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EXUVW�LQWR�ÀDPH��$UHQ¶W�WKHUH�UXOHV�DJDLQVW�WKDW"�,¶P�SUHWW\�
sure my Life Science class covered it last year. Call me oldĥ
IDVKLRQHG��EXW�,¶P�D�¿UP�EHOLHYHU�WKDW�SHRSOH�DUHQ¶W�PHDQW�
to be matches.

So that’s why I stared in utter horror at the small silver 
ÀDPH�SRSSLQJ�RXW�RI�P\�NQXFNOHV�

“I don’t like that,” I said, my voice sounding faint and 
distant to my own ears.

That was probably wrong to say. For several reasons. 
First, I was already trying my best not to lose my temper 
and attract attention. Our tour guide kept shooting angry 
looks at our group and shushing us. And we weren’t even 
being that loud! No more so than anyone else on the tour. 
6WLOO��,�ZDV�SUHWW\�VXUH�P\�EXUVWLQJ�LQWR�ÀDPH�ZRXOG�JHW�XV�
more than a mean look.



2

:H�ZHUH�VWXɱHG�LQ�WKH�PLGGOH�RI�D�FURZG�LQ�D�WLQ\�PXVHXP�
FUDPPHG�ZLWK�IDVFLQDWLQJ�H[KLELWV��*UDQGGDG�FDOOHG�LW�WKH�
3KDUPDF\�0XVHXP��)URP�WKDW�QDPH�,�H[SHFWHG�WR�VHH�ERUĥ
ing displays, like the history of headache medicine or someĥ
thing like that. Instead, I learned about centuryĥold tools 
used to probe, prod, and investigate the human body. Pretty 
cool! But again, the place was jamĥpacked. Everybody in 
WKH�)UHQFK�4XDUWHU�PXVW¶YH�FRPH�IRU�D�WRXU��6R�,�GH¿QLWHO\�
GLGQ¶W�ZDQW�WR�FDXVH�D�SDQLF�EHFDXVH�P\�¿VW�KDG�WXUQHG�LQWR�
a  Flamin’ Hot.

Yes, the Strongs were in New Orleans. One last advenĥ
ture before I headed back to Chicago to start the new school 
year. It was bittersweet. I mean, I was looking forward to 
getting home, being back in my neighborhood, and seeing 
my parents. Still, I’d had fun with Granddad and Nana. I’d 
HDWHQ�D�EXQFK�RI�NH\�OLPH�SLH��GRQH�D�OLWWOH�ER[LQJ��IDOOHQ�LQWR�
another world with powerful gods and made a bunch of folkĥ
hero friends. . . .  You know, the normal summer.

,�ZDV�H[FLWHG�WR�YLVLW�WKH�%LJ�(DV\��EXW�WKLV�WULS�KDG�FRPH�
with a few strings attached. Andħ

³:KDW�GRQ¶W�\RX�OLNH"´�VRPHRQH�VDLG�RYHU�P\�OHIW�VKRXOĥ
GHU��³7KH�DUWL¿FLDO�OHHFK"�&¶PRQ��7KDW¶V�VR�FRRO��$SSDUHQWO\�
back then you’d jam that thing into yourħ”

“Thank you, Terrence,” I whispered, covering up my burnĥ
ing hand.

The tour guide glared as Terrence continued to hiss facts 
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DW�PH��,�VKRW�D�JODUH�ULJKW�EDFN��DQG�WKH�JXLGH�KXɱHG�DQG�
turned around. Then I looked at the walking encyclopedia 
behind me. Terrence was a short, thin Black boy with a redĥ
tipped lightning bolt dyed into his closeĥcropped hair. He 
was also one of those aforementioned attached strings.

“No more ancient surgery lessons,” I said in a low voice. 
“Please.”

