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    Chapter Two:  
 
    On the Run 
 
      
 
    JOAN 
 
      
 
    Every time I asked my grandpa why he believed in God, he had a different answer. None of them made sense to me. Maybe that was why I kept asking. Why? “Why?” 
 
    “This question again, Jeanne?” Grandpa chuckled. His withered hands were at work, the left one cupped around a little wooden soldier while his right whittled the final details into the front of the figure’s uniform. 
 
    “I just don’t understand… How can you know that he’s real?” 
 
    “I know,” Grandpa said softly, “because he holds the universe together.” 
 
    “What does that even mean?” I asked. “Have you ever seen him? Have you seen his hands? How can there be this one being holding the whole universe together?” 
 
    “I don’t mean the universe in the sense of rocks, and trees, and stars, and the things just anyone can perceive.” Grandpa set the knife aside and folded the wooden soldier between his hands, thinking. “I know—I believe—because God is what holds my universe together.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Everyone has a center,” Grandpa said, “something that anchors them in their world, something they can point to, like the needle of a compass to a magnetic pole, and say ‘this is who I am, this is where I’m from and where I’m going, this is what is important.’ Many people find their center in their religion; for some it’s their culture, their ideals, their goals, their passion, their family. For most, I think it’s a tightly-woven knot of all those things. Everyone has a center, a special thing that makes their world feel whole.” 
 
    “I don’t,” I said. 
 
    “Hmm?” Grandpa’s eyes left his work to gaze at me with that look that only he could give—curious but unafraid, confused but calm. 
 
    “I don’t think I have anything like that,” I said. 
 
    Because of my strange powers, the things other people pointed to in order to make sense of their world never quite worked for me. Mama clung to religion when she couldn’t cope, but according to Christianity, no human was supposed to have powers like mine. Papa was more of a no-nonsense, scientifically-minded person, but according to all the science I knew, someone like me couldn’t possibly exist. My mother and father both turned a blind eye to my abilities, preferring to deny what I was rather than let it disrupt their comfortably-anchored world of God and reason. 
 
    “Everyone has a center,” Grandpa said softly, and handed me the whittled soldier. 
 
    “It’s a girl,” I said in surprise. 
 
    “You asked why there weren’t any female soldiers in our collection,” Grandpa said, gesturing to the rows of infantry, cavalry, and canons standing on the shelves behind him. “Just because they haven’t made them doesn’t mean we can’t. What do you think?” 
 
    I ran a fingertip down the side of the woman’s face, still rough, in need of sanding. “I like her,” I said. “She looks strong.” 
 
    “Like another young woman I know,” Grandpa said, chucking me under the chin. “But she’s still not finished. She needs some color.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Would you like to help me paint her?” 
 
    And I should have realized it when I looked up into his kind, crinkling smile that day, that a center didn’t have to be a god or a concept; It could be a person. 
 
    My grandpa never knew about my powers; I never worked up the nerve to tell him, but it was through my time with him, that I grew to accept what I was. He brought the world to life with the great and tragic tales of men who looked for answers to questions others had never thought to ask, who built contraptions to bear humans across the sea or into the sky, who looked to the stars and journeyed beyond the edges of the map. His stories were all about people who fearlessly pushed the boundaries of the world they knew, blurring the lines between history and myth, between the possible and the impossible. And he made me, a little girl with strange abilities, feel like I was another one of them, a heroic pioneer out to understand something no one else was brave enough to touch. With my grandpa there to color the world, I believed that I was the hero of my story, I was the center. 
 
    Then my grandpa died. 
 
    My grandpa died and only then, too late, I understood all his talk about compass needles and magnetic centers. Grandpa had told me as we painted, “A person can revolve so tightly around their center that they don’t realize how much gravity it has pulling on them until suddenly it’s gone and they’re left spinning through space, unable to tell up from down.” 
 
    And this is it, I realized as I sat curled against the headboard of my bed, trying to breathe away the shock. This is space and I’m spinning, spinning.  
 
    I reached out for something to hold onto, only to find myself plunging into new emptiness. My sense of right and wrong, my pride in my own intelligence, my security in my solitude—all of that had come from my grandpa. Without him, I had no center. My needle was left spinning, spinning in the emptiness. 
 
    I stayed in that emptiness for a long time trying to piece together a new center out of what was left. It took me months, but I found myself again when I pushed my boundaries and taught myself to control fire. I took my pain and forced it to become skin-peeling heat. And with my hands full of flame, I forged a new center from my own molten core. I found my center again inside myself. I had no other choice. With my grandpa gone, there was nothing left to connect me to my world—at least not until a pair of inter-dimensional travelers came to my doorstep with the promise of a new world.  
 
    Robin Thundyil and his son Daniel were the first people I had ever met with power like mine. They could control fire. With the Thundyils, for a precious flicker of a moment, I found everything I had never dared to hope for: a friend who understood my powers, and an adult who encouraged my abilities instead of trying to smother them. For the first time in my life, I felt confident that my powers were right and good, that it was okay for me to exist. 
 
    And I wanted more. I wanted to stay with the Thundyils forever, to go back to their dimension with them, to be part of a world that wouldn’t reject me for something that was woven into my soul. The idea of Duna became my new center, my new obsession. I poured hundreds of hours into learning the Dunian language, Yammaninke, and waiting for the moment I could finally leave the stupid, small-minded planet that had never wanted me in the first place. In the end, I got my wish—just under the worst circumstances imaginable. 
 
    When Robin Thundyil died, it ripped the center out of the universe.  
 
    Daniel had lost more than his father; he had lost his mentor, his protector, his only parent. And me… maybe it wasn’t fair to compare what I had suffered in that storm to what Daniel was feeling. All I knew was that I had woken up in some kind of space station in a foreign dimension hundreds of miles from solid ground, my hands were numb, my head was pounding, and I had never felt so lost. 
 
    Now Daniel and I were here in empty space, both broken, with no family, no home, and no idea how we had ended up here, two confused children clinging to each other because there was nothing else left to cling to. The only part of Robin left with us was Firebird, the persona he had put on to fight the villains who had eventually destroyed him. Daniel grabbed onto it—we both grabbed onto it—like a life raft as we clung together in the nothingness. 
 
    “I’m Firebird,” he said, shuddering. “We’re Firebird. We’re Firebird now and we’re going to handle this.” 
 
    When he spoke those words, it felt like maybe we had started to find our balance—but it only lasted for a moment. 
 
    Then there was a harsh banging at the door and a voice called, “Daniel Thundyil, this is the Carythian police. We have some questions we’d like to ask you.” 
 
    The sound seemed to flip a switch in Daniel. A moment earlier, he had been deep in a fit of rage and flame that had wrecked half the hospital room. Now he was scrambling around, righting the medical machinery he had knocked over and setting the scattered medicine bottles back on the table, trying to make the scene look as unsuspicious as possible before the police found their way through the locked door. Being a crime-fighter’s son, Daniel had a frightening ability to snap into action mode at the drop of a hat. Me, I was still in a daze, trying to wrap my head around the idea that the two of us, with our drug-addled brains and broken bones were going to try to evade a group of armed policemen. 
 
    Daniel maneuvered me into a sitting position beside the bed and slid himself back under the blankets, just as the doors burst open. 
 
    “Just sit there,” he whispered quickly. “Don’t move until I say to run.” 
 
    By the time the men stormed in, the two of us were settled down in the center of a perfectly peaceful hospital room, looking as innocent as could be. Despite being injured, drugged, and having just recovered from a raging meltdown, Daniel pulled off quite the angelic smile as the men approached the bed. 
 
    When they had said they were police, I had pictured typical Earth police uniforms—button-down shirts with belts and badges—but these men didn’t look anything like police on Earth. Despite being light-skinned, they were dressed every bit as outlandishly as the dark-skinned doctors who had treated us, in knee-length black tunics with angular white and brown designs cutting down the front. All four of them had the same set of stark black and white lines painted across their faces, giving them the appearance of a flock of predatory birds. 
 
    “Koro Daniel Thundyil.” The officer at the head of the group spoke first. He was a broad-shouldered man with dark hair and a jagged scar across the left side of his face. 
 
    “Officers,” Daniel greeted the men in Yammaninke, the most widely spoken language on Duna. “I don’t think we’ve been introduced.” 
 
    “I am Captain Yakov Crow,” said the man with the scar and I noticed that the Yammaninke sounds didn’t roll off his tongue nearly as gracefully as they did off Daniel’s. “This is Lieutenant Sumba”—he indicated a tall brown-haired man at his shoulder—“Lieutenant Vargas,” a younger man with dirty blond hair and a deep scowl, “and Officer Tarore,” a tall man with a pale blond ponytail. 
 
    As the rest of the men fell in behind Crow, I noticed the way they moved, their arms hanging loosely at their sides and their footfalls heavy under their own weight. They had none of Daniel’s coiled grace, and there was no feeling of nyama—no energy—coming from their bodies. These men had no powers.  
 
    The first thing I had learned about this dimension was that there were two kinds of people in it: theonites and adyns. Theonites were those born with superhuman strength and telekinetic powers over the world around them. Adyns were those born without any such abilities. On Earth, being a theonite had made me one of a kind. Here in Daniel’s dimension, adyns like these men were the minority. 
 
    “My associates and I represent the Carythian police force aboard Dakkabana,” the scarred man was saying. “We are here to ask you some—” 
 
    “Oh, you’re Carythian?” Daniel interrupted, switching effortlessly from Yammaninke to Lindish—the Dunian language that most closely mirrored Earth’s English—“Well, it’s certainly nice to see some of my countrymen on this international space station.”  
 
    Daniel’s home country of Carytha was one of the only countries where the adyns outnumbered the theonites. That was why theonite crime-fighters like Robin’s alter ego, Firebird, existed, to help out the predominantly adyn police force when the theonite criminals were too much for them to handle. But no one knew that Robin Thundyil was Firebird, so that couldn’t be the reason the police were here. 
 
    “You look upset, officers,” Daniel said tentatively. “Why all the frowns?” 
 
    “You locked the door on us,” Lieutenant Vargas pointed out angrily. 
 
    “What?” Daniel said, doing an over-the-top affronted expression that I hoped the men would attribute to the painkillers in his system. “How would I even do that? Look at me. I’m injured. I can barely walk.” He did make a sad picture, crumpled against the pillows, bruised and bandaged all over. Hopefully that would inspire the officers to leave us alone. 
 
    “We’re sorry for the intrusion,” Crow said, not sounding sorry at all, “but we have a few questions for you.” 
 
    “Of course,” Daniel said pleasantly. “I’m happy to answer anything I can.” 
 
    “Good. You can start by telling us how you got those injuries.” 
 
    “Oh…” Daniel fidgeted, and I looked nervously down at his bandages. He had gotten injured fighting his father’s killer back on Earth, but that had to stay secret—the Thundyils’ mission on Earth, Robin’s crime-fighting side job, the fact that I came from a different dimension, all of it—and in my experience, Daniel wasn’t the best liar… 
 
    “Yeah, about that…” he said slowly, “I wish I could tell you. I really do, but I don’t remember.” 
 
    “You don’t remember?” Crow repeated incredulously. 
 
    “Sorry,” Daniel sighed. “Everything’s been really fuzzy for the past—well—actually, I don’t know how long.” He rubbed at one of his eyes. “Wh-what day is it?” 
 
    “It’s Chakadon,” Crow said, “the tenth of Koronkalo.” 
 
    “Oh.” Daniel’s brow furrowed in thought and I could see him trying to piece together a timeline. It couldn’t be easy to go from Dunian time, to Earth’s, and then back again. 
 
    “Can you remember what date it was when you were last conscious?” the older lieutenant—Sumba—asked patiently. 
 
    “No, I…” Daniel blinked hard a few times and then pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes. “I can’t remember.” 
 
    “What is the last thing you do remember?” Sumba tried. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Daniel said. “I was travelling with my dad in our pod. Then everything went fuzzy.” 
 
    “Fuzzy like you were drugged?” Sumba suggested. 
 
    “Maybe.” Daniel gave a half-hearted shrug. “I’m Robin Thundyil’s son. This wouldn’t be the first time someone’s tried to kidnap me for ransom.” 
 
    “If you were kidnapped, how did you end up here?” Crow asked. 
 
    “I told you, I don’t know. The last thing I remember, I was—” Daniel paused and I could sense his throat tightening. “I was with my dad in our pod.” 
 
    “And where were you were going with your father?” 
 
    “I… I didn’t—I don’t know,” Daniel said, his hands curling into fists in his blankets. 
 
    “You don’t know or you didn’t know?” Crow asked. 
 
    “What?” Daniel squinted up at him, plainly confused by the question. 
 
    “Do you not remember where you were going?” Crow asked more slowly. “Or did you not know at the time?” 
 
    “I…” Daniel started but he didn’t seem sure how he should answer. 
 
    “Could it be that your father didn’t tell you?” 
 
    “No,” Daniel said tightly. 
 
    “Could it be that he didn’t know himself?” 
 
    “What—? No.” 
 
    “So, you have no idea where your father might be now?” 
 
    “No!” Daniel burst out, causing the policemen to exchange quiet looks of alarm. He had to take a moment to calm himself before he spoke again. “No… I was hoping you could tell me. You don’t know where he is?” 
 
    “We’ve been searching for him for the past two days,” Crow said. 
 
    “For two days?” Daniel repeated in confusion, and I could tell he was thinking the same thing I was: had we really been unconscious that long?  
 
    And even if the murder and subsequent fight had been two days ago, there was still something off here: Robin and Daniel had been on Earth for more than two months. If they had had a good cover story for their absence, no one should have noticed that Robin was gone. If they hadn’t, there should have been people looking for both of them for a long time now. Why would the police have been alerted to Robin’s absence just two days ago? It didn’t make sense.  
 
    “Two days…” Daniel said again. 
 
    “Yes,” the fair-haired Officer Tarore said. “He was reported missing at the sixteenth waati on Kabadon, the eighth.” 
 
    “Who reported him missing?” Daniel asked. 
 
    “Respectfully, Koro Thundyil, we will ask the questions,” said Crow. 
 
    “Right. Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s very important that you are honest with us,” Crow said. “Your father’s disappearance and your injuries occurred shortly after a major security breach at one of Livingston’s prisons. We know your father had enemies there, people he helped convict. We need to make sure the two incidents are not connect—” 
 
    “A security breach?” Daniel sat forward, suddenly all attention. “What happened?” 
 
    “Why the sudden interest, koroden?” 
 
