn, wasn’t the kind of thing she had to think about. She just did it, weaving through couples making out in the hallways, pep-club kids putting up signs for the big fill-in-the-blank game, and freshmen wandering around like lost children. But today was different. Today was loud.

Someone was screaming at her.

She spun around, arms coiled, as if bracing for an epic battle only Anya herself knew was coming. She could feel her friend Lynn stiffen behind her, surprised by Anya’s defensive reaction.

“Anya, what the—”

Before Lynn could finish her question, Anya pinpointed just where the guttural scream had come from: Derek Lopez, Milton Summer’s own USDA-approved football-playing bruiser. As usual, he was trying to barrel through anything or anyone that stood between him and the exit. As the team’s star tight end, Lopez not only got to score points on the field; he could do whatever the hell he wanted off it. Right now, he wanted to get past Anya.

It was fitting for the less-than-stellar week Anya’d been having. She’d totally flubbed a gymnastics move at gym on Monday; she’d basically slept through a chem test on Wednesday, incurring the wrath of Mr. Rodriguez; and she’d stormed out of the house after another argument with Papi on Thursday. It’d been the usual stuff—Anya had been out late; he was worried. She understood where he was coming from, but she couldn’t explain anything more. She hated it, yet she had no choice. And now, this.

Lopez reached over Anya and grabbed Lynn’s arm, tugging her friend out of his path. Anya heard Lynn let out a pained yelp as she tried to yank herself free. But another sound accompanied it—a bass-like “Huh?!” bursting from Lopez as he felt himself being pulled back. He let Lynn go just as he was tossed into a nearby set of lockers. The soft krnnch of his stocky body slamming into the metal was kind of satisfying, Anya thought.

She didn’t want to do this, but she would if she had to. If there was one thing Anya couldn’t tolerate, it was a bully, and Lopez was the textbook definition of “bully.”

Anya watched as Lopez rubbed his eyes, unable to believe that anyone could toss him around like that—much less Anya.

Anya felt Lynn behind her.

“Uh, girl—how did you do that?”

Anya watched as Lopez slid down to the ground, moaning slightly, his thick, steak-like hand resting on his forehead. She didn’t want to feel good about this. She didn’t like hurting people. But sometimes you have to stand up for yourself.

Before Lynn could press further, Anya spun around and motioned for her friend to follow her down the hall. They were late, and a small crowd was starting to form around the downed doofus. It was time to move.

Once they were out of earshot, Lynn didn’t let up.

“Anya, seriously—you’re maybe five feet tall and a hundred and ten pounds soaking wet,” Lynn said, matching Anya’s pace. “You just tossed our prime-time football hero into a wall. Like, how is that even—”

Before she could finish, the second bell clanged. They were officially late.

“Lynn, gotta run, okay?” Anya said. “We can talk more later.”

Without another word, Anya pivoted down the school’s C wing, leaving her friend to stare at her back.

Anya picked up as much speed as she could as she ran down the now-empty hallway. She didn’t want to break into a full sprint—not for fear of getting caught or breaking a sweat, but because she was still figuring out how she worked.

And what she could do.

She wove into room C223 and managed to slide into her seat with only a dirty look from Mr. Rodriguez, their dapper chemistry teacher, who definitely gave off some Lestat vibes. As she placed her backpack on her chair, Anya glanced at her cell. There was a text from her papi, Gilberto.

You need to be home right after school, Arañita. Don’t forget.

Anya rolled her eyes.

Why did everything have to be so complicated? Things had been so much simpler…before. Secrets made normal life so fraught. Still, the alternative was much worse. If Anya didn’t safeguard her secrets, people could get hurt. Badly.

She let her heart rate slow down as she settled into her seat. She could still feel herself vibrating slightly from the encounter in the hallway. She needed to be better about things like that, needed to exert more control. Her head had been elsewhere, though.