He shrugged and continued to mutter trivia to the stranger 
QH[W�WR�KLP��,�VKRRN�P\�KHDG��7HUUHQFH�ZDV�P\�QLQHĥyearĥ
old cousin, Dad’s brother’s son, and the second reason I had 
WR�NHHS�WKLQJV�WR�P\VHOI��7KH�SRZHUV�WKDW�EH�Ī1DQDī�KDG�
decided that Terrence needed a buddy, someone to partner 
ZLWK�DV�ZH�WRXUHG�1HZ�2UOHDQV��DQG�JXHVV�ZKR�WKDW�ZDV"

Lucky me.
Terrence wore an oversize limeĥgreen Tĥshirt with an icon 

RI�D�ÀH[HG�ELFHS�RQ�WKH�IURQW�DQG�STRONGS ON THE MOVE writĥ
ten beneath it in bold black letters. On the back, BLACK IS A 
RAINBOW DUFHG�RYHU�LQWHUORFNLQJ�KDQGV�LQ�GLɱHUHQW�VKDGHV�RI�
brown. Yeah. Brown and lime green. The message was great! 
7KH�DHVWKHWLFV"�(K��,�ĪXQIRUWXQDWHO\ī�ZDV�ZHDULQJ�WKH�VDPH�
VKLUW��DQG�IRXU�RU�¿YH�RWKHUV�LQ�WKH�3KDUPDF\�0XVHXP�ZHUH�
sporting it as well.

<RX¶YH�SUREDEO\�¿JXUHG�RXW�ZKDW�ZDV�KDSSHQLQJ�
It was a Strong family reunion.
Relatives I hadn’t seen in yearsħand some I’d never met at 

allħhad made the trip. Greatĥaunts, cousins, their children. I 



4

PHW�P\�8QFOH�-Hɱĥ-Hɱ�DQG�ZKDW�KH�FDOOHG�KLV�HPRWLRQDO�VXSĥ
SRUW�SXJ�ĪDOVR��VWUDQJHO\��FDOOHG�-Hɱĥ-Hɱī��,Q�IDFW��LW�VHHPHG�
the only ones not here were my parents. They’d been unable 
to make the tripħsomething about car troubleħand Mom 
had stressed the importance of me representing for the 
�&KLFDJR�6WURQJV��:KDW�,�GLG�ZRXOG�UHÀHFW�RQ�WKHP��6R��\RX�
know how it goes. Best behavior and all that.

Which brings us to the third reason I had to avoid makĥ
ing a scene. I was on a mission.

Two weeks ago I had returned from my second trip to 
Alke, the magical world where storied folk heroes like John 
Henry, heroines like Keelboat Annie, gods like Anansi and 
Nyame, and goddesses like Mami Wata reigned.

Unfortunately, it was also my last trip there. Alke had been 
destroyed, and the only way to save its inhabitants had been 
to weave the story of their world into mine. Now Alkeans 
were scattered across the country, and it was my responsibilĥ
LW\�WR�KHOS�¿QG�WKHP�DQG�PDNH�VXUH�WKH\�ZHUH�RND\�

Whiiich you can’t really do when you’re a line buddy for 
your cousin.

³:KHUH�VKRXOG�ZH�YLVLW�QH[W"´�7HUUHQFH�DVNHG�DV�ZH�H[LWHG�
WKH�PXVHXP��³,�FRXOG�XVH�VRPH�GLQQHU�¿UVW�́ �+H�SXOOHG�RXW�
KLV�SKRQH�DQG�VWDUWHG�VFUROOLQJ�GLɱHUHQW�WUDYHO�ZHEVLWHV��WKHQ�
gasped. “Tristan, look! There’s a pizza parlor that gives you 
an oversize spatula if you eat a whole supreme pie!”
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+H�ORRNHG�DW�PH�ZLWK�ZD\�WRR�PXFK�JOHH�LQ�KLV�H\HV�ĪFRXOG�
WKDW�EH�D�PHGLFDO�FRQGLWLRQ"ī�DQG�,�VKRRN�P\�KHDG��³:H¶UH�
supposed to wait here for Granddad, then we’ll move to the 
QH[W�VWRS�́ �7KH�KRWHO��,�KRSHG�

My phone vibrated. I froze for a second before reachĥ
LQJ�IRU�LW��)RUWXQDWHO\��WKH�ÀDPH�KDG�GLVDSSHDUHG�IURP�P\�
knuckles, and Terrence was still busy reading about pizza. I 
pulled a sleek black smartphone from the back pocket of my 
basketball shorts.