    “It’s my city,” Daniel said indignantly. “I like to know when there are murderers running around the streets.” 
 
    “All we can tell you at this point is that there was a mass breakout from one of our maximum security prisons,” said Lieutenant Sumba. 
 
    “Which prison?” Daniel demanded and I could sense his heartrate picking up. 
 
    “Grotta,” Lieutenant Sumba said after exchanging a glance with Crow. “We’re not at liberty to say yet who escaped, but—” 
 
    “Grotta?” A little of the color drained from Daniel’s face. “But that—that’s the theonite prison!” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But if it’s theonite criminals that escaped, how come you’re investigating?” Daniel looked up at Crow, confused. “Isn’t that a little out of your—” 
 
    “Out of our league?” Crow raised his eyebrows. “Is that what you were going to say?” 
 
    “No. That’s not what I meant. I just—” 
 
    “We are the police, koroden. This is our job.” 
 
    “I just meant—isn’t this something you should let Firebird handle?” 
 
    “Because he is a theonite?” 
 
    “Because he’s Firebird,” Daniel returned fiercely. “No one is better at keeping the city safe from criminals than he is.” 
 
    “Excuse us, koroden, but some of us believe that the law belongs in the hands of the police, adyn or not.” Crow said coldly. “I know you kids like your trading card heroes, but not all of us appreciate a lone theonite with a savior complex, forcing his will on the rest of us.” 
 
    That took me by surprise. When Daniel had talked about his father’s crime-fighting persona, he had made it sound like Firebird had the support of the police as well as the civilians. The insult seemed to throw Daniel for a loop too because he could only open and close his mouth for a moment before demanding with a little too much aggression, “Do you have some kind of problem with Firebird?” 
 
    “No,” Crow said, “I’m just a man who thinks the law in Livingston belongs in the hands of the police, not masked theonite bullies.” 
 
    I saw a muscle tighten in Daniel’s jaw. “I’m sorry, who did you say you were again?” 
 
    “I am Captain Yakov Crow.” 
 
    “Captain Crow…” Daniel frowned, surveying the man. “I’m not familiar with the markings on your uniform. What division are you from?” 
 
    “The White Division.” 
 
    “Really? I’ve never heard of—” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have. We’re a new branch of Livingston law enforcement,” Crow said. “Now, if you truly can’t remember the past few days, perhaps your friend here can help us.” His eyes turned to me and I immediately looked away, focusing instead on the green of Daniel’s hospital blankets. 
 
    “Oh, she’s not my… I don’t… I don’t know her,” Daniel said hastily. “She’s just another patient. I met her just now when we woke up.” 
 
    “That’s interesting,” Crow said, visibly suspicious now, “because she was in the pod with you when you were brought in.” 
 
    “Sh-she was?” Daniel did an okay job of looking surprised. “But that doesn’t make sense! I’ve never seen her before.” 
 
    “She was in the pod with you,” Crow repeated. “That makes her a suspect in the breakout and Robin Thundyil’s disappearance. We’ll have to take her into custody.” 
 
    “No,” Daniel said immediately. 
 
    “If you don’t know her, why do you object to us taking her into custody?” 
 
    “She’s innocent.” 
 
    “If you really just met her, you couldn’t possibly know that.”  
 
    “I—you can’t—” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Lieutenant Sumba said. “She’s not under arrest. We just want to take her to headquarters and—” 
 
    “She’s not going anywhere with you,” Daniel said, dropping the ‘I-can-barely-walk’ façade to glare Sumba in the face. 
 
    “We’re not going to do anything to hurt her,” Sumba said, “not until she is proven guilty of a crime.” 
 
    “She’s not guilty.” 
 
    “You can’t know that,” Crow said, “unless there’s something you’re not telling us. Now, if you don’t want us to take this girl here into custody, I suggest you start with some honest answers. I’m going to ask you one more time—” 
 
    But that was as far as he got before Daniel sprang from the bed, flinging the green blanket over the officers’ heads. The men cried out in surprise and threw their arms up at the sudden obstruction but only succeeded in stumbling into one another and getting tangled in the blanket. 
 
    Daniel was at my side in an instant, his warm hand gripping my arm. “Run!” 
 
    He pulled and I found myself on my feet, stumbling into a run after him, out of the room into some kind of hallway. The lights were too bright. As soon as my legs started moving, stabbing pain shot through them. I vaguely remembered taking a shard of ice to the thigh—and now that the doctors’ painkilling drugs were wearing off, I was really starting to feel it. 
 
    “I know it hurts, Joan,” Daniel said, stopping and taking my shoulders in a firm grip. Blinking I found a moment of steadiness looking into his wide, coal-bright eyes. “I know it hurts, but I need you to stay with me. We can do it. They’re just adyns. We can outrun them.” 
 
    Gingerly I nodded, and allowed Daniel to pull me after him. 
 
    When Daniel said we were in a space center, I had imagined maybe a few rooms beyond the hospital, a command deck, an engineering center maybe, linked by cramped corridors. I hadn’t expected a network of broad, well-lit hallways. Like the walls and floor in our hospital room, these passages were made up of gleaming glass, cut in intricate geometric patterns of green, brown, and gold. The translucent walls caught the light and threw it all over the halls like a kaleidoscope—or maybe that was just my eyes not working right. 
 
    “I think I’m going to throw up,” I gulped. 
 
    “Please don’t,” Daniel said, throwing a concerned glance back at me as we ran. “We don’t have time for that.” And he sped up, pulling me this way and that, dodging past dark-skinned, green-clad hospital staff. “Haketo!” he called over his shoulder after startling a woman into dropping an armload of blankets. 
 
    “Wait!” I heard Crow’s voice shout somewhere far behind us. “Come back! Stop in the name of the law!” 
 
    “This is a huge hospital!” I gasped as we skidded around a corner into yet another green hallway. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” Daniel said, pulling me past some more confused hospital employees in their weird green robes. “It’s a big space center.” 
 
    “Stop them!” Crow shouted in Yammaninke but no one did—even though the tajaka hospital workers probably would have had a better shot at it than Crow and his adyn policemen. 
 
    A few women in green giggled as we dodged past them and I thought I heard one of them laugh, “No running in the hallways, kids,” but no one made a genuine effort to stop us. 
 
    After careening around another corner, Daniel and I came out onto some kind of walkway and stopped to catch our breath. Leaning against the glass railing, I found myself looking out over some kind of vast sitting area—the hospital waiting room maybe? It was filled with cushions and chairs where dark people in colorful clothes sat talking or prodding at glowing hand-held devices.  
 
    There were walkways above and below us—some slender and elegant, some broad and boldly patterned in translucent black and green, connecting different parts of the hospital. Artificial light streamed through a ceiling of clear glass. The whole chamber was alive with the burble of human voices as people conversed in the waiting area below and green-robed hospital staff called instructions from one walkway to another. 
 
    Any other day, I would have stopped to marvel at the alien architecture and breathtaking patterns, but all I could do now was double over the railing and wheeze. Between the running, and the dizzying patterns, and the panic, I felt like I was about to pass out, or be sick, or both. Probably both. Daniel, by contrast, seemed more alert and energetic than ever. Even though his eyes were still bloodshot from crying, they were wide and full of fevered energy. 
 
    “Come on.” He tugged my arm. “They’re slow, but not that slow. We’ve got to keep moving.” 
 
    “I can’t.” With the painkillers ebbing out of my system, the stabbing sensations in my leg were getting sharper. Daniel might have been trained to fight and run up walls with broken bones, but I had spent my whole life moving at adyn speed, and I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t run anymore. 
 
    “Daniel Thundyil!” 
 
    The two of us looked up to find Captain Crow and Lieutenant Sumba advancing on us. 
 
    “Come on!” Daniel started to lead me down the walkway away from them only to have our path blocked by three more white men in police uniforms. We were trapped. 
 
    “Xuro!” Daniel exclaimed. “Where did all of you come from?” 
 
    “You can’t run from us, Thundyil.” 
 
    “You want to put money on that?” Daniel said dryly. 
 
    Gripping my arm, he stepped up onto the broad railing of the walkway and hauled me up with him. 
 
    “Whoa—wait!” I protested, grabbing onto his shoulders as my stumbling feet found the railing. “Daniel—what are you doing?” 
 
    Daniel might have the balance of an acrobat, but as soon as I caught a glimpse of the sheer hundred-foot drop to the floor beneath us, I almost blacked out in terror. 
 
    “When I say ‘now,’ we’re going to jump,” he said close to my ear. 
 
    “No—Daniel wait!” I choked, clinging to him for dear life. “We can’t make that jump!” Actually, I didn’t know what kind of jump I could or couldn’t make. In my lifetime of hiding my unusual strength from my fellow Earthlings, I had never really tested it. This was not the way I would have chosen to find out. 
 
    “Listen to your friend, Thundyil,” Crow said. “Don’t do anything stupid. We just want to talk.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I don’t,” Daniel said and bent his knees to spring. 
 
    “Daniel?” I said, my voice low with terror. 
 
    “Don’t, koroden,” Lieutenant Sumba said, looking genuinely worried. “We don’t want you to hurt yourself.” 
 
    “A little late for that.” 
 
    I felt Daniel’s arms clamp tight around my waist, and he jumped. 
 
    I didn’t know if I screamed or not—just that all the breath left my lungs. Daniel sprang sideways off the railing of a lower walkway—with a hand or a foot I wasn’t even sure—spinning us through the air in a blur of stomach-churning confusion. Then we slammed into hard glass.  
 
    Pain crashed through my body. When I blinked the blackness of shock from I eyes, I realized that we hadn’t actually dropped straight to the floor of the chamber. Daniel had launched us sideways onto one of the lower walkways, sparing us most of the fall while still getting us well away from the police. I would have appreciated the acrobatic efficiency of it if my stomach didn’t feel like it was going to come out of my throat. 
 
    “Oh…” Daniel grunted, screwing his eyes shut as he dragged himself up onto his knees beside me. “Ow. No offense, Joan, but you’re way heavier than you look.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I frowned as I lay flat on my back trying to regain my breath. 
 
    “Daniel Thundyil!” Crow’s voice echoed from somewhere high over us. “This is your last chance. Stay where you are or we will be forced to arrest you both as suspects in Robin Thundyil’s disappearance. You and your friend will be fugitives from the law.” 
 
    “Come on, Joan.” Daniel clapped a hand onto my shoulder and then used it to pull me up. “Let’s be fugitives.” 
 
    I lurched to my feet, unsure if my legs would even hold me up. The floor spun under my feet. Everything hurt. 
 
    “Nothing’s broken, right?” Daniel asked as I swayed, precarious. 
 
    “I-I don’t think so. I—” I wanted to say that I wasn’t sure I could run anymore, but before I could find the breath, Daniel had grabbed my arm and we were off again, racing down another patterned hallway. 
 
    It took me months of silent tears to find my balance after I lost my grandpa. But we didn’t get much silence after Daniel’s father died. We dropped off the edge of the world we knew and hit the ground running. We had no other choice. 
 
      
 
      
 
    KENTE 
 
      
 
    Na always said Kente ran too fast. Sometimes, when he was about to go racing after his friends, he would find her hand pulling back on the neck of his shirt. 
 
    “Not too fast,” she reminded him tersely. “A senkuli doesn’t run around trying to outpace koronu.” 
 
    “But I can,” Kente would protest. He could run faster than any of them. 
 
    “I don’t care what you can do,” Na said impatiently. “Be a good senkuli and think of what you should do.” 
 
    And Kente tried. He tried to remember his lessons, repeating what his teachers had told him again and again: A good senkuli has a steady hand and a focused mind. His peace is in his craft. His joy is in what he has made. A good senkuli doesn’t waste his energy chasing koronu. But it was hard to slow his legs when he was so excited—and he hadn’t realized just how good it would feel to run without the threat of Na’s hand snatching at the back of his shirt. 
 
    “Sorry! Excuse me!” he said, dodging past some doctors in official hospital green. “Security coming through!” 
 
    Okay, so he wasn’t technically a security person anymore since Zankare had fired him, but he was still wearing the uniform, which was enough to convince the staff at the front desk to give him a room number: 353. Kente repeated it to himself as he went. “353, 353, 353…” 
 
    It wasn’t like he was directly disobeying orders. Zankare had told him to get out, but she had never said he couldn’t go to the hospital to check on the two pod passengers. There was nothing wrong with just seeing if they were okay, was there? 
 
    At the last stretch of hallway, Kente picked up his pace, racing past 358, 357, 356, 355, 354, and there it was! He slowed to a stop at Room 353. The door was open, but when he stepped inside, no one was there—just a bunch of medical machinery, an empty bed, and some blankets thrown on the floor. 
 
    Was this not the right room? Back-tracking, Kente checked the placard by the door again. 353. That was the number the woman had given him. Could it be she’d gotten it wrong? Maybe Zankare had known he would come down here and called ahead to tell the lady at the desk to give him the wrong room number and—no, no, that didn’t make a lot of sense did it? If Zankare didn’t want him snooping, she’d have stopped him herself. She loved telling people what to do. 
 
    And now that Kente surveyed the scene again, it was kind of weird how the covers were thrown off the bed. If this was a vacant room, wouldn’t someone at least have cleaned it up? Kente stuck his head into the adjoining room where the second patient should have been, but that was empty too. The covers were pushed back and a broken cord trailed from the heartrate monitor. 
 
    It looked like maybe the two kids from the pod had been here and then left. But how? According to the hospital report—and the amount of blood Kente had seen with his own eyes—those two kids had been seriously injured. They couldn’t have just gotten up and run off, could they? 
 
    As Kente wandered back into the first room, he picked up the lingering smell of smoke, the seared kind of smell that only came from intense tajaka fire. It reminded him of the combat arenas at the koro school, when he would sneak in to watch the fights—although this scent was tinged with a burnt-out hint of rage that didn’t usually come from combat. 
 
    Bouncing on the balls of his feet, Kente searched the room for more clues and noticed patches of blackness spread out over the floor. Crouching down, he ran a finger through one of the spots. It was tajaka ash—the ash of an angry koro. Had there been a fight in here? Other than the misplaced blanket, there were no signs of a struggle. Kente would think that if tajakalu powerful enough to produce such flames had clashed, the room would be wrecked beyond repair. 
 
    Just as Kente started to straighten up, he noticed something sticking out from under the bed. It looked like a grubby piece of kayiri, but when he picked it up, it felt nothing like the stiff, glass-fiber sheets he was used to. This material was thicker and coarser and folded into some kind of envelope. Turning the weird material over in his hands, Kente felt the breath catch in his throat. There was a symbol stamped on it—a ‘fa’ and reverse ‘fa’ set around a ‘ba’ to make the shape of a bird. It was the Firebird insignia! 
 