She’d woken up that morning with a jolt, realizing she’d slept through her alarm. Her papi was already well into his own routine, too. He’d made a habit of reminding her that he was not responsible for her getting out of bed. She was old enough to set her own alarm. He was right. Anya was in high school—she had responsibilities, not just at school, but to her friends.

Anya managed to toss on some clothes and eat a waffle on the way to the bus, but she still hadn’t felt like herself when she walked into the school lobby, and getting into a skirmish with a thickheaded jock definitely didn’t help in that department. She unspooled her mental to-do list and shuddered. She needed to write up her story on last night’s girls’ softball game for the school paper, the Lancer, and she had to finish a paper for Ms. Dymond on Le Guin’s The Left Hand of Darkness. There weren’t enough hours in the day. Not anymore. Not since…it happened.

Her thoughts were derailed by sharp whispers behind her.

“Yo, bro—did you hear about this Spider-Woman?”

Anya felt her ears perk up at the exchange between the two boys seated behind her, Jesse and Dave. She leaned back a bit, watching Mr. Rodriguez scribble their assignment on the whiteboard, but tuning in to the hushed conversation happening behind her, straining to hear over the sounds of the classroom.

“Naw, naw, dude—she’s a girl, a kid,” Dave said. Anya could visualize the bespectacled boy shaking his head incredulously. “Well, no, maybe like us? Like our age? But no way she’s an adult.”

He almost spat out the last word, as if it were a profanity.

“So, what, she’s, like, Spider-Girl?” Jesse said. “Spider-Teen?”

A pause. Anya caught Mr. Rodriguez glancing toward her and the boys before turning his attention to his work. She let out a brief sigh. A few seconds later, Dave hissed back at his friend.

“I think her name is Araña?” he said. “Or something like that?”

“Araña?” Jesse asked, his voice rising above a whisper for a moment. “The hell does that mean?”

Anya spun around, a sharp smirk on her face. If they were going to talk about her, she was going to make sure they talked about her correctly.

“It means ‘spider,’ boys,” she said. “Try cracking a book open sometime, yeah?”

She saw them roll their eyes as she wheeled back around. She could make out bits and pieces of their continued gossiping as she pulled out her pencil and started jotting down notes. She had to focus on class. She had to figure out a way to sneak away during her lunch break to finish that work. Anya Corazon had a lot to do. And yet, she couldn’t fight back the smile that lingered on her face.

Sure, life was complicated. But it was also…kind of fun?


CHAPTER 2

Anya felt a pang of guilt as she watched Lynn looking around the school’s front steps. After a few moments, her friend shrugged her shoulders and headed toward the bus, filing in behind some of their classmates for the journey home.

As the bus pulled away from the curb, Anya stepped out and made her way down the street toward her apartment.

She felt bad. She didn’t like lying to her best friend, or her father. It wasn’t who she thought she was. Yet over the past few weeks, she felt like she didn’t have much of a choice. She felt lost—just floating without any guidance or direction. This was new to Anya, who had always prided herself on being independent and self-aware. But lately, she just didn’t know what to do next. That was on a good day.

It all seemed so clear to her; at least it had a few months back. Anya was driven. Not just to be a good student, but propelled by information and experiences. She knew part of this behavior was from her dad, who’d built a reputation as one of the best investigative reporters in the city. It was probably why she felt so passionate about her own little corner of journalism at the school paper. But it was more than that. She wanted to make the most of what she had—academically, but also in terms of everything else she could take part in. Whether it was riding the bench on the girls’ basketball team, doing design work on the yearbook staff, or cranking out stories for the school paper. She knew colleges looked at more than just your report card. They wanted to know potential students were “three-dimensional,” and Anya was going to do whatever it took to take that leap. Her parents had been to college, she knew—but it had been a struggle. Her mother taking night classes while working and caring for a baby. Her dad going to community college while he worked as a stringer at a low-rent tabloid paper that paid him by the word. They’d scrounged and clawed for their education. She knew they had wanted more for her. It wasn’t just about letting Papi down, either. It was about taking the opportunities presented to her to achieve the dream she wanted for herself. Anya wanted to make a difference. To help people. She wasn’t sure what that entailed yet, exactly. Whether it meant being a reporter and following in her papi’s footsteps, shedding light on the dark truths powerful people wanted to hide, or something more direct—like medicine or community organizing. But she had time to decide. She just needed to make sure she got her shot. The shot her parents had worked for her to get.