7KH�6%3��RU�6WRU\�%R[�3KRQH��ZDV�WKH�PDJLFDO�WUHDVXUH�
chest of Anansi tales. Nyame the sky god had transferred the 
VWRULHV�IURP�DQ�DFWXDO�ER[�LQWR�P\�SKRQH�DQG�WKHQ�WUDSSHG�
Anansi himself inside with them. That hadn’t stopped the 
spider god from bossing and heckling me at every opportuĥ
QLW\��7KH�SOXV�VLGH"�$QDQVL�KDG�WXUQHG�RXW�WR�EH�D�WDOHQWHG�
web designer and had added all sorts of cool apps, including 
one that alerted us to the location of Alkeans. I now had the 
most advanced smartphone in this realm or any other.

The spider god stared out at me from the home screen. His 
H[SUHVVLRQ�ZDV�LPSDWLHQW�DV�KH�SRLQWHG�WR�WKH�0DSV�DSS�LFRQ��
³:KDW¶V�WDNLQJ�\RX�VR�ORQJ"�:H¶YH�JRW�WR�JHW�D�PRYH�RQ�´

³2ND\��ZKHUH¶V�WKH�DOHUW�FRPLQJ�IURP"´�,�DVNHG�$QDQVL�
,�ZDQWHG�WR�WHOO�KLP�DERXW�WKH�NQXFNOH�ÀDPHV��EXW�MXVW�DW�

that moment Terrence moved closer to me. I turned to preĥ
vent him from being able to see the SBP’s screen. I’m on the 
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phone, I mouthed to him, pointing to the buds in my ears. He 
frowned but went back to scoping out which pizza he apparĥ
ently wanted to cram inside his face.

“Hurry up, Tristan,” said Terrence. “I’ve always wanted a 
pizza spatula. I’m going to be a chef, you know. Open my own 
restaurant and serve my famous teriyaki pizza.” He licked his 
lips, and I shivered. Some food preferences should remain 
private.

,� ORRNHG�EDFN�DW�$QDQVL��³:HOO"�:KHUH�VKRXOG�,�VHQG�
1\DPH"´

+H\��,�ZDV�RQO\�WZHOYH��,�FRXOGQ¶W�H[DFWO\�JR�JDOOLYDQWLQJ�
DFURVV�WKH�FRXQWU\�E\�P\VHOI�WR�¿QG�HYHU\�$ONHDQ��%XW�WKH�
sky god could.

Anansi shook his head. “No, you’re not listening. Right 
here, just a few blocks away. There’s an Alkean who needs 
help in the French Quarter!”

I inhaled sharply. Yes! We could handle this ourselves! All 
I had to do was give Terrence the slip, and then we couldħ

A tingling sensation pricked the corners of my eyes.
That was weird. I squinted. Rubbed at them. Blinked a 

few times, but the sensation wouldn’t go away. I had just 
turned to ask Terrence if there was anything in my eyes when 
I saw someone I recognized. He was whistling while walking 
down the street in the opposite direction.

Tall.



7

Neatly dressed.
Evil.
King Cotton was strolling through the French Quarter 

without a care in the world.

7KH�ZD\�,�¿JXUH�LW��QR�RQH�LV�RZHG�DQ\WKLQJ��1RW�DQ�HDV\�OLIH��
Not a happy ending. Nothing. I learned that from Granddad. 
/LIH�FRPHV�DW�\RX�IDVW��OLNH�D�ÀXUU\�RI�MDEV�DQG�KRRNV��DQG�
sometimes the only thing you can do is learn how to take a 
few on the chin and keep on standing.

And not every story is neat and tidy, either. Sometimes 
pages are missing, ripped out by forces beyond our control. 
Sometimes the villain wins. Sometimes the villain wins by a 
lot. And not every question may get answered. I mean, there 
are a hundred stories unfolding without our knowledge every 
day, and the details will never see the light of day because we 
either can’t or won’t seek them out. So, tough luck, the endĥ
ing to that chapter is forever shrouded from view.