    Carytha didn’t have much claim to fame in the international community. Until Kente decided he was going to school there, he hadn’t even known what language most Carythians spoke. The one thing he knew—the one thing everyone knew—about Carytha was that it was home to Firebird, one of the most beloved and effective crime-fighters in Duna’s history. Kente had grown up watching real-life news broadcasts and fictionalized cartoons about Carytha’s Firebird. In the schoolyard, he had traded crime-fighter cards with Firebird’s speculated stats on them. And this weird piece of whatever-it-was had Firebird’s symbol on it! It was Firebird’s envelope! 
 
    A million thoughts raced and ricocheted around in Kente’s head as he sprang to his feet. What if this piece of not-kayiri had some kind of secret message encoded on it? What if the two kids from the pod were people Firebird had saved from some kind of space disaster? Or what if they were Firebird’s secret sidekicks? What if they had gotten injured in an epic fight with a supervillain?  
 
    Before he knew it, Kente had paced a dozen circles around the room, his feet skipping in excitement. He was so caught up in his rambling imagination that he didn’t even see anyone at the door until a voice asked, “What are you doing in here?” 
 
    “Ahh!” Kente jumped half a bound into the air. “S-sorry!” He fumbled, cramming the folded paper into the pocket of his uniform. “I-I didn’t mean to—I was just looking for—I came to visit some people.” 
 
    “Doni doni, senkuden,” the man laughed. “You’re not in trouble.” 
 
    “Are you Doctor Fola?” Kente asked. 
 
    “Sorry, no. I’m her apprentice, Mori Biida.” 
 
    “Oh. It’s a pleasure, Koro Biida.” Kente lowered his gaze and touched his knuckles to his lips. “I’m Kente Ekwenzi.” 
 
    “Ekwenzi, hm? You work in security?” the Biida said, nodding to Kente’s uniform. 
 
    “Yes—well—I did. I think I just got fired. I was just… I was looking for some people and, in the security file that I wasn’t supposed to look at, it said they were under the care of Doctor Fola, in this room. I just wanted to check on them. Were they here? A Disanka boy and a girl with really, really pale skin?” 
 
    “They were.” 
 
    “What happened to them?” Kente asked. “They’re not dead, are they?” 
 
    “No, no,” Biida laughed. “They were pretty banged up, but neither of them suffered critical injury. The boy was a strong tajaka, and the girl, she was stronger than she looked as well.” 
 
    “Well, where did they go?” Kente asked, looking around again. “Are they okay?” 
 
    “A little better than okay,” the Biida said with a smile. “They ran out of the hospital at full speed and disappeared. I didn’t see it, but apparently they were running from some adyn law enforcement officers.” 
 
    “The Carythian police?” 
 
    “I think so,” said Biida. 
 
    “Do you have any idea where they went?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not. If you want to find them now, you might want to make up with your superiors in security.”  
 
    Just then, one of the utility tabs on Biida’s uniform blinked yellow and uttered a high ping. “That’s my jakama,” he sighed. “I should go. Nyama to you, Senku Kente.” 
 
    “Right—thanks. And to you, Koroke.” 
 
    “Falleke willing,” the Biida smiled wryly and he was gone. 
 
    Kente had just pulled the not-kayiri out of his pocket to have another look at it when he heard new footsteps approaching and felt the familiar ripple of Lieutenant Kankan’s nyama. He managed to stuff the envelope back into his pocket half a dinma before she appeared in the doorway. 
 
    “Ekwenzi!” She exclaimed.  
 
    “Oh—Hi, Koroyaa,” Kente said, doing his best to look innocent. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Kankan asked. 
 
    “I just wanted to check on those kids,” he said quickly, “to make sure they were okay.” 
 
    “That’s very sweet of you,” the koro said sternly, “but that’s not your job.” 
 
    “I don’t have a job,” Kente said. “Koro Zankare fired me.” 
 
    “Right.” Lieutenant Kankan looked a bit exasperated. “I’m sorry about that. I’ll talk to the chief about it the first chance I get. Right now, I need to find a doctor and figure out exactly why those two aren’t in the room where they were supposed to—” 
 
    “They ran away.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They ran away,” Kente said. “They were in this room, but then those adyn police Koro Zankare didn’t like came, and then they ran away, and the police chased them, and no one knows where they went.” 
 
    “How do you know all that?” Lieutenant Kankan said in confusion. “Did you speak with Doctor Fola?” 
 
    “No, her apprentice.” 
 
    “Well done, Ekwenzi,” Kankan said with an impressed smile that made Kente’s heart swell. “Now, you should go take the rest of the day off. I’ll have Zankare head up a team to catch up to the Carythian police and those two kids before they cause some kind of disaster.” 
 
    “Can I help?” Kente asked hopefully. 
 
    “No!” Kankan looked like she might laugh. “Absolutely not. I will talk to Chief Koma about your job as security monitor, but this work—chasing people down and dealing with armed foreign police—is koronu’s business. It’s no thing for a little senkuli to get mixed up in.” 
 
    “But I can help catch people!” Kente protested. “I know I’m not a koro, but I’m fast. I swear, I can—” 
 
    “Ekwenzi, please. Just go to your room, change into your civilian clothes, go to the amusement park, or go see a movie—you like those. Leave the security work to the koronu. Enjoy the rest of your day, little one.” 
 
    “Wait!” Kente said, reaching into the pocket of his uniform. “Koroyaa, I have something…”  
 
    “Yes, Ekwenzi?” Kankan said in fond exasperation when he trailed off. 
 
    “I…” Kente’s fingers shifted nervously against the envelope. “I—uh… I just wanted to say nyama to you.” 
 
    “Falleke willing,” Kankan sighed. “We’ll have to catch them before this becomes a public security issue.” 
 
    “Catch who?” Kente asked. “The kids or the police guys?” 
 
    “Both,” Kankan said wearily. “Those kids shouldn’t have run from law enforcement, but those police shouldn’t have been operating at all without clearance from our headquarters.” 
 
    “They tried to get clearance,” Kente couldn’t help but point out. “Koro Zankare was really mean to them.” 
 
    “Zankare is mean to everyone,” Kankan said. “That’s no excuse for their behavior. Maybe the chief can put Zankare in charge of the arrests; a little bit of action usually brightens her mood. I really do have to get going now, Ekwenzi. Thank you for your help.” 
 
    As soon as Kankan was gone, Kente took out the strange envelope and looked at it again. He should have given it to Lieutenant Kankan. He still wasn’t sure why he hadn’t. Keeping track of suspicious activity in the space center was the koronu’s job, not his. He knew that. But he was just so curious! And if he handed this over to security, he would never get the chance to solve the mystery himself! 
 
    Kente chewed on his lip for a moment, running a thumb over the red Firebird insignia. Kankan and Zankare might be koronu, but this little senkuli knew something neither of them did: Daniel Thundyil and his pale white friend were connected to Firebird. And just because the police weren’t fast enough to catch them didn’t mean he couldn’t. He was faster than anyone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three:  
 
    The Temple 
 
      
 
    JOAN 
 
      
 
    “Can we slow down for a second?” I managed to gasp as Daniel dragged me on through the maze of twisting glass hallways. 
 
    “No,” Daniel said without looking back, “not until we find a safe place to hide.” 
 
    “Like where?” I demanded. My lungs were burning, there were knives in my ribs, and a slimy, salty taste like blood had started creeping up the back of my throat. “Daniel, seriously, where—” 
 
    “Temple!” Daniel exclaimed suddenly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There’s a temple!” He pointed to an unfamiliar symbol on the wall—a flower with four pointed petals and an X shape in the middle. “We’ll be safe there. Come on.” 
 
    A short sprint brought us into a small, circular chamber with obsidian walls and dim golden lighting. Breathing hard, we came to a stop in front of a set of ornate black doors. Human figures with stiff limbs and sleepy faces were sculpted into the glass, standing shoulder to shoulder in silent rows down each door. There weren’t any knobs or handles at the place where the doors met. Instead, a pair of obsidian snakes encircled a flat plane of glass so smooth it reflected the glint of my blue eyes. 
 
    Reaching out, Daniel laid his hand on the mirror-like circle. “N’nyama ye Fa ye,” he said in a clear, melodic voice made fuller by the curving glass chamber around us. “N’nyama ye Na ye. N’nyama ye Falleke ye.” 
 
    The snakes responded with a mechanical hiss and the glass parted along the seams of the pattern, the rows of figures retracting into the walls to allow our entrance.  
 
    A living sigh seemed to escape from beyond the door as the last of the pieces slid aside, and suddenly, I didn’t want to take another step. But Daniel’s hand was still around my arm and, shaky with exhaustion, I didn’t have the strength to resist him as he pulled me in with him. 
 
    Staggering through the doorway, I suddenly found myself in a different world. Time disappeared. The air swam with shadows. A dim, unearthly light jumped against the walls—flame, I realized after a moment. Troughs fire lined the chamber, casting just enough light for me to make out shapes and shadows, nothing distinct. The smoky space was deathly still, yet seemed to swirl with life I couldn’t see. Ghostly voices, half scream, half song, echoed out of the darkness as I inched further in after Daniel. 
 
    With my eyes adjusting to the quivering dark, I caught sight of something that made my heart skip into my throat. There was a monster in the shadows—a floating, disembodied head with a toothy void of a mouth, a mane of black braids, and two empty holes for eyes. I uttered a sharp gasp and grabbed Daniel’s arm. 
 
    “What?” He looked from me to the monster in confusion. Then he laughed. “It’s just a spirit, Joan.” 
 
    “Wh-what?” 
 
    “He’s one of the spirits of the temple,” Daniel whispered. “Don’t tell me he scares you.” 
 
    As the horrible visage drew closer, I could see that it wasn’t actually hovering on its own. It was attached to a person. The figure was draped in a black robe that mimicked the wavering shadows, creating the illusion that the face was floating. 
 
    “H-he’s not really a spirit,” I said in a hushed voice. Now that I had recovered my focus after the initial shock, I could sense body heat and a human heartbeat under the robes. “He’s just a guy in a mask.” Of course he was. There were no such things as spirits—but somehow, I still couldn’t stop myself from shrinking behind Daniel as the thing approached. “He’s just a human.” 
 
    “Technically, yes,” Daniel whispered, “but when he puts on the mask, he becomes something more. Now, don’t stare.” He nudged me with an elbow. “It’s not polite.” 
 
    As the spirit passed by us, Daniel bowed his head and said softly, “I ni soxoma, Dugubali Ba.” 
 
    The ‘spirit’ gave us an empty-eyed nod. For a moment those hollow holes seemed to focus in on me. Then the masked man drifted on. 
 
    “Come on.” Daniel said softly. “We should find the congregation hall.” 
 
    I don’t think I would have willingly walked deeper into the temple, but I let Daniel take my sleeve and pull me. Now that my eyes had become accustomed to the ethereal lighting, I could see that the hushed chamber was filled with so-called ‘spirits,’ drifting around in groups or pairs, all wearing the same black robes, although their masks came in all different shapes and designs. 
 
    “What exactly are all these spirits?” I asked. “What are they doing here?” 
 
    “They’re here to give their protection to the hospital and the rest of the space center,” Daniel replied, “and to give people counsel, if they need it. Each spirit represents a different thing. Like, those two over there,”—he pointed to a pair of spirits in gray masks— “Those are Yaarinduro and Kenduro, the Widow and Widower, for people who just lost a wife or husband. And, um—look, there’s the spirit of New Motherhood.” He nodded toward a shorter spirit in a warm pink and orange mask with smiling slits for eyes. She was talking with a young couple, each of them holding a tiny bundle. 
 
    “Twins,” Daniel murmured. “Newborn twins carry a lot of nyama. No wonder they brought them to the temple. They must be happy… and afraid.” 
 
    I was about to ask what was so scary about twins when another masked figure emerged from the shadows to approach us. This one was smaller than the others, no taller than Daniel. 
 
    “Welcome, child,” the ‘spirit’ said, turning her hollow eyes toward Daniel. The mask gave her voice a strange echoey quality that was almost spirit-like—if I didn’t know it was just a regular person underneath. “You have something you need to discuss with me?” 
 
    “No, thank you, Nabali Ba.” Daniel bowed his head and touched his knuckles to his lips. “We’re just here to hear the Donkili.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to stay and talk for a while?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m sure.” 
 
    The masked girl was silent for a moment, staring at Daniel from behind those empty black eyes. Then she pointed us down the corridor. “Follow the fires to the end of that hall.” 
 
    “I ni ke, Nabali Ba,” Daniel thanked her and we moved on. 
 
    “Who was that one?” I asked once I thought we were out of earshot. 
 
    “Nabali,” Daniel said stiffly. “The Motherless.” 
 
    As Daniel and I followed the motherless spirit’s directions, the ghostly song I had picked up earlier grew louder, sharpening into the sound of human voices, some shrill and piercing like copper, others low and resonant like iron, singing back and forth in some kind of call and response.  
 
    On our way, we passed a group of spirits wearing ashen masks with sad smiles and heavily lidded eyes. A woman knelt at the feet of the smallest one, speaking in a low shaky voice. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said again and again in Yammaninke. “N’den, I’m sorry, Na didn’t take better care of you.” 
 
    The spirit spoke to her in a tender whisper, words I couldn’t hear over the flutter of flame, and the woman’s shoulders shook. She was crying. 
 
    “Go on in peace then, my child,” she sobbed, her hands upturned. “All my nyama for your peace. Let it ease your way.” 
 
    As I stared, one of the spirits—the tallest, with triangular designs cutting across his pale mask—parted from the others and began drifting toward us. Daniel changed course sharply to give the group a wide berth. 
 
    “Who are they?” I whispered. 
 
    Daniel’s eyes were fixed ahead as he answered, “The Dead.” 
 
    As we walked on in silence, the chamber narrowed to a dim hallway where the only light came from skeletal iron lamps, twisted into the shapes of horned humans. The clamor of voices grew closer. Then, abruptly, the hallway opened up into a new space—vast, and violently bright compared to the smoky corridor.  
 
    Blinking, I found that we were now standing in a circular chamber twice the size of Crawford Middle’s gymnasium. Gold and orange light streamed from its soaring glass ceiling, casting colored shapes on the crowd below—and it was quite a crowd. The floor was flooded with dark-skinned people in every color of clothing while, on a raised platform in the center of the chamber, a small ensemble was delivering some kind of performance.  
 