As Anya pulled onto her block, she felt her left hand instinctively move to her right arm, sliding under the sleeve of her shirt. She looked at the intricate tattoo that graced her skin. She touched the tattoo and felt it pulse slightly—she could feel it and see it. The tattoo seemed to tingle slightly—similar to what you’d feel if your arm or leg was asleep, but sharper. More…powerful?

She pulled her sleeve down with a jerk.

Anya always figured she’d get a tattoo one day. But she’d envisioned it as an operatic act of teen rebellion, in the wake of some mega-argument with Papi. She never expected to wake up one day with one etched into her skin. She also didn’t expect to get spiderlike powers in the bargain, too.

To say it’d been a hectic few months would be an understatement.

Anya clutched at her neck, where the amulet her mother, Sofia, had given her had once hung. It’d been years since Anya had seen her mother, yet she could still remember her soothing voice, the smell of her skin, the kindness of her eyes. Sofia had left her—and Gilberto—abruptly when Anya was barely a child. The reasons Sofia gave them were lost to Anya, memories that had faded and not been reinforced by fact or conversations with her father. Gilberto refused to speak of his wife’s disappearance, only saying that Anya’s mother was a good woman—and she had her reasons. Her absence had left a void Anya could never fill, despite her father’s valiant efforts.

Gilberto was everything Anya could ever hope for in a father—responsible, caring, patient, and understanding. But she knew he felt the same pain she herself did. She wondered why her mother’s absence stood between her and her father, a deep canyon neither would dare cross.


CHAPTER 3

It was that same curiosity that led Anya down the path she now found herself on. Just a few months back, she’d been wandering down the same street when she saw a figure pausing at her door—the woman looked older than the mother she remembered, but seemed so much like her, too. Anya remembered calling out, but before long, the woman was darting down the street.

Anya gave chase, barely keeping pace with the woman. They ended up in Fort Greene Park; the early evening had faded into the darkness of night, making it nearly impossible for Anya to keep tabs on the woman. Was it her mother? she wondered. Had she finally returned after years away? Anya dared not play with the possibility in her mind, but she could also not help herself. She wanted it to be true.

But the park was huge, and Anya soon found herself alone—standing before the massive Prison Ship Martyrs Monument, the white tower almost shining in the black night. The woman was gone, and Anya felt anger welling up inside her. Anger she’d kept bottled up for too long.

“Fine. Run,” she said under her breath. “We were doing well enough without you anyway. We don’t need you.”

She opened her mouth to continue when she heard a loud crash—she turned to see a cloaked figure running toward the monument, panting heavily from the strain.

The cloaked figure stopped a few steps from Anya and pulled its hood back to reveal a man—clean-shaven, long brown hair, and dark, dangerous eyes. Under any other circumstances, Anya might have found him cute. But in an empty park in the middle of the night, her guard was way up.

“Hey, calm down, buddy,” she said. “I’ve got a can of Mace in my pocket just waiting to explode on you.”

The man raised a hand as if to silence her. She didn’t like that.

“I said—”

“Please, be quiet,” the man said, his voice cracking with desperation and what seemed like fear. “They’ll find us.”

“Who are you?” Anya whispered.

The man motioned for her to follow. Unsure why, she did. They sprinted around the monument, draping themselves in the shadows of the aging building. She watched as the man peeked around the edifice before turning back to Anya.

“My name is Miguel Legar,” he said. “And I’m in quite a bit of trouble. So are you, unfortunately.”