Until someone comes along and tries to tell it. Tries to 
tease out the answers, give folks some closure. That’s my role 
as an Anansesemħa seeker, recorder, and teller of stories. I 
didn’t ask for the titleħthe title chose me when I was in Alke. 
In fact, I didn’t want the job. I didn’t think I’d be any good 
at it. But I was wrong. And despite my best attempts to avoid 
the responsibility, the magic of my people’s stories didn’t care 
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about my objections. Since I was the reason the characters 
in those tales were now scattered around the globe, telling 
their stories was one thing that only I could do.

0D\EH�1DQD�KDG�VDLG�LW�EHVW�WKH�¿UVW�ZHHN�DIWHU�ZH¶G�
returned to our world. She’d been laid up in bed, recovering 
from being abducted, and the two of us were talking about 
$ONH��$QG�VWRULHV��:KHQ�,�PHQWLRQHG�LW�ZDV�KDUG�WR�¿QG�WKH�
energy to speak about the world I had destroyed, she peered 
at me over the new quilt she was working on.

³<RX�JRWWD�¿QG�WKH�SXOVH�RI�WKH�VWRU\��EDE\�́ �VKH¶G�VDLG��
“Let the rhythm beat like a heart, and hold on to that pulse 
once you got it. Don’t change it, no matter what anybody else 
VD\V��(YHQ�LI�WKH\�FDOO�\RX�D�OLDU�RU�VHO¿VK��RU�VD\�\RX�OXFN\�WR�
be here, or tell you to go somewhere else if you so unhappy, 
you don’t let it go. Then speak those words. Tell the story.”

Tell the story. I wanted to do just that. But how could I 
when King Cotton, the haint who had corrupted everything 
LQ�$ONH��QRZ�KDG�KLV�VLJKWV�RQ�P\�ZRUOG"�,�KDG�WR�VWRS�KLP�
¿UVW�

“Hoo HOOO! Boy oh boy oh boy.”
I’d shoved the phone back into my pocket and was two 

VHFRQGV�DZD\�IURP�WHDULQJ�Rɱ�DIWHU�&RWWRQ�ZKHQ�*UDQGGDG�
walked out of a seafood grill a few doors down from the 
�3KDUPDF\�0XVHXP��+H�ZDV�OLFNLQJ�KLV�¿QJHUV�DQG�GRLQJ�D�OLWĥ
tle jig, something everyone in the family called his goodĦeatin’ 
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VKXɿH. Nana followed him, no stranger to Granddad’s apparĥ
ent inability to say no to an order of battered clam strips. 
He had a bunch of takeĥout bags in his hand, and Nana was 
scolding him.

“Walter, you done stopped at every restaurant selling 
fried clams. You ain’t supposed to be eating those! What 
\RX�JRQQD�GR�ZLWK�DOO�WKHP��SODQW�WKHP"´

Before I could duck away, she spotted Terrence and me 
and steered Granddad toward us. Granddad didn’t look up 
from his clam strips. He’d eat two or three, smack his lips 
DQG�H[FODLP�KRZ�JRRG�WKH\�ZHUH��WKHQ�UROO�WKH�EDJ�FORVHG�DQG�
RSHQ�DQRWKHU��,W�ZDV�OLNH�ZDWFKLQJ�D�VTXLUUHO�HDW�QXWV��H[FHSW�
this particular squirrel knew how to throw a mean right hook 
and could ground you.

“Maaaaaaaaaaan, let me tell you about these clam strips 
right here!” Granddad said when they reached us.

I rolled my eyes. Anytime he started with a Let me tell you, 
I knew we weren’t going anywhere soon. Might as well unfurl 
a sleeping bag and put on your pajamas, you’re going to be 
there for a while. Few things riled up Walter Strong more 
than a crisp, wellĥfried clam strip. Which would have been 
¿QH�DQ\�RWKHU�GD\�ĪWKDW¶V�QRW�H[DFWO\�WUXH��EXW�ZKDW�ZDV�,��D�
mere twelveĥyearĥROG��VXSSRVHG�WR�GR"ī��MXVW�QRW�ZKHQ�&RWWRQ�
was on the loose.