    Four drummers sat on low stools, one at each corner of the stage, holding their drums between their knees as they beat them in complex interlocking rhythms, their hands moving so fast and furiously that smoke rose from the drumheads. At the center of the platform, a middle-aged man in long black and brown robes belted some kind of song-sermon, while around him, women in similar dress clapped along, echoing some of the lines, interjecting exclamations in his pauses and shouting out for the audience to do the same. All together, the voices rose to a deafening din. 
 
    “Perfect.” Daniel smiled out at the dancing throng. 
 
    “What’s perfect?” I asked. 
 
    “Even if those police have the nerve to follow us into the temple, they’ll never find us in here.” 
 
    Taking my arm, he pulled me straight into the thick of the crowd, drowning me in a suffocating mess of unfamiliar sounds, smells, and textures. As the fabric of people’s clothes brushed against my skin, I couldn’t tell what it was made of—just that it was some kind of light, flexible material we didn’t have on Earth.  
 
    Nothing here looked or felt the way I expected—not the floor, or the light fixtures, or the clothing. Even the people weren’t the same. I was accustomed to the feel of human presence—their body heat, their heartbeats, their breathing—but these weren’t like the humans back home on Earth. These were tajakalu, dark, densely-muscled people who could punch through walls and command fire with their bare hands. They smelled weird, like smoke, and scented oils, and something artificially sweet that might have come from the paint on their faces. 
 
    Daniel and I drew surprised looks from some members of the congregation as we nudged our way through the crowd. We were still dressed in our Earth clothes, me in my oversized blue sweatshirt and Daniel in a black jacket that was mostly ripped to shreds from the fight with Killer 31—although that might not have been the main cause of the stares. With an unfamiliar flavor of self-consciousness, I realized that the most conspicuous thing about us in this crowd was our skin color. Daniel, who had seemed so exceptionally dark in my suburban American neighborhood, was far lighter than the prevailing shade of ebony in this chamber. And me, with my pale white skin, I probably stood out like a marshmallow in a bag of coffee beans. 
 
    Ignoring the stares, Daniel led me through the crowd until we were safely hidden in a cluster of people tall enough to conceal us from searching eyes. Trying to breathe away the dizziness, I looked sideways at Daniel. He was the only thing familiar enough for me to focus on without my head spinning.  
 
    “So, what is going on in here?” I asked. 
 
    “The finawu are giving their daily noontime performance,” he said. 
 
    “Who are?” 
 
    “The finawu,” Daniel repeated the unfamiliar word, “the keepers of religion.” 
 
    “What religion?” I asked. 
 
    “The religion,” Daniel said. “On Duna, there’s just the one. Just Falleya.” 
 
    I had never felt particularly comfortable in churches, even on Earth where I knew what was being said—especially when I knew what was being said—but Daniel seemed perfectly at home in this loudly clapping, loudly colored crowd. He even joined them in their responses to the singers’ calls, smiling and lifting up his own clear voice to join the others. 
 
    “Yelanye!” the lead singer belted out, followed by some weird humming, something about magical seeds, and fields maybe? Four fields? And then more gibberish that Daniel and the rest of the congregation seemed to know by heart: 
 
    “Ja, ja! Yelanye! Ja, ja, Yelanye!” 
 
    As my head cleared, I began to understand the song. It took a lot of concentration, with how fast and sporadically the words tumbled off the singers’ tongues, but they repeated the same lines enough that I started to make out the meaning: 
 
    “Now I will sing of Bemba whose sacrifice gave life to the world…” 
 
    “Bemba! Bemba!” 
 
    “Whose seed was given that the strong might thrive…” 
 
    “Bemba! Ja, ja! Bembaba!” 
 
    “Whose flesh and bones were given so the weak might be protected…” 
 
    “Bemba! Bembaba!” 
 
    “And who is Bemba?” the head fina bellowed. 
 
    “Father of us all!” the other singers chorused back to him. 
 
    “And who is Bemba?” he shouted again, his voice rising to ring through the chamber.  
 
    “Father of us all!” the whole audience cried in deafening unison. 
 
    “And who is Bemba?” 
 
    “Flesh of us all!” 
 
    “And who is Bemba?” 
 
    “Flesh of us all!” 
 
    “And who is Bemba?” 
 
    “Protector of us all!” 
 
    “And who is Bemba?” 
 
    “Protector of us all!” 
 
    “Protector fathers, protector snakes,” the head fina sang,  
 
    “From your wellsprings our blood has come to be, 
 
    To your wells our blood will return.” 
 
    “Is it not true?” one of the other singers screamed into the crowd. 
 
    “It is true!” the crowd chorused back. 
 
    When I looked back to Daniel, he was still clapping along with a big smile on his face, and I felt my own face creasing in a frown. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked over the drums. 
 
    “Yeah,” Daniel said lightly. “Why? Are you doing okay?” 
 
    “Fine,” I said, though I still felt queasy and the rapid drumming was threatening to bring back my headache. “Just—what comes after this?” I asked, eager to get away from all the noise. “What do we do next?” 
 
    “I don’t know...” Daniel’s brow furrowed in thought as the singers warbled on: 
 
    “Of the four pods, his was the strongest, 
 
    Of the eight seeds, none so noble!” 
 
    Then Daniel’s head snapped up. “The pod!” he exclaimed. 
 
    “What—you mean the space pod thing we came in? What about it?” I asked. 
 
    “We have to find it!” Daniel said urgently. “We have to get to it before the police do.”  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “If we’re suspected of any kind of criminal activity—which we definitely are now if we weren’t before—they’ll want to search it. That pod has important stuff in it. It’s our best chance at figuring out who—figuring out any of this. If the police confiscate it, we’ll lose that. We have to get to it first.” 
 
    I wanted to ask how we were supposed to do that, but the song was getting louder again. 
 
    “Now I will sing of the First Woman, Mother of Fire, born of the Baobab,” the head fina intoned with his arms spread wide to the audience. “What is her name whose grief brought about the first rainy season?” 
 
    “Her name is Kri!” shouted the people all around us. 
 
    “What is her name whose will tamed wild brushfire?” 
 
    “Her name is Kri!” 
 
    “Now I will sing of Kri, the first tajaka, first of all theonites!” 
 
    “Kri!” the supporting singers chimed in rapturously. “Kri of the Baobab!” 
 
    “She whose womb bore the ancestors of kings…” 
 
    “Kri! Ja, ja! Na Kriba!” 
 
    “She whose tears watered the weak and nourished empires…” 
 
    “Kri! Kri! Kri of the Baobab!” 
 
    The drumming grew more ferocious and I couldn’t hear anything except the piercing voices of the singers. 
 
    “And who is Kri?” 
 
    “Mother of us all!” 
 
    “And who is Kri?” 
 
    “Mother of us all!” Daniel answered along with the rest of the crowd. 
 
    “Daniel…” I said, working hard to be heard above the din, “are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” and he sounded a little angry this time. “Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    Well, I don’t know, maybe because your father was just brutally murdered, and the police are after us, and I can feel you bleeding through your bandages. But I couldn’t say that to him. So I pressed my lips together and looked away. 
 
    “And who is Kri?” the head singer bellowed. 
 
    “Rain of our salvation!” Daniel sang. 
 
    “And who is Kri?” 
 
    “Rain of— Get down!” Daniel cried out, switching abruptly to Lindish. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s them!” he hissed, and following his gaze, I saw the white faces of Crow and his policemen at one of the golden doorways. “Hide! Hide your face.” Daniel flipped the hood of my sweatshirt over my head and pushed it down while ducking down himself. “You stand out too much.” 
 
    He was right. My white skin—even my pale brown hair—was probably easy to spot in this crowd. 
 
    “What do we do?” I asked as Daniel and I crouched down together, drawing bewildered looks from some of the people standing nearest to us. 
 
    “Nothing,” Daniel said. “We wait for them to leave.” 
 
    So Daniel and I kept our heads down as the singers launched into a new tune, in slower, more passionate tones: 
 
    “Thank the Falleke, for this we know: 
 
    From the twin seeds of the purest pods grew the world’s greatest empires 
 
    So cling fast to your flesh. It is your strength. 
 
    Thank the Falleke, for this we know: 
 
    Boatmen sprang from the First Man’s drowned bones 
 
    So thank those in the Laaxara who laid down their flesh to pave your way. 
 
    Thank the Falleke, for this we know: 
 
    The Twin Rivers were carved by fish of the sheltered Mangrove seeds 
 
    So shelter those in the Rixaara waiting for life. 
 
    Thank the Falleke, for this we know: 
 
    The Xuuse’s guardian demanded payment before the First Fall 
 
    So remember that everything in the Duna has its price. 
 
    Life has its price.” 
 
    “Tunyale!” joined in the other singers. It is true! 
 
    “Prosperity has its price.” 
 
    “Tunyale!” 
 
    “Love has its price.” 
 
    “Tunyale! Tunyale!” 
 
    “Are they gone?” I asked as the performance broke into an instrumental interlude. 
 
    Daniel stuck his head up for a moment and then ducked back down beside me. “No. They’re not leaving. They’re talking to one of the finawu. I think they’re trying to get her to let them search the temple.” 
 
    “What do we do?” I whispered. 
 
    “We have to sneak out before they find us.” 
 
    “And then what? Are we going to try to find the pod?” 
 
    “Yeah. But we’ll want to stop off somewhere and get ourselves some regular clothes first. We’re way too conspicuous right now.” 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded.  
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    Staying low, we slipped through the crowd toward the exit farthest from the police. My heart was pounding. A jumpy part of me expected that any second, someone was going to grab my shoulder and shout ‘got you!’ but we reached the far doorway without drawing any unwanted attention. 
 
    A black-clad woman stood at the exit. I could tell from the style of her robe and the loose cloth wrap around her head that, like the singers on the stage, she was one of the finawu Daniel had mentioned. 
 
    “Haketo, Finayaa,” Daniel said, approaching her.  
 
    “Nnse?” She turned to him with a kind smile.  
 
    “Mba.” 
 
    “How can I help you, child?” 
 
    “My friend and I need to get to the train,” Daniel said urgently. 
 
    “The red hallway beyond here will take you to the train, but it is not good for you to leave now. It’s only the beginning of the service.” 
 
    “Haketo, Finayaa,” Daniel apologized, checking nervously over his shoulder to make sure the policemen were still distracted, “but we really need to go. Forgive us. Let’s go, Joan.” He started out of the chamber. 
 
    “N’den,” the fina addressed him.  
 
    “Mba?” he replied, turning back. 
 
    “Do you think the train will take you away from your troubles?” 
 
    “It won’t,” a high, echoey voice said and we turned to find the spirit from earlier—Nabali, the Motherless—hovering at Daniel’s shoulder. “It can’t.” 
 
    “I told you,” Daniel said irritably, “I don’t need your counsel. My mother’s been gone since I was a baby. I’ve dealt with it.” 
 
    “You mistake me, n’terike. I am more than a spirit of the motherless.” She reached up with a dark hand and pushed back the mask’s braids to reveal a second set of white dots. “I am the Orphan.” 
 
    Daniel’s eyes widened. If he hadn’t been afraid of the spirits earlier, he certainly looked terrified now. Me, I was ready to grab him and run as far away from this creepy place as possible. 
 
    Daniel took a step back from the spirit. She took a step forward.  
 
    Then, “You!” Crow’s voice shouted. “That’s them! There! Stop them!” 
 
    “Langana,” Daniel swore. 
 
    Crow was almost on us. It would have been a short sprint for him to close the distance except that he and his men were impeded by angry temple-goers berating them for disturbing the service. 
 
    “Daniel Thundyil!” Crow called—audible over the din only because his was the only Lindish-speaking voice. “You are already a fugitive from the law! Don’t make this any worse for yourself!” 
 
    Daniel continued backing up, his eyes flicking between the Orphan, the fina, and the policemen pushing their way through the crowd toward us. 
 
    “Those are your country’s law-keepers, aren’t they?” the fina said. “You should stay and speak with them, koroden.” 
 
    “No.” Daniel shook his head, taking another step back. 
 
    “They will not harm you inside this temple,” the fina said. “We wouldn’t allow it. Some things you must not run from, koroden. Some things you cannot outrun.” 
 
    “Sorry, finayaa.” Daniel turned to run. I sensed the tajaka body at his shoulder the moment before the mournful white mask appeared looming over him. One of the Death Spirits stood blocking our way. 
 
    “No!” Daniel shouted in uncharacteristic panic, “no, no!” and he pushed the spirit away. 
 
    I heard the fina utter a scandalized gasp, but by that time we were already sprinting away. 
 
    “Thundyil, stop!” Crow’s voice cried out as the police ran into the hall after us. “Stop or we will be forced to neutralize you!” 
 
    There was a sharp cracking sound as we rounded a corner and something tiny and metal ricocheted off the glass at our feet. 
 
    “Are they shooting at us?” I demanded in panic. 
 
    “Yes,” Daniel said, yanking at the arm of my sweatshirt to get me moving faster. “Told you we couldn’t trust them.”  
 
    “This is crazy!” 
 
    “Don’t look back. Just run. Run!” 
 
    Somehow, Daniel led us out of the temple into a sloping hallway lined with crimson patterns—the red hallway the fina had told us to follow. I got the feeling that some of the symbols on the walls were navigational signs that I just didn’t know how to read.  
 
    As we raced on, the hallway opened up and we were running alongside what appeared to be a giant tube of clear glass. Inside the tube, I could just make out rows and rows of seats. I didn’t know exactly what I was looking at until Daniel exclaimed, “Here it is! Here’s the train!” 
 
    “That's the train?” I panted. There were no turnstiles, or steel tracks, or anything I associated with railway stations, just an empty stretch of patterned glass floor running alongside the transparent tube. 
 
    “Yeah. We just need to find the doors. There!”  
 
    Daniel pointed ahead of us at a set of sliding doors set into the side of the tube. 
 
    An automated voice echoed across the platform, “Dakon ye tugun ye,” and the doors started sliding shut. 
 
    We were running full speed now, the glass tiles no more than a colorful blur beneath our feet, but the train was too far. We weren’t going to make it. 
 
    “Jump!” Daniel shouted. 
 
    “What—” 
 
    “Jump with me!” 
 
