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To my mother, Naomi Haynes; my grandmother, Alma Haynes; and all the women with magnificent power who haven’t been sufficiently seen—this one’s for you.
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PROLOGUE

FIRE

She opened her eyes, terrified. Something was burning. Badly. The stench…

Giselda rolled over to her left. Her godmother, the woman who’d raised her for years, was sprawled out. A crisp, smoldering thing. Flesh parched. Eyes gone. The green gown she wore reduced to cinders.

“Madrina!” Giselda yelled. She scrambled over and grabbed her godmother’s right shoulder only to recoil. Her fingertips scorched from hot skin.

“Madrina,” she said again, her voice now a whimper. Giselda put her hands to her mouth, felt the hot metal of her flower ring pressed against her upper lip. Tears blurred her vision, though she could see several candles had been overturned.

The carpet was burning.

She looked down at her blistered fingers. Power had lingered there moments ago, before a white flash of light filled the den. Then came the loud explosion and shrieks from Madrina and a swirl of colors and finally… darkness.

Giselda coughed from the smoke. The large cloth tapestry on the wall had caught fire as well, images of orishas overtaken by flames. She sat there, paralyzed.

“Levántate!” someone yelled. “Get your ass up! Don’t you dare let yourself burn in here, after all I’ve taught you.”

Madrina’s voice, in Giselda’s head.

She surveyed the burning room, thankful that her cousin Fonsi wasn’t in the house, that he was still at the botanica with Estelle. She had to leave, alert the neighbors. Giselda rose from the floor holding her breath, her legs trembling, heart pounding as she stared at Madrina’s lifeless body. She pushed open the door, dashed into her bedroom to grab her backpack, and ran outside as she yelled, “Fire!” That’s when Giselda knew that her time using her gift was done. That she would never mess with that horrible in-between place ever again.
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