My pocket vibrated twice. I checked to make sure 
*UDQGGDG�ZDV�GLVWUDFWHG�ĪZKLFK�ZDV�HDV\��VLQFH�KLV�H\HV�ZHUH�
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FORVHG�DV�KH�ELW�LQWR�DQRWKHU�FODP�VWULSī�EHIRUH�SXOOLQJ�RXW�WKH�
phone. Granddad hated how often I checked it. Meanwhile, 
Terrence told Nana about the pizza parlor.

The screen winked to life, and the worried face of a trickĥ
ster god stared out at me.

On an average day, Anansi had a contagious smile and a 
twinkle in his eye. You never knew if he had your back or had 
a trick in his back pocket. He was the Weaver, the owner of 
all stories, from truths to tall tales, and his name was embedĥ
ded in my title of Anansesem. But at the moment, the spider 
god looked far from his normal self.

I slipped in one earbud and his voice, normally melodic and 
OLOWLQJ��ZDV�ÀDW�DQG�VWUDLQHG��³:HOO��DUH�ZH�OHDYLQJ�RU�QRW"´

,�SHHUHG�DURXQG�WKH�FURZGHG�VWUHHW�¿OOHG�ZLWK�WRXULVWV�MXVW�
like me and my grandparents. It was early evening, but the 
Louisiana sun still beamed down on the French Quarter as if 
focused through a magnifying glass. My own reunion Tĥshirt 
Ī\HV��VWLOO� OLPH�JUHHQī�FOXQJ�WR�P\�EDFN��P\�EODFN�EDVNHWĥ
ball shorts felt like they weighed thirty pounds, and my new 
allĥEODFN�&KXFN�7D\ORUV�ĪThat’s the second pair we bought you, 
*UDQGGDG�KDG�JUXPEOHGī�IHOW�OLNH�WKHLU�VROHV�ZHUH�PHOWLQJ�

Still, everywhere I looked, people were laughing, joking, 
shopping, eating, dancing, and carrying on their merry way 
through what was possibly the most vibrant square mile in 
the whole country. Music thumped from Bourbon Street a 
IHZ�EORFNV�RYHU�ZKLOH�WKH�FDVLQRV�RQ�&DQDO�6WUHHW�ÀLFNHUHG�
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to life. Adults and teens and children walked by with powĥ
GHUHG�VXJDU�GXVWLQJ�WKHLU� OLSV�DQG�¿QJHUV�DV�WKH\�ELW�LQWR�
soft, hot beignets andħif you didn’t know any betterħlife 
was all good.

Yet a shadow lingered now, just out of sight. Cotton. The 
haint’s specter hovered in my peripheral vision, waiting for 
the right moment to strike.

I shook my head. “Not just yet,” I told Anansi. “Butħ”
“Time is running out, Tristan! We have to move!” There 

was resignation in his voice. He already knew the answer.
“I know,” I said. “It’s just . . .  all my family is here.”
Anansi didn’t respond, and when I glanced at the SBP, 

I saw he was sitting with his back against the edge of the 
screen, slumped and depressed. I realized, too late, what I’d 
just said, and I opened my mouth to say more, but no words 
would bring back his familyħVSHFL¿FDOO\��KLV�VRQħsafe and 
sound, so I closed it. Sometimes condolences don’t ease the 
hurtħthey just make things worse.

³+H\�QRZ��ZKDW¶V�ZLWK�WKDW�IDFH"´
Granddad’s voice came from behind me. He cradled 

another container of clam strips as if it were a baby, but he 
wore a concerned look. Nana was speaking to Terrence a 
few feet away, both of them huddled over his phone as they 
SLFNHG�WKH�QH[W�GHVWLQDWLRQ�IRU�RXU�6WURQJ�VXEJURXS��³<RX�
look like you just got sucker punched, boy. What’s the best 
ZD\�WR�GHIHQG�DJDLQVW�WKDW�KDSSHQLQJ�DJDLQ"´
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I snorted, though there wasn’t much humor in it. Granddad 
DOZD\V�KDG�D�ER[LQJ�DQDORJ\�UHDG\�WR�DSSO\�WR�DQ\�VLWXDWLRQ��
and he’d quiz me at various points throughout the day to test 
my knowledge of the sport. History, theory, techniquesħit 
didn’t matter. He’d only let me go back to doing whatever I 
was doing if I answered his questions correctly.