    With no time to argue and the sound of the policemen’s footfalls closing in behind us, I clutched onto Daniel and sprang. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four:  
 
    The Numu and the Senkuli 
 
      
 
    KENTE 
 
      
 
    “Fiki!” Kente bounded up the stairs and down the hotel hallway so fast he almost stumbled over his feet. “Fiki!” He burst through the open door of her room. “Fiki, I need you…” but he trailed off when his eyes fell on his friend. She was working.  
 
    The numu sat on a stool facing away from the door with her headphones on, swaying absently to music he couldn’t hear. The holographic projector on the desk before her displayed her half-finished painting, a tree with thick, curling branches. Her fingers moved in light, smooth strokes across the info-com pad in her lap, carving grooves of purple shadow into the tree’s trunk. 
 
    Fiki had grown up in the Sizwean konkoso—a place with very little color. That scraggly scrubland of dusty little towns had been her whole world until she was six and the plummeting Sizwean economy drove her father to Yamma for work. It was there, in the little Yammanka town of Bakwendi, that Kente had first met her. 
 
    His first memory of Fiki was of her standing alone in the schoolyard, looking out at the hibiscus garden and sobbing. For the first time in his hyper-active blur of a childhood, Kente had found himself standing still, staring in bewilderment at this foreign numu who cried at nothing. Then, for once moving slowly, he had approached the strange girl. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he had asked uncertainly. 
 
    Fiki had just stood there with the tears rolling down her cheeks. “I’ve never saw so much colors,” she said in her broken Yammaninke. “I want to take all them for put them in my heart.” 
 
    Fiki’s Yammaninke had gotten better since that day, but her heart was still full of hibiscus colors. Now she murmured along with the words of the song in her headphones as the hologram responded to the feather-light touches of her fingers: 
 
      
 
    “Ja, ja, ja, 
 
    It is good to know the metal in one’s hands 
 
    It is good to know the hammer.” 
 
      
 
    It was a numu work song—an old one. Fiki always did like the classics. 
 
      
 
    “It is good to know the kindling in the forge 
 
    It is good to know the anvil 
 
    It is best of all to know oneself 
 
    So, pump the bellows and pour the ore.” 
 
      
 
    The top of Fiki’s tree was on fire—or maybe it wasn’t fire, just wavering sunlight blazing through the branches. And maybe those weren’t branches. There were five of them. Maybe they were fingers, reaching up, up into the nourishing light. That was the thing about Fiki’s art; if Kente held himself still long enough to look—really look—the picture itself began to move, changing into something different before his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Ja, ja, ja, 
 
    Keep your kora and your karanyang. 
 
    It is better to create than to debate. 
 
    Keep your ambition and your crown. 
 
    It is better to create than to destroy. 
 
    The ring, ring of the hammer is my joy. 
 
    So, pump the bellows and pour the ore.” 
 
      
 
    “Fiki!” Kente said again, this time a little louder. 
 
    “Oh!” the numu turned, pulling her headphones off. 
 
    Most numuwu got angry when you interrupted them in the depth of their work, but Fiki’s face lit up when she saw him. 
 
    “Kente!” In an instant, she leapt from the stool, practically pitching the info-com pad from her lap and pulled Kente into a hug. 
 
    Fiki was the kind of girl everyone should have made fun of—a numu who wasn’t much good at smelting metal or sculpting pots, who dressed in funny, old-timey clothes, and spent her free time with the jaseliwu learning the world’s mythologies. She was the kind of girl who should have been shunned or laughed at wherever she went. But no one laughed at Fiki. You just didn’t laugh at someone with a smile that sweet.  
 
    “I haven’t seen you in two days!” Fiki exclaimed, and drew back to hold Kente’s shoulders. 
 
    Fiki had the best hair. Every other week, she had it done in a different style and every one of them was amazing. Today, it was all twisted into tight Sizwean knobs, threaded in the front with cowrie shells that hung down over her sparkle-strewn forehead. Her lips were painted a dark purple. She must have taken inspiration from the stars for today’s makeup because the delicately-placed flecks of silver over the deep blues and purples of her base paint brought to mind the view out Dakkabana’s windows. 
 
    “Pretty,” Kente murmured. 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Your work.” Kente gestured to the digital painting. “It’s really pretty.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you.” Fiki stepped back to survey the image herself, rubbing her hands together. “You know I really prefer working with material I can feel under my fingertips.” In that, at least, Fiki was a numu to her core. “I can’t wait until we get to school and I have the space to get out my real paints again. Anyway, how have you been, gidan? How come I haven’t seen you?” 
 
    “Sorry. I’ve been busy with monitor duty but, Fiki, I—” 
 
    “I had to watch the new episode of Basadenyaa alone!” 
 
    “Oh!” Kente had forgotten there was a new Basadenyaa episode! “What happened? Did she find the bomb?” 
 
    “I’m not telling! You have to watch it, so we can talk about it!” 
 
    “That’s not fair, Fiki!” 
 
    “If you have time, we could watch it right now.” Fiki reached for her info-com pad. 
 
    “Yes!” Kente exclaimed before his brain caught up with his mouth and he remembered why he was actually there. “I-I mean, no. Not now. I have something else I need you to help me with.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “You’ll like it,” he smiled. “It’s a mystery.” 
 
    “A mystery?” Fiki repeated, looking both skeptical and a little excited. “What kind of mystery?” 
 
    “It’s—well—it might take a while to explain.” 
 
    Before Kente had even finished speaking, Fiki had taken his arms and guided him to the stool opposite hers. 
 
    “Tell!” she demanded, sitting him down across from her and leaning forward with her hands on her knees like a little kid waiting for a story. “Tell, tell!” 
 
    Kente started at the beginning, with the security alert he had received that morning. He told her about the pod with the injured children inside, about Chief Koma’s decision to let it dock, about the white policemen and their argument with Zankare. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re allowed to tell me all of this?” Fiki asked when he got to the part about Carythian national security. 
 
    “No. Should I stop telling you?” 
 
    Fiki thought for a moment. Then a devious smile spread across her face, and she shook her head. “No.” 
 
    So Kente went on to the part where Zankare fired him and he went to the kids’ hospital room to look for clues. 
 
    “Did you find anything?” she asked. 
 
    “That’s why I wanted to talk to you,” Kente said. “I searched all over the room, but the only thing I could find was this.” He pulled out the envelope and held it out for Fiki to see. “Look at it! It’s the Firebird symbol!”  
 
    Fiki cocked her head, confused. “The what symbol?” 
 
    “Firebird, gidan!” Kente said in disbelief. “Don’t tell me you don’t know Firebird!” 
 
    “No, I know him. He’s one of those Carythian vigilantes, right?” 
 
    “Not just one of them!” Kente exclaimed. “He’s the one! And this is his symbol!” 
 
    “Really?” Fiki said with her thinking face on. 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve seen it a million times on the news. I’d know it anywhere.” 
 
    “If you’ve seen it a million times, doesn’t that mean just anyone could have replicated it and stamped it on a piece of kayiri?” 
 
    “Oh.” Kente deflated. He hadn’t thought of that. “But there is another weird thing,” he said, remembering the reason he had thought to come to Fiki in the first place. “This stuff isn’t actually kayiri.” 
 
    “Really?” Fiki leaned forward, intrigued. “What is it?” 
 
    “That’s what I wanted to ask you. You’re a numu. You’re supposed to know your raw materials.” 
 
    “And you’re a senkuli,” Fiki said with a touch of amusement. “So are you.” 
 
    “Fiki, come on,” Kente begged. “You know you’re smarter at this stuff than I am. Help me out.” 
 
    “Listen… Kente, I understand you’re excited, but if this really has to do with vigilantes and Carythian national security, maybe it’s something you should hand over to the real security people.” 
 
    “Why? Who can handle this better than us?” 
 
    “Kente,” Fiki gave him that exasperated look he couldn’t bear. “Just because you watch a lot of crime-fighter shows—” 
 
    “I’m serious!” Kente said, stung. “The security koronu might be good fighters, but they’re not as fast as me, and they’re not craft-smart like you. What are they going to find that you can’t? Besides, aren’t you a little curious?” He held the envelope out to her. 
 
    Fiki eyed the mysterious material, her purple lips smushed into that shape they took on when she didn’t approve of what Kente was doing, but couldn’t quite help but jump in with him. 
 
    “Okay.” She took the envelope. “One quick look. If I can’t figure it out, I want you to take it back to the security…” but she trailed off as she ran her fingers over the material. “Falleke!” 
 
    “What is it?” Kente asked. 
 
    “You know last year, when I did that research project on ancient drawing materials across the world?” she said, not taking her eyes from the envelope. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Well, one of the lectures I found—on ancient calligraphy—mentioned something like this, this pressed reed material they made in Ancient Abtya. They called it papyrus.” 
 
    “What’s it for?” Kente asked. 
 
    “Writing on, mostly,” said Fiki, “like the glass fiber kayiri we use. Only papyrus has to be handled carefully because of how easily it burns. It fell out of use in Abtya centuries ago because it was so flammable, but the Hadeans kept using it long after that… up until the Yammankalu invaded their land. The jaseliwu say the Hadeans had whole books of it. Not just books, whole buildings full of books. They called them… what was the word? Libraries, I think. The jaseliwu say some of them were as big as castles!” 
 
    Sometimes Kente thought it was a shame Fiki hadn’t been born a jaseli; she had such dramatic flare when she talked about the past. 
 
    “And what was in the lie berries?” Kente asked, enchanted. “What did the Hadeans write in all those books?” 
 
    “No one knows,” Fiki said. “They were lost in the Xoora Senondi.” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “The great fire King Makundana ordered to purge the false gods from the colonies. They never taught us about it in school; I only know because I spend way too much time eavesdropping around the jalido.” 
 
    “Why would people store knowledge on stuff that burns so easy?” Kente asked. It seemed like a terrible idea. 
 
    “Well, you have to remember that most ancient Hadeans had never seen a tajaka,” Fiki said, “and they didn’t have jaseliwu like we do. They had to record their histories and knowledge somehow.” 
 
    “And they did that by writing it down?” Kente’s face scrunched in confusion. 
 
    “I guess they figured, if all their knowledge was kept in written form, it could be stored up in packages for future generations.” 
 
    “But it wasn’t, in the end, if it all got burned,” Kente said. “It was lost.” 
 
    “Only after our people got to it.” 
 
    Kente thought for a moment. “That makes me feel bad.” 
 
    “Probably why they don’t teach it in Yammanka schools,” Fiki said. “It can’t be easy to explain to six-year-olds why one of their hero kings had to go around incinerating other peoples’ cultural heritage.” 
 
    Fiki didn’t always have the sunniest view of Yamma as a nation. Kente supposed that was understandable for someone who had grown up in a country that had been Yamma’s bitter rival since the days of the Second Empire. Na said not to listen too closely to Fiki’s ramblings—but Fiki’s ramblings were fun to listen to. She said things no one else would say, things Kente would never think of on his own. 
 
    “So, you think that’s a piece of… of platypus from ancient Hades?” he said, nodding down at the envelope. 
 
    “Papyrus,” Fiki laughed, “and no, I don’t think so. If it were from the ancient world, it would be brittle and discolored; papyrus wasn’t known for its sturdiness. And this stuff looks new.” 
 
    “Oh, right. You’re so smart! So, do you think it’s something else? Like a really weird brand of kayiri?” 
 
    Fiki shrugged. “One way to find out.” 
 
    Lighting a flame at the tip of her thumb, she brought it to the edge of the envelope. The material caught fire instantly and started to curl into black flakes of ash. 
 
    “Oh!” Fiki clamped her fingers down on the flame, stifling it before it got a chance to spread any further. 
 
    “It really does burn easy!” Kente said. It was amazing something so flammable had survived whatever fire had raged in the hospital room. 
 
    “I also don’t recognize this kind of ink,” Fiki mused, surveying the insignia again before bringing it to her nose to smell it. “It’s not something that’s manufactured in Yamma… or Sizwe.” 
 
    “What else can you tell?” Kente asked. 
 
    “Well, obviously, this papyrus packet was made to hold something. Do you know what was inside it?” 
 
    Kente shook his head. “Whatever it was—if it was written on the same papyrus stuff—it’s probably burned up and gone. There was a lot of ash in the room.” His breath leapt in excitement as a new thought occurred to him. “Do you think it could have been burned up to keep it secret? Do you think it had crime-fighting information on it?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Fiki’s brow furrowed under her star-speckled paint. “There’s definitely something weird going on here. I’m not saying it actually has to do with Firebird—” 
 
    “But you’re not saying it doesn’t,” Kente said, with a grin. 
 
    “I’m saying it’s weird.” Fiki’s frown deepened. 
 
    “I know.” Kente took the envelope from her and put it back in his pocket. “That’s why I’m going to figure out what’s going on.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I have the registration number for their pod,” Kente said, showing Fiki a smudged note on the palm of his hand. “I took it down when Zankare wasn’t looking. Now I can track the pod down and look there for clues.” 
 
    “Kente, I know you’re excited—I’m glad you’re excited—but this isn’t one of your vigilante detective stories. This isn’t Basadenyaa. It’s real life.” 
 
    “That just makes it cooler!” Kente exclaimed. “You’re not going to talk me out of doing this.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to try,” Fiki sighed. “I was going to tell you to be careful. I have a bad feeling about this. I know you like chasing after koronu, but you can’t always trust them to have your best interests at heart—” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Kente said, bouncing his way to the door. “I have fast legs.” 
 
    “I know. I just want to make sure that if things get dangerous, you use those fast legs to run away from the danger, not toward it. Kente? Kente, are you listening to me?” Fiki called, but he had already raced out the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    JOAN 
 
      
 
    A closing door clipped my shoulder. I felt a metal bullet bounce off the outside of the train as we crashed to the floor inside, but we made it! The doors had shut behind us. We were safe. 
 
    “Ow,” I said as I disentangled my limbs from Daniel’s. My body didn’t bruise easily, but I felt an unpleasant swelling sensation on my knees and elbows where they had slammed into hard glass one too many times. There were only a few other people in the train car, but they were all staring at us, their dark eyes wide in their painted faces. Beside me, Daniel was dragging himself up.  
 
    “That was close,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said in a low voice. “Can that be the last time we take a flying jump somewhere we shouldn’t?” 
 
    “I’m not making any promises,” Daniel said. 
 
    A giggle burst out of me. I don’t know why. Maybe it was stress, or relief, or sheer exhausted craziness but I suddenly couldn’t help laughing. 
 
    “Ha! See!” Daniel pointed at me in triumph. “I told you this was going to be fun!” 
 
    “So fun,” I giggled. 
 