Anya didn’t see the arrow so much as feel it speed past her, just a moment before it became embedded in the monument’s stone base. She backed up, dizzy, as Miguel did the same.

“We have to go,” he said.

He grabbed her hand, and they raced toward a thicket of trees, matching each other’s steps. But there were other sounds cutting through the dark Brooklyn night—more footsteps, raised voices, and dark laughter.

“Why…why are they after you?” Anya asked between breaths as they made their way farther into the dense woods. “What do they want?”

“Me,” Miguel said, unfazed by the sprint in a way that made Anya immediately jealous. “They want me. I’m part of an organization they want to see destroyed.”

Anya let out a relieved breath as they reached a clearing, but it was short-lived. A shadowy figure stepped into the fading moonlight. The woman seemed to be in her thirties, with close-cropped blond hair and light blue eyes that shone through the night. But there was something else about her—something dangerous and timeless that let Anya know there was much more to her and to the four other women who stood by her side. They remained draped in darkness and shadow, but their eyes seemed to…shine?

“Miguel, how nice of you to crop up,” the leader of the group of women said. “The Sisterhood was looking all over for you. And I see you’ve brought a little friend.”

“I, uh, I just met him,” Anya stammered. She hated herself for being afraid and found herself course-correcting immediately. “But y’all don’t seem that friendly, no matter what you say. So why don’t you leave Miguel here alone, and I won’t have to call the cops?”

The leader turned to look at Anya for what seemed like the first time. She squinted her eyes slightly. Her faux-friendly smile morphed into an annoyed sneer.

“Anya Corazon,” she said. “You have no idea what you’re getting into.”

“How—how did you know—”

Before Anya could finish the question, the women leapt at her and Miguel—revealing a bevy of weapons: swords, bows and arrows, and a bo staff. Anya and Miguel were soon surrounded. The two had their backs to each other, both in defensive stances.

“Anytime you want to suggest a quick, nonviolent way out of this, I’m all ears,” Anya said.

She was joking, she knew, because she was frightened. She should be home—starting her next English paper, on Absalom, Absalom!—not getting jumped by a gang of female furies with deadly weapons. Why had she followed that woman? Anya wondered. Were they connected?

“Let me handle this,” Miguel said, his voice low.

Anya turned to respond, but Miguel was already in the air—executing a backflip that sent him into the fray. Within seconds, he’d knocked two of the four attackers down, their weapons clattering to the ground. In another moment, only Miguel and the group’s leader remained. Anya swallowed hard.

“You were always good with the fodder, Miguel,” the woman said. “The finest Hunter of the Spider Society.”

She stepped closer. Miguel seemed hypnotized by her movements—as if unable to avoid her stare. Anya stepped back slowly. She should run, she thought. Get home. Lock her door. Forget any of this happened. But she couldn’t leave Miguel here—even if she’d just met him. And what the heck is the Spider Society?

“But I’m a Hunter, too, Miguel,” the woman said. She was inches away from Miguel now, her face close to him. “Charlissa, of the Sisterhood of the Wasp. Perhaps the finest Hunter either group has seen…”

She turned away from the mesmerized Miguel, her eyes locking on Anya. Anya thought she’d stepped out of Charlissa’s sight, had figured out a way to escape. But that was a lie. Charlissa had seen every step she’d taken.

“…since Sofia Corazon.”

Anya gasped.

The woman named Charlissa smiled. She straightened and walked a few steps toward Anya, Miguel still frozen. The other Sisterhood members were slowly getting up, recovering from their quick defeat at Miguel’s hands. Anya felt her body lock in place, her eyes the only part of her she seemed able to move. Even blinking felt like a chore. Charlissa crouched down, that smug smile on her face.

“That’s right, little one,” she said, her voice melodic in its tone. “You didn’t just stumble upon this moment. We brought you here. We know what Miguel is after—and we intend to stop him.”