If Gum Baby were here, she’d call it a Grandpop Quiz. I 
smiled, and then it faded from my face. The little loudmouth 
was lost out there somewhere, too. As much as I hated to 
DGPLW�LW�ĪDQG�LI�\RX�WHOO�KHU��,�ZLOO�VLQJ�³7KH�%DOODG�RI�WKH�
*XPP\´�QRQVWRS�RXWVLGH�\RXU�ZLQGRZī��,�PLVVHG�WKH�WLQ\�
sap monster.

³:HOO"´�*UDQGGDG�DVNHG�
I sighed, stared into the crowd streaming past, and racked 

P\�EUDLQ��³8P��GRGJH�LW"´
“You take a sucker punch, you didn’t dodge anything. Not 

for a good minute. Try again.”
³.HHS�P\�KHDG�RQ�D�VZLYHO"�0DNH�VXUH�,¶P�DOZD\V�DZDUH�́
Granddad pursed his lips. “Better, but still not all the 

way there. Think about it. Sometimes an opponent will get 
the drop on you, and they’ll send punch after punch at you. 
Those blows gonna land and land hard. Knock you back. 
6WXQ�\RX��+RZ�GR�\RX�GHIHQG�DJDLQVW�D�ÀXUU\�OLNH�WKDW"�+RZ�
GR�\RX�UHVSRQG"´

I struggled to come up with an answer, but at that moment 
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the SBP vibrated. Three times in a row. That wasn’t a signal 
from Anansi. That was an alert.

“Tristan.”
Granddad’s voice jerked me from my thoughts. He loaded 

me up with his takeĥRXW�ER[HV�DQG�EDJV�VR�KH�FRXOG�SODFH�
both hands on my shoulders. Then he pulled me close, into 
a hug. My arms were too full to hug him back, but I was too 
surprised to respond anyway.

“Sometimes,” Granddad said, squeezing me tight, “you 
just have to hold on. Clinch, and catch your breath. The 
world is going to hit you hard, son. Clinch and don’t let go 
XQWLO�\RX�FDQ�NHHS�RQ�¿JKWLQJ��+HDU�PH"´

³<HVVLU�́ �,�VDLG��P\�YRLFH�PXɹHG�E\�KLV�VKLUW�
Sometimes I forgot that Granddad had been violently 

introduced to the world of Alke when Bearħunder the poiĥ
VRQRXV�LQÀXHQFH�RI�WKH�KDLQW�.LQJ�&RWWRQħhad attacked the 
farmhouse and kidnapped Nana. Had Granddad felt helpless 
ZKLOH�ZH�ZHUH�JRQH"�6XFNHU�SXQFKHG"

The SBP vibrated again. Granddad sucked his teeth and 
VWHSSHG�EDFN��³%R\��ZKR�LV�WKDW�EORZLQJ�XS�\RXU�SKRQH"�7HOO�
them Stanleys to give you a break.”

I groaned. “No, Granddad, no, no, no. They’re called 
stans. Stans.”

“Stans, Stanleys, Stanford Cardinals, you need to tell them 
WR�OD\�Rɱ�́ �*UDQGGDG�WRRN�EDFN�KLV�FODP�VWULSV�DQG�SRSSHG�
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a few more goldenĥbrown pieces into his mouth, chewing 
angrily. “I’m trying to teach here, and you, Mr. Popular, can 
barely focus. Go on and answer that, boy. I won’t stand in 
the way.”

I grinned even as I pulled out the phone and began to 
back up. “It’s not like that, Granddad. I just need to check 
something realħ”

“Tristan, watch out!”
Anansi’s shout came from the earbud I still wore, even as 

the SBP was snatched from my hand. I whirled to see a kid 
running into the crowd.

“Hey!” I cried.
“Tristanħ´�*UDQGGDG�EHJDQ��EXW�,�ZDV�DOUHDG\�WHDULQJ�Rɱ�

after the robber.
“C’mon, Granddad!” I shouted and sprinted down the 

street.