    Daniel’s bruised face split into a grin and we both slumped over laughing. I supposed we looked completely insane, kneeling and doubled over in the middle of the floor cackling like maniacs, but I couldn’t find it in me to care. 
 
    “Na!” A little girl sitting on her mother’s knee pointed to us. “What’s wrong with them?” 
 
    Her mother shushed her and pushed her arm down. 
 
    “We should probably find some seats,” Daniel said as I wiped laughing tears from my eyes. 
 
    “Yeah,” I breathed and let him pull me to my feet. 
 
    The train car was set up something like a city bus, with seats placed in long rows against the walls or in pairs, one in front of the other. But while buses and trains on Earth were made of steel, this train car seemed to be made entirely of glass. 
 
    The train moved so smoothly that I barely realized it had started until I saw the patterned walls racing by outside. There was no creak of metal mechanisms, no rattle of wheels against tracks. With my palms flat against the floor, I could make out strips of metal lining the underside of the car—nickel and iron alloy, it felt like, through the muffling layers of glass—and I realized that the train didn’t have wheels. It didn’t even have to touch the tracks. It was powered by magnets. 
 
    No one in the train car said anything, but the staring persisted as Daniel and I staggered to our feet and made our way over to two empty seats. Sitting down, I realized that even the seats were made of glass.  
 
    “Really?” I muttered to myself in frustration. Out of all solid substances, glass was one of the few I couldn’t sense or control with ease. I felt smothered with so much of it surrounding me. 
 
    “Really what?” Daniel asked. 
 
    “Why is so much of this space station made of glass?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s jonjo glass,” Daniel said, “one of the sturdiest building materials in the world. I know you don’t really have anything like it on Earth, but Dunians have been using it to make all kinds of stuff for centuries—ever since the senkuliwu discovered how to make it.” 
 
    “The senkuliwu?” I had seen the word senkuli before in my Yammaninke learning manual, but had never been able to figure out what it meant. 
 
    “Members of the glassworking kafo,” Daniel said. “They make all the glass products in the world. Only they know how. That’s how they became a kafo in the first place.” 
 
    Kafo. That word I did know. My dictionary had translated it as ‘occupational endogamous social class.’ I knew that ‘endogamous’ meant you couldn’t marry outside the group, but I hadn’t really thought about the ‘occupational’ part until now. 
 
    “So, you mean there’s a whole social class just for people who make glass?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, originally, the senkuliwu were a splinter group of the numuwu who went and illegally intermarried with northern tribesmen. They lived in the desert,” Daniel said as though this was supposed to clarify something. 
 
    “So?” I said, unable to understand what living in the desert had to do with glass. 
 
    “So, when you’re a tajaka surrounded by sand, learning to turn it into good strong glass basically makes you the most useful person around.” 
 
    “But—sand—that’s silicon!” I exclaimed as I understood. He meant that these glassworking tajakalu actually melted the sand with their powers. “Are there really tajakalu who can melt sand into glass with their bare hands?” 
 
    “Some.” 
 
    “How?” I asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” Daniel said. “I’m not a senkuli. However you do it, it’s not easy. Senkuliwu spend years of their life learning. Even with a good teacher, not everyone can do it; they say you have to have the blood of the first glassworkers in your veins to be really good at it. It’s like any of the kafo specializations. You’re born into it.” 
 
    “The kafo specializations?” 
 
    “Glassworking, blacksmithing, religion, orature, combat, and kingship. There’s a kafo that specializes in each trade. And everyone on Duna belongs to one of the six kafonu.” 
 
    “Everyone?” I paused. “So, which kafo are you?” 
 
    “I’m a koro,” Daniel said, “a kele koro, like most people in the world.” 
 
    “And what does that mean?” I asked. “What does a koro do?” 
 
    “He fights.” 
 
    Before I could launch into a new string of questions, Daniel tapped a rhythmic command on the bar before us. 
 
    “Activate hologram,” he said in Yammaninke. “Display map.” 
 
    I had seen a holographic image once before. The info-com device Robin had given me had been able to display Yammaninke language manuals in the form of holographic white text. But the hologram on display before Daniel now was on a completely different level, three-dimensional and fully colored, with popping patterns of gold-trimmed red and pink flowers. 
 
    “Welcome to Dakkabana,” an automated voice sang and the flowers pinwheeled away to reveal a shining piece of gold machinery spinning lazily in a sea of stars. At the machine’s center was a broad cylinder that narrowed at the middle to a slender rod. A donut-like hoop encircled the thinner part of the cylinder. The whole structure was gleaming gold with fine patterns of black and white snaking their way down its sides.  
 
    “That’s… is that—” 
 
    “It’s Dakkabana,” Daniel said, and now that the holographic image was turning, I could see jet black solar panels extending like wings from the broader parts of the cylinder. “That’s what it looks like from the outside.” 
 
    “Wow!” The solar panels made it vaguely recognizable as a space station but in other ways, it was so alien. There was no Earth-made piece of architecture or machinery quite like it. The golden glass, the angular patterns, the powerful shape of the cylinder—it was all something that could not have come out of my world. 
 
    “Please select language,” the voice said, and glowing white text appeared in the stars beside the little space center, listing our language options. If there was one part of Yammaninke I had gotten good at, it was sounding my way through the alphabet. It only took me a glance to read through our options: Yammaninke, Abtyaninke, Isi-Sizwe, Kaigengua, Rangagua. 
 
    No Lindish. I supposed that was something I was going to have to get used to. Robin had told me that Lindish wasn’t a common language on Duna. Most people, he had said, spoke Yammaninke. My one attempt at speaking Yammaninke—when I had woken up and tried to talk to Doctor Fola in the hospital—had been frustratingly clumsy, but eventually I was going to have to get better at it. 
 
    Daniel considered the language selection for a moment before saying, “Yammaninke.” 
 
    The word ‘Yammaninke’ lit up bright gold and then the list disintegrated, scattering into stardust. 
 
    “Daniel, how—” How does the hologram work? I meant to ask, but the question died on my lips as my mouth fell open. The tunnel on one side of train had turned transparent. All thoughts of the hologram disappeared as a sky full of real stars opened up before me—thousands—millions—of stars drifting against the blackness of space.  
 
    Behind us, the little girl uttered a squeal of delight and climbed up her mother’s chest to press her nose to the glass. The adults in the car seemed only mildly interested in the stars if they looked up at all. Daniel had said space travel was a common thing on Duna, so maybe they were used to seeing the universe from a space station, but I couldn’t stop gaping my amazement. My whole body felt light, like it was floating out there among the stars. 
 
    “Pretty cool, huh?” Daniel said, though his eyes didn’t leave the hologram. “Display sectors,” I heard him say dimly in Yammaninke. “In Yammanka Sector, find pod docks.” 
 
    As he went on to give the virtual map more directions, a massive blue-green orb rose into view outside, glowing and shrouded in swirls of white cloud. 
 
    I felt the breath leave my body in a single wistful, “Oh…” Reaching past Daniel, through the hologram, I put my palm against the glass. “That’s… Is that it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Daniel said stiffly. “That’s Duna.” 
 
    “It looks so much like Earth,” I said softly. If you showed me pictures of the two planets side by side, I wasn’t sure I would be able to tell the difference. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “I know.” Daniel’s fist slammed into the back of the seat in front of us and I started. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked, drawing my hand back. 
 
    Daniel shook his head and turned away from me with an agitated sigh. 
 
    “Get up,” he said, standing up with his back to the planet on the other side of the glass. “We’re getting off.” 
 
    “What? But—” I turned back toward the glass window of the train, only to find that the stars and clouds were gone, replaced with the golden glass walls of another tunnel. The train was slowing down. 
 
    “Yammanka Sector,” an automated voice rang through the car. “Shopping Center.” The train glided to a stop. “Thank you for using Dakkabana’s Biida Line.” 
 
    The platform where we had boarded—the little I had seen of it as we dashed for the closing doors—had been deserted. By contrast, this one was bursting with people, standing and chatting in clusters or piling into lines at the train’s opening doors. Once again, I noticed that nearly all of them had that deep ebony skin. In one of the lines, I caught sight of a few people who were lighter brown like Daniel, and getting off a train car further back, there was a pale-skinned couple who looked vaguely Asian—though their skin was mostly covered in colorful paint.  
 
    “Daniel, how come everyone on this space station is bl—how come they all look the same?” I asked. 
 
    “We’re in the outer rings,” he said. “Everyone here is rich.” 
 
    I would have asked what having dark skin had to do with financial status, but I got too distracted staring at the splendor around me. Jewelry glittered around women’s necks and in people’s ears and the clothing they wore came in all different elaborate patterns and styles unlike anything I had ever seen. A teenage girl stepping off the car ahead of us wore a skirt patterned with four-petaled flowers that matched the soft pink and orange paint on her face. Her top was made of dozens of crisscrossing strips of fabric that formed more flowers over her breasts and shoulders. Her midriff, where the straps left it exposed, was painted with dots of white and pink. Jewels punctuated the patterns across her skin, making her glitter as she walked. 
 
    A man passing in front of her wore a robe threaded with gold and printed with geometrically interlocking black and red serpents. Earrings of colored glass and singing copper dangled from people’s ears. I saw some people sporting loose black headscarves like the ones worn by the finawu in the temple, though many women seemed to favor more colorful headdresses—stiff, vibrant fabric twisted into all kinds of elaborate knots and bows. Women without head coverings had ropes of gold braided into their hair. Everywhere I looked, the platform exploded with color. 
 
    In the crowd of painted black faces and covered heads, I noticed that Daniel and I were drawing stares. Daniel noticed too. 
 
    “Come on,” he said, tugging the sleeve of my sweatshirt, “you can look and walk at the same time.” 
 
    A man who brushed past us had a towering stack of fabric balanced on his head. I had seen African women in documentaries walking around dusty villages with baskets and water jugs balanced on their heads, but I had never seen anyone do it in real life. I found myself staring wide-eyed as he passed, wondering how the fabric tower didn’t come toppling down. 
 
    “Can everyone here do that?” I asked, noticing several other people with parcels perched atop their heads—bags, boxes, even some machinery. 
 
    “Do what?” Daniel asked. 
 
    “Carry stuff on top of their heads?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Daniel said. “People don’t do that where you come from, do they?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “We all learn when we’re little. You’re probably going to want to learn too, if you don’t want people to laugh at you.” 
 
    “Great,” I sighed. “What if I can’t—”  
 
    But our next steps took us around the corner into the shopping center and I found myself struck dumb again. The shopping center wasn’t set up that differently from a typical mall on Earth; brightly-lit storefront displays lined each side while smaller vendors’ stands stood at intervals down the center. What took the breath from my body was the color and scale. I had never seen a mall this big in my life. 
 
    At the center of the floor stood a fountain—probably a hundred feet tall and fifty feet across—towering over the crowds. A strange statue rose from the seething water in its basin: the glass shapes of humans reaching skyward. Spouts of water from the basin and fire from a raised ring shrouded the figures in ethereal clouds of colored steam. 
 
    Colorful banners, some as big as soccer fields, hung from a curving glass ceiling so high that a helicopter could have comfortably flown the length of the mall beneath it. 
 
    “Those are the flags of the major Dunian countries,” Daniel explained when he saw me staring. “Even though it’s Yammanka-run, Dakkabana’s an international space station, so they try to make people from all different countries feel welcome.”  
 
    “What countries do the flags belong to?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, let’s see… this first one is Kaigen.” Daniel pointed to a dark blue banner depicting a pair of white fish swimming around a central circle. “Then there’s Abtya, Sizwe, Disa, Sayida, Zandile, and of course, Yamma,” he finished, pointing to the last and biggest of the flags, billowing black, orange, and white over the far wall. The Yammanka emblem was a flower with an X in its center, its four petals tipped with spearheads that pointed to the four corners of the flag. 
 
    “No Carytha?” I asked. 
 
    “No, no,” Daniel said dismissively. “We’re not important enough for a whole banner in the main shopping center…” His brow furrowed. “But we’re not the only ones missing. They left out Ranga, and Abiria. I guess, to the Yammankalu, ‘international’ means them and the countries they get along with.” 
 
    “Yamma doesn’t get along with Ranga and Abiria?” 
 
    Now that Daniel mentioned it, I remembered Robin talking about Yammanka troops intervening against Ranga in Ranganese-Disanka border disputes. 
 
    “Kuyasse says Yamma doesn’t ‘get along’ with other countries; it tells them how it’s going to be, then they either roll over or they risk their existence fighting back. Ranga and Abiria have a history of fighting back.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, Ranga is one of the only nations on the planet strong enough to stand up to Yamma,” Daniel said. “And Abiria… Kuyasse says the Abirians just have nothing left to lose.” 
 
    Daniel led the way into what looked like the Dunian equivalent of a department store, a sprawling complex of high shelves and colorful displays that seemed to sell everything from electronics, to cookware, to clothes.  
 
    “You can stay here near the front and look around,” Daniel said, setting me up near a colorful display of what appeared to be info-com device cases. “I’m just going to grab us some cheap clothes and paintsticks. It won’t take long.” 
 
    “Can’t I come with you?” I asked, not liking the idea of being separated from Daniel in this confusing place. 
 
    “One of us should stay and keep an eye on the door in case the police show up. If you see them, just shout and I’ll come.” 
 
    “Okay.” It did make sense for one of us to keep a lookout. 
 
    “I’ll be back soon,” Daniel promised and disappeared into the aisles of bright colors. 
 
    For a while I entertained myself by admiring all the different designs of the translucent info-com cases before I got curious and started looking around at the neighboring displays. Wandering around the corner into what must have been the toy department, I found myself surrounded by towering shelves full of dolls. They came in all different shapes, sizes and styles, from squashy baby dolls in frilly outfits, to elegant fashion dolls in elaborate dresses. They were all dark-skinned. 
 
    “Baba, I want Manga Koro Maka!” a little girl was begging her father, holding up a doll in a glittering pink and gold box. 
 
    “You have plenty of dolls, n’den,” her father said wearily. 
 
    “But this one comes with two outfits and a light-up spear!” the girl protested. “And she does this!” She squeezed the doll’s hand and I was shocked to see a jet of real fire shoot from it. 
 
    After the beleaguered man managed to pry his daughter from the toy aisle, I made my way over to the shelf of Manga Koro Makas to get a better look at the lethal doll. 
 
    A Yammaninke warning on the side of the box read: CAUTION: This toy emits fire at temperatures of 5000 – 5100 degrees Koumbia. Unsuitable for non-tajaka children. 
 