Charlissa’s veiled threat was followed by a hollow thunk—and Anya took a few steps back as the leader of whatever the Sisterhood of the Wasps was toppled forward. Anya looked up to see Miguel, standing over Charlissa, a long, bo-like staff spinning in one hand.

“We have to go.”

—

They ran.

Anya felt the branches and leaves brush and cut against her face as she and Miguel darted away, toward the park’s edges, toward civilization. Anya felt her legs cramping. A sheen of sweat covered her skin. She was pushing every limit just to keep up with this black-clad man, and she wasn’t sure why.

Scratch that, she knew exactly why.

Charlissa had mentioned Anya’s mother—not as a hypothetical concept, but by name. She used her mother’s name. It was a mystery at Anya’s core. What had happened to Sofia Corazon? Why had she left her and Papi all those years ago? Could she have been a Hunter, like Miguel or this Wasp lady? Or had something else happened? Anya had to find out—and right now, Miguel was the closest thing she had to an answer.

She saw the trees parting and could hear the soothing sounds of Fort Greene traffic—the honking horns, the profanities of passersby, and the light smell of garbage and cigarette smoke. They were almost there. Almost home free.

A short slash sliced through the din of the city. Anya ignored it, but she saw Miguel looking back, concern on his face. Anya was confused—why was he stopping? Then she realized she was stopping, too. The pain came soon after—a deep, throbbing pain emanating from her midsection. She reached out to touch it and was terrified by what she saw and felt.

The pain got worse. The throbbing, dull ache replaced by an anguish she couldn’t truly comprehend. Every part of her was in agony. But that wasn’t the worst part. No, what would forever haunt Anya was what she saw—blood everywhere, and a long, silver-tipped arrow jutting through her midsection.

—

“Stay awake.”

The words seemed to come into focus slowly, like clouds crashing together. Anya was on the ground, lying on her side. She could see an arrow, coated in blood, a few feet away. The arrow they shot through me.

She coughed. She felt something warm and coppery tasting in her mouth. Blood. Her own blood, she realized. Miguel was waving his hands over her, mumbling to himself. Anya thought she saw flickers of light shooting from his fingertips, trailing them like some kind of Fourth of July sparkler. But she must have been imagining this, she thought—some kind of side effect from being inches from death.

She felt her eyelids grow heavy, and she longed for sleep. The pain in her midsection was still there, dull, throbbing, and impossible to ignore. She just wanted to sleep and wake up and feel better.

“Anya, do not go to sleep,” Miguel said, interrupting his incantation. “I can’t keep you alive—awake, I mean—and finish this.”

He locked eyes with her.

“I need something, anything that you have on you, anything of great personal value,” he said. His words were quick and frantic. “Think, Anya. Think.”

Anya couldn’t. She couldn’t think, period. But Miguel seemed to sense something, because he watched her intently as her hand reached for the tiny purple amulet that she wore around her neck. She’d clutched it instinctively, like a kid gripping a blanket in the dark. Wearing it was so ingrained in her, she didn’t even notice.

“That necklace,” Miguel said, his voice almost panicked. “Who gave it to you?”

“My—uh—my mom,” Anya said. She could barely get the words out. She was hurting, tired. She felt ready to let go. “Before she…guh…left.”

But she couldn’t. She wouldn’t.

Miguel yanked the necklace off her, the band snapping. She wanted to get up and take it back—to smack this strange man for taking the one thing she had left of her mother’s. But she was so tired.

Miguel started mumbling again, the lights surrounding him growing brighter. She felt the blood draining out of her body. The cold of the New York pavement under her. She shivered. Not a chill, but a bone-shaking spasm. Her body was winding down, she realized. She felt herself floating above the supine form on the edge of Fort Greene Park, and wondered what was going to happen next. Would she see her abuelo? Her mom? Miguel’s form started to fade, the light show he was conducting growing bigger and brighter. Eventually, the brightness consumed everything Anya saw, enveloping her. Soon she felt her eyes close.

She was gone.

The dreams came then. Or were
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