    Manga Koro Maka seemed to be part of an extensive set of girl dolls. On the shelf beneath Maka stood rows of a surprisingly well-muscled doll called Kele Koro Kanya. She also came with spears and shot fire, but instead of a tiara, she had a bow and arrow. On the next shelf down, I found Jali Joya, who came with an assortment of musical instruments and a light-up microphone that played a different tune each time you pressed the button. Beside her was Numu Nana, who came with a forge, safety goggles, and a toolkit. Beneath her was Senku Silla, whose box contained a set of assorted glass beads and colored wire to make doll-sized jewelry. 
 
    Moving further down the toy aisle, I realized that almost all the toys were divided up like the dolls—by kafo. The numu and senkuli sections were filled with toy hammers, towering sets of building blocks, and elaborate model kits for everything from cars, to houses, to robotic dinosaurs. The kele koro and manga koro section was mostly stocked with toy swords, spears, and sports equipment. 
 
    In the jaseli section, in between a bunch of child-sized drums and microphones, I found a toy that caught my eye. It was a globe. The colorful sphere looked like it might be made of plastic but when I touched it, I found that it was made of a light variety of jonjo glass. As soon as my fingers pressed against one of the land masses, it lit up bright orange, drums pounded from the little speakers at the base of the globe, and a voice sang, “Yamma! Capital city: Kolunjara!” 
 
    Curious, I turned the globe on its axis and touched a tiny island, only to have a whole chain of islands as well as part of the neighboring continent light up bright blue. 
 
    A vaguely Asian-sounding stringed instrument played to the sound of crashing waves and the speakers sang, “The Kaigenese Empire! Capital city: Jungsan!”  
 
    I poked at the mainland beside the Kaigenese Empire and this time got a howling gale and fluttering woodwinds. “The Ranganese Union! Capital city: Yujing!” 
 
    It wasn’t long before I had made my way across the whole world, listening intently to each of the jingles and doing my best to commit it to memory. It didn’t take long. There were only thirteen countries on the whole globe: Sizwe, Yamma, Abtya, Disa, Sayida, Biladugu, Hades, Ranga, Kaigen, Zandile, Malusia, Abiria, Carytha, and Kudazwe. It was weird; on Earth, there were almost two hundred separate countries. Why did this dimension have so few? 
 
    Thinking that I could at least figure out which Dunian continents paralleled each of the major continents on Earth, I turned the globe around again. But the harder I tried to match what I saw to Earth’s continents, the more confused I got. The shapes just didn’t line up.  
 
    It wasn’t until I stepped back from the colorful glass sphere that I noticed what was really off about the layout of Planet Duna. A snowy continent labeled ‘Sumuldugu’ sat atop the globe like a little white hat. If Planet Duna was put together anything like Earth, there was only one continent that covered a pole. On Earth that was Antarctica, but Antarctica covered the South Pole, at the bottom of the globe, so what was this Sumuldugu continent doing on the top of Duna? 
 
    That was when it occurred to me to look more closely at the flower-shaped compass set into the glass. Sure enough, the spear-tipped petal pointing downward was labeled ‘Kodo’—the Yammaninke word for ‘North’—and the one pointing upward was labeled ‘Banbo’—Yammaninke for ‘South.’ 
 
    Gripping the globe by its jonjo glass base, I lifted it off the shelf and turned it upside down—and everything fell into place. If you turned Hades on its head, it was shaped a lot like Europe. And underneath it, the continent of Kelendugu—home to Yamma, Abtya, and Sizwe—made a half-moon shape a lot like Africa. The massive continent of Namindugu—home to Ranga, Disa, and Kaigen—would have lined up pretty neatly with Earth’s Asia. And North and South Baxaria were almost identical to North and South America. Duna really was like Earth! Just upside down. 
 
    “I ye mun ke yan ye?” a voice demanded sharply. 
 
    Startled, I turned to see a man coming down the toy aisle toward me. 
 
    “I ye mun ke yan?” he repeated and it took me a moment to realize he was asking, ‘What are you doing here?’ 
 
    “Um—I—” 
 
    He said something that came out too fast for me to understand in my surprise. All I could register was the sour expression of disapproval on his face—and the word ‘stealing.’ He took the globe from my hands with a disapproving click of his tongue, and put it back on the shelf. 
 
    “Now, go on, get out,” he said. “You don’t belong in here.” 
 
    “I-I can’t. I’m with—” 
 
    “This isn’t a charity shelter, denyaa. You need to leave now. Come along.” 
 
    He took my arm and I started to panic. 
 
    “N-no. I—” 
 
    “Excuse me,” a voice cut in and I was immensely relieved to see Daniel step around the corner with an armful of clothes. “Can you explain why you’re putting your hands on my friend?” 
 
    “Son, calm down.” 
 
    “I’m not your son.” Daniel said shortly. “I’m Daniel Thundyil, son of Robin Thundyil.” 
 
    “Robin Thundyil?” The man faltered. “The Carythian lawman?” 
 
    “That’s right.”  
 
    “But—you can’t be.” 
 
    “If you want to argue lineage with me, I can bring the wrath of the whole Thundyil Firm down on this garbage store. Is that what you want?” 
 
    The man let go instantly. “I—I’m sorry, Koroke. If you’ll just let me explain what’s going on—” 
 
    “I know exactly what’s going on,” Daniel snarled. 
 
    “H-her behavior was suspicious.” 
 
    “Well your behavior is a disgrace,” Daniel threw back at the man. “I’m going to be nice and not tell your manager about this, but I hope you get fired.” 
 
    “Koroke, I’m sorry. If there’s anything I can—” 
 
    “You can put these back.” Daniel shoved the heap of clothing into the man’s arms. “We won’t be buying anything here.” 
 
    While I was still confused, shaken, and feeling oddly like I wanted to cry, Daniel took my arm and marched me out of the store. 
 
    “What did I do?” I asked, finding a tremor in my voice. 
 
    “You didn’t do anything,” Daniel said fiercely. 
 
    I still wasn’t sure why the man had been upset with me. I just assumed it was because I wasn’t dressed to the standard of the other customers—I probably did look like a bit of a ragamuffin with my dirty, oversized sweatshirt and bruised-up face—but that didn’t explain why Daniel had gotten so angry. 
 
    “Was it because of the way I’m dressed?” I asked. 
 
    “I said it wasn’t you,” Daniel said shortly. “You didn’t see anyone telling me to leave.” 
 
    “Then—I don’t get it,” I said. “Why did he—” 
 
    “Because he’s racist.” Daniel scowled.  
 
    “He—he’s what?” 
 
    “Just don’t worry about it. We’ll get clothes somewhere else.” 
 
    As I jogged to keep up with Daniel’s quick strides I remembered something Robin had said to me back on Earth, when I had pleaded with him to let me go to Duna: On this planet your skin color is something of a privilege. On Duna, I’m afraid it will be just the opposite. Did that mean… had that guy assumed I was stealing just because I was white? There was a problem I never thought I would have to deal with.  
 
    I hadn’t taken it very seriously when Robin said I might have trouble fitting in on Duna. It wasn’t until now, with the store clerk’s disdainful words ringing in my head that I realized that language and geography confusion might be the least of my problems.  
 
    I had stepped into a world that truly was upside down. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five:  
 
    The Orphan and the Stranger 
 
      
 
    Daniel brought us to a different store, bigger and emptier than the last. In fact, looking through the glass windows, I couldn’t see any shelves in it at all—just a wall of standing booths with little holograms in them. Yammaninke letters reading Imma Fini glowed bright red above an entrance made of arching elephant tusks far too big to be real. 
 
    “What is this place?” I asked as we walked in. 
 
    The store occupied a vast part of the shopping center, but it didn’t seem to have anything in it except that one long bank of holographic projectors. People stood at some of them poking at the holograms and giving them voice commands. The rest of the store space was walled off behind a colorful screen of translucent glass. 
 
    “This is Imma Fini,” Daniel said. “It’s an instant clothes printer, the biggest one on Duna—or in space.” 
 
    “An instant clothes printer?” 
 
    “I know they don’t have these where you’re from, but it’s really fun,” Daniel said. “Here, I’ll show you how it works.” 
 
    Walking up to one of the booths, Daniel cleared his throat and said, “I ka fininyaari damina.” Begin design. 
 
    “Nnse!” the machine replied in a pleasant voice as the holographic display glowed to life, projecting a miniature white stage before us. “Misigi ye dabari ye.” 
 
    “What did she say?” I asked. 
 
    “Generating model,” Daniel said and a small figure appeared on the holographic stage before us. 
 
    “It’s you!” I exclaimed in surprise. 
 
    The tiny person had Daniel’s warm brown skin and thin wiry frame, his untidy hair, his sharp jawline, even his coal black eyes. The only difference was that the hologram had replaced his clothes with a plain tan shirt and shorts. 
 
    “Pretty cool, right?” Daniel said as the alarmingly Daniel-like hologram shifted its weight from one foot to the other and blinked up at us. “Imma Fini’s famous for its accurate models.” 
 
    “Oh—so, it can see what we look like?” I asked. 
 
    “The computer runs a basic scan, yeah,” Daniel said as though that wasn’t at all unsettling. 
 
    As he spoke, a row of translucent bubbles appeared above the little holographic Daniel, each one labelled in glowing Yammaninke text. I recognized some of the words: fabric, pattern, color. Others were unfamiliar to me. 
 
    “This is a tactile hologram,” Daniel explained, “so you don’t have to control it by voice command. You can just do this.” He reached out and touched the bubble labeled ‘color.’ Immediately, a palette of hundreds of colors sprang up before him. Without much thought, Daniel tapped a warm shade of orange, and a moment later, the shirt on the little Daniel changed from tan to orange.  
 
    I watched in fascination as Daniel casually tapped his way from bubble to bubble, choosing from hundreds of options for patterns, materials, neckline, and sleeve styles until he had formed an orange tunic-like garment with a high collar and loose, elbow-length sleeves. 
 
    “I guess we have to get one set of these clothes printed instantly,” he said, scrolling through his options for patterns to line the collar. “It’ll cost a ton, but whatever.” 
 
    “How are we paying for this anyway?” I asked. 
 
    “With my family’s account—well, my side account of my family’s account.” 
 
    “Is your side account bottomless?” 
 
    “Pretty much. Dad’s a billionaire.” 
 
    “Wait, really?” That hadn’t come up in any of my conversations with the Thundyils back on Earth—though I supposed you had to be pretty rich to afford an inter-dimensional space vessel and all that other crime-fighting tech. 
 
    “Yep, he’s the second richest man in Carytha.” 
 
    “Who’s the first?” I asked. 
 
    “My uncle.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I exclaimed. “But how?” Robin had told me that he and his brother had come to Carytha as refugees from the Ranganese-Disanka wars, that they had grown up in an orphanage in a bad part of town. How did you go from a ramshackle orphanage to that kind of wealth? There couldn’t be that much money in anonymous crime-fighting. “How did they get so much money?” 
 
    “I don’t really know—it’s complicated. I guess, around the time they graduated Daybreak, they inherited a bunch of money from their last relative in Disa—a grandmother, I think. They invested it all in this legal service company they were starting up, it turned out to be a huge success, and they got rich and famous from it.” 
 
    “They owned a company together?” I said in surprise. From the little I had heard Robin talk about his brother, it hadn’t sounded like they had the greatest relationship. 
 
    “They did,” Daniel said, “but Dad left the business before I was born to focus on crime-fighting. My uncle’s run it alone for a long time now.” 
 
    “Hey, speaking of which, your uncle’s supposed to meet us somewhere, right?” I said, remembering Robin’s letter. 
 
    Daniel didn’t look at me. He just kept poking at the hologram before him. “You should get started making something.” He nodded to the booth beside his. 
 
    “How do I—” 
 
    “Just do what I did. Let me know if you get stuck.” 
 
    “Okay. Um…” I stepped up to the booth and said, “I ka fininyaari damina,” doing my best to imitate Daniel’s pronunciation. It must have been good enough because a little white stage appeared before me and the voice said, “Misigi ye dabari ye.”  
 
    “I still don’t get how the clothes are supposed to—ah!” I jumped back from the hologram in horror. 
 
    Something had gone wrong with the little Joan model. Parts of her were missing, others were bright yellow, and she had no eyes—just two white holes in her head. 
 
    “Wh-what happened?” I demanded as Daniel looked up from his own hologram. Apparently, the computer thought I was a disembodied, noseless, eyeless yellow head and a floating pair of brown hands. 
 
    “Oh. Sometimes it has trouble registering people with—it has trouble registering some colors. Let me just adjust some of the settings here.” Daniel had to fiddle with my hologram for a while before coaxing it into displaying something resembling a human being. 
 
    In the end, little Joan came out significantly pinker than I was in real life, her eyes were purple instead of blue, she still didn’t seem to have a nose, and the computer had translated my straight brown hair into a mess of little brown braids—but at least it didn’t look like a monster anymore. 
 
    “We’re probably going to want to make a few extra outfits for you,” Daniel said as he continued to work on his own hologram. “I have clothes that I can wear back on Duna. You don’t have any.” 
 
    “What kind of clothes should I have?” I asked. I had worn the same baggy blue sweatshirt pretty much every day since starting middle school. If I had never been on top of fashion trends in my own world, how was I supposed to know what looked good or bad here? 
 
    “Just make something you like,” Daniel shrugged. He made it sound simple. For him, I supposed it was. He had finished his outfit in a matter of minutes, but as I suspected, I had a much harder time with all the choices. In the end, Daniel did most of the work.  
 
    “What colors do you like?” he asked after he had slapped together the shape of the outfit. 
 
    “I… I don’t usually wear bright colors,” I said. 
 
    “Everyone here wears bright colors,” he said. “You’ll stand out more if you don’t. We’ll do blue, okay? That’s normal, but not too bright. Then I guess silver and white are the accents that usually go with blue. Does that work for you?” 
 
    “Um… sure?” 
 
    My contribution was mostly just to stand there and say ‘sure,’ ‘okay,’ and ‘I guess’ while Daniel flew through the hundreds of options for embroidery, and material, and sleeve-length. 
 
    “Okay, then you’re going to want some classic bogolan, in case you have to look nice for something.” 
 
    “What’s bogolan?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s this.” Daniel pulled up a display of bold, angular fabric patterns of varying intricacy, most of them white lines on black, some with other colors thrown in. 
 
    “Oh. I’ve seen a lot of people wearing that kind of fabric,” I observed, looking around us. The middle-aged man a few booths down from us was wearing a sharp robe of black, white, and yellow bogolan. 
 
    “That’s because people dress nice when they’re on a space center.” 
 
    “So… that’s, like, the suit and tie of Duna?” 
 
    Daniel thought for a moment, probably reaching into his memory for what the clothes on Earth had looked like. “Yeah,” he said after a moment. “Yeah, I guess it is. So.” He turned to me. “Which pattern do you like?” 
 
    “Um… I don’t know.” I said. “That one?” 
 
    “Oh.” Daniel frowned. “That might not be good.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’s a jaseli pattern. See, these are jaseli drums.” He indicated what looked to me like a row of white hourglasses. “Then it’s also got some karanyang”—a bunch of little rectangles with a short line inside each—“and the neck of the ngoni.” 
 
    “So, the only people who wear this pattern are jaseliwu?” I still didn’t really understand what a ‘jaseli’ was, despite having running across the word several times in my Yammaninke learning material. 
 
    “Pretty much. You might be able to get away with it if you were a fina, but it’d still be weird.” 
 
    “What about this one?” I asked, pointing at a bolder, less intricate pattern. 
 
    “Hmm… that one is koro,” Daniel said thoughtfully, “but it’s—I don’t know—it’s kind of obnoxious. Too many spearheads. I don’t think it would suit you.” 
 
    “What about this one with the snakes?” I kind of liked the snakes. 
 
    “Usually snake patterns are more of a manga koro thing.” 
 
    “What is a manga koro?” I asked.  
 
    “There are different kinds of koro,” Daniel said. “Kele koronu are warrior class. They can come from pretty much any family, even a non-Yammanka one like mine—or yours, for that matter. So the two of us qualify as kele koronu. Manga-koronu are pure-blooded Yammanka royalty. They all come from Yamma’s oldest ruling families—Biida, Kende, Biraye, Wagadu…” 
 
    “So, it’s a class thing?” I said for clarification. “Like being a noble or a commoner in England?” 
 
    “Sure. Maybe. Not really. It’s not like one kafo is above another—at least it’s not supposed to be like that. They’re not supposed to be higher than each other, they’re just separate. I mean, I don’t really know how these things work on Earth, but here, snakes are a symbol of royalty, so you only wear them if you’re descended from monarchs or just really, really arrogant like my uncle.” 
 
    When we had finally put together four or five outfits that weren’t too jaseli, or too numu, or too boyish or girlish, Daniel entered our orders—one set of clothes to be printed immediately for an extra charge, and several more to be printed and picked up later at the regular rate. 
 
    “Thank you for using Imma Fini,” the computer said. “Your first order is currently printing and will be available momentarily at the front desk. Your second order will be ready for pick-up in eight waatinu. Please find your receipt below.” 
 
    I looked down to see that the projector had spit out a little yellow slip. It wasn’t regular paper, I noticed as Daniel took it from the machine; it was some kind of stronger, more flexible material woven from microscopic threads of metal and glass fibers. 
 
    “What is that?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s the receipt,” he said. 
 
    “No, I meant, the stuff it’s printed on. What kind of paper is that?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not paper at all,” Daniel said. “It’s kayiri.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That paper you use on Earth, we don’t have that on Duna. We use this instead.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Well, for one thing, it’s fireproof,” Daniel said. Immediately, I thought of how Daniel had incinerated his father’s letter in his rage. If the same thought crossed Daniel’s mind he didn’t acknowledge it.  
 
    “And kayiri is just tougher in general,” he said brightly. “Watch this.” He crumpled the receipt up into a little ball, only to have it spring flat again when he opened his hand. “You can squish it all you want and it’ll still hold its shape.” 
 
    When Daniel presented the receipt at the front of the store, the woman behind the desk gave us a strange look, but handed us two neatly packaged sets of clothing. 
 
    “Thank you, Numuyaa,” Daniel said with a smile. “You wouldn’t happen to have any paintsticks here?” 
 
    “Of course. We have an eight-pack, a sixteen-pack, a—” 
 
    “We’ll take your biggest set.” 
 
    “That will be an additional nine wallanu.” 
 
    “No problem,” Daniel said as she handed him what looked like a box full of fancy gold pens. “Just add it to the charge.” 
 
    “The fitting rooms are that way if you’d like to try out your clothes or wear them out of the store.” 
 
    “I ni ke, Numuyaa.” 
 
    “What are those for?” I asked, nodding down at the paintsticks. 
 
    “Well, if we want to fit in, we have to paint our faces. Everyone here wears at least a little paint.” 
 
    Like on Earth, the fitting rooms were divided up by gender, so Daniel and I split up to change. Behind the patterned curtain of one of the stalls, I looked down at the outfit Daniel had decided to print for me. It was royal blue with looping white and silver patterns around the neck and sleeves. Sliding it from the package, I took a moment to run my hands over the fireproof fabric, silky-soft and somehow sturdy as chainmail at the same time. I had never had fireproof clothes before—or clothes that I couldn’t easily tear with my bare hands. 
 
    “Have you got everything figured out?” Daniel asked from outside the changing room. 
 
    “Um—yes,” I said, scrambling to slide out of my sweatshirt. Of course, Daniel took only five seconds to change. “Just give me a minute.” 
 
    The clothing was pretty straight forward. I slipped the top on over my head, letting it settle onto my shoulders, where it hung loose, and light, and perfectly fitted. The knee-length garment would have been the most comfortable thing I had ever put on if the fabric didn’t feel so unfamiliar against my skin. I took a little while to figure out which side of the dark gray pants was supposed to go in front, but once I got it right, they were amazingly comfortable. The sandal-like shoes slid on easily and then fastened around the ankle with a powerful magnet. I only ran into trouble when I came to the two big navy blue rectangles of fabric labeled ‘dafe’: wrapper. 
 
    “Daniel?” I emerged from the fitting room holding them up. “What do I do with these?” 
 
    “Oh.” He looked up from the wall-length mirror, lowering the white-tipped stick he had been using to paint his face. “Sorry. I forgot you don’t use wrappers where you come from.” 
 
    There was a broad strip of red paint across Daniel’s eyes, bordered with dots of black and white. 
 
    “You look different,” I observed. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I do,” he said with a smile. “You should probably get used to it. This is how I usually dress.”  
 
    I noticed that Daniel’s shirt and vest were both lined with parallelograms that, if you looked closely, formed the shape of little birds’ wings. Even though I was used to him in the red t-shirt and black jacket he had worn on Earth, he looked right like this. The fiery colors in the fabric brought out the light in his skin. Daniel, the bird, with his warm flame wings and fluttering nyama, a Firebird like his father. 
 
    “And the facepaint,” I said. “Does that mean anything? Like the fabric patterns mean stuff?” 
 
    “Not really.” Daniel shrugged, turning to consider his freshly-painted face in the mirror. “This is a family design, so it’s the way I’ve painted my face since I was little.” The smile faded from his face as he looked into the eyes of his own reflection and his eyebrows pinched together faintly. He turned away from the mirror. “Here, let me show you how to do those wrappers.” 
 
    “Okay.” I handed him the two pieces of cloth. 
 
    “This one goes over your shoulder like this.” He draped the bigger of the two pieces of fabric around my torso and tucked it in at my shoulder so it was secure. “And this one we’re going to use to cover your hair.” 
 
    I bent down so Daniel could twist the second piece of fabric around my head and gather my oh-so-conspicuous light brown hair up under it. 
 
    “I never wrap my hair, so I’m not very good at this,” Daniel laughed, “but I think this looks okay.” He finished and arranged the remaining trailing fabric so it fell over my neck and shoulders. “Eventually, I bet you’ll find some nice Yammanka girl who can show you how to do it way prettier than I can.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s fine,” I said, wondering if I would be able to get used to the feel of the fabric wrapped around my head. 
 
    “There.” Daniel smiled, turning me to look in the mirror.  
 
    “Oh,” I said blankly at the sight of my reflection. I looked like a nun, or a really, really pale desert tribesman. 
 
    “Now all you need is some paint.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to do that either.” 
 
    “It’s simple,” Daniel assured me. “You just use one of these paintsticks.” He held up the stick of dark red paint he had been using to color his own face. “You twist it at the middle to control which end the paint comes out. The big end is for broad lines and the little one is for detail work. You pick the colors that match your clothes, or jewelry, or whatever, and then just paint your face however you want.” 
 
    “I don’t know what I want.”  
 
    I hadn’t been in this dimension long enough to have a good idea what face-paint was supposed to look like—or what it was supposed to say about a person. If it was anything like the clothing patterns, I was going to have to do a lot more homework before I was competent to paint my own face. Daniel seemed to realize my confusion. 
 
    “Or I could do it for you,” he suggested hesitantly, “if that’s okay?” 
 
    I nodded. “That would be good.” 
 
    “Any ideas what you want it to look like?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” I looked at the strings of dots across Daniel’s nose and forehead—not as distractingly extravagant as a lot of the facepaint I had seen in the shopping center, but still bright and beautiful. “Could you just make it like yours?” 
 
    A small smile reached Daniel’s eyes. “Sure. Red won’t match your clothes.” He picked out a different paintstick. “I’m going to use this blue instead, but I’ll do the design the same.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I watched him twist the paintstick at the middle. 
 
    “Close your eyes,” he said. 
 
    The paint was cool against my skin, contrasting with the heat of Daniel’s fingers so close to my face. I tried to let it be soothing, but I didn’t really like the feel of those paint particles clinging so tight to my cheeks and eyelids. 
 
    “You’ll get used to it,” Daniel said when he noticed my face twitch. “Once it sets, you won’t even feel it.” 
 
    I doubted that. For a regular person who couldn’t sense metals the way I could, maybe it didn’t feel like anything. For me, it felt like wearing a mask of buzzing insects’ wings. But the paint wasn’t the only iron-rich liquid moving in my senses. 
 
    “You’re still bleeding,” I said. My eyes were closed, but I could feel the blood seeping through the bandages on his arm. 
 
    Daniel didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Maybe when you’re done painting, we should find more bandages and try to patch that up a little better.” 
 
    “No,” he said flatly. “We have more important things to do. Now that we blend in better, we have to get to the pod. We’ve taken too much time here already. Okay.” He stepped back. “All done.” 
 
    When I opened my eyes to the mirror, my face matched Daniel’s. It took me a moment to find Joan in my reflection, I looked so alien. 
 
    “Now.” Daniel put his hand on my shoulder. “Let’s go solve our case.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    KENTE 
 
      
 
    Kente was confused. He had checked and double-checked and triple-checked where the pod was supposed to be. Every time, the computer had given him the same answer: Pod 1911-2913-1413 is docked in Port Twelve on Dock Four. But for the second time that day, his clues had led him to nothing. There was no pod in Port Twelve. A modest silver Dumbaya Kanya was docked in Port Eleven, an elegant blue Koumbia Dolo nestled in Port Thirteen, but Port Twelve stood empty. There was no sign of the dark red Kuruma Karadi anywhere on Dock Four. 
 
    Pod docking was all run by computers, so there were no human beings Kente could ask for help. He was alone on the dock with his confusion. 
 
    “But it’s supposed to be here!” he exclaimed aloud in frustration as he paced the rows. “It has to be here!” 
 
    “Some angry policemen came by earlier looking for the same pod,” a voice rasped. “They had the same problem.”  
 
    Kente started, whirling around, but there was no one in sight—just the long row of docked pods, standing in their ports against the wall. The last Kente had checked, he had been alone on the dock. The pods here were all moved around by a pre-programmed system of magnets. There was no reason for a human being to be up here unless they were looking for something specific. 
 
     “Poor adyns.” The gravelly voice spoke again and Kente looked around, still hopelessly unable to pinpoint its origin. “I imagine they’re running around the space center now, trying to figure out who hid their only piece of evidence and where.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Kente turned in a full circle, feeling his heartrate pick up. “Who said that?” 
 
    “Who do you think?” 
 
    Kente turned around again to find a dark figure perched like a cat atop the silver pod in Port Eleven. The person—Kente couldn’t quite tell if it was a man or a woman—was draped in a black cloak like a temple spirit. A heavy hood threw everything into shadow except for a pair of smirking lips and a single dark eye that pinned Kente where he stood. 
 
    “You’ve been sneaking around places you don’t belong.” The stranger spoke Yammaninke with a haunting, gravelly accent—like a tumble of dry rocks in a dark cave. 
 
    “And you—you’ve been following me?” Kente said, trying to keep his own voice from shaking as he looked up at the man—he decided the hooded stranger had to be a man; no woman had a jawline that strong or a smile that broad and twisty. 
 
    “You’ve picked up an interesting thing.” That single eye focused in on Kente’s pocket, where he had stowed the envelope. “It doesn’t belong to you… or to this world.” 
 
    Involuntarily, Kente’s own hand twitched toward his pocket.  
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “Right now? I’m what you are.” The stranger nodded down at Kente’s security uniform. “I’m a guard.” 
 
    “You don’t look like a security guard,” Kente said warily. 
 
    “That’s funny. You do.” The strange man dropped out of sight and abruptly reappeared, lounging against the blue pod on Kente’s other side. “Things aren’t always what they look like.” The man’s voice echoed around and again Kente found that he couldn’t figure out which direction it was coming from. 
 
    “Are you a spirit?” Kente asked in a hushed voice. 
 
    The man laughed. “I look like one, don’t I?” 
 
    “I…” Kente was standing, confused when he felt the envelope slip out of his slackened grasp. “Hey!” With no time to think about how the man had gone from standing against a pod several bounds away to suddenly right at his elbow, Kente made a grab for the envelope. But in a swish of blackness, the man was gone again. 
 
    “There’s no such thing as spirits, little one,” the voice said. “There is only what a being can do and what she can’t.” 
 
    Abruptly, it occurred to Kente to be afraid. This hooded man had been following him, knew things about him. Fiki had been right when she pointed out how dangerous it was for a senkuli to get messed up in koro business; Fiki was always right. A senkuli couldn’t fight. And there was no one here—no koronu—to save him if he needed help. He should run now, or try, at least. 
 
    Instead, he found himself shouting, “Give that back!” 
 
    “Why?” the voice echoed an invisible circle around him. “You won’t learn anything new from holding onto it.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Kente asked, his curiosity, as always, overcoming his common sense. “Do you know where it came from? Is it really Firebird’s?” 
 
    “There is no Firebird,” the rough voice said from nowhere and everywhere all at once. “There is only what a man can do and what he can’t.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Kente turned to find that the hooded figure had reappeared, this time in front of the empty Port Twelve. 
 
    “It seems to me, senkuli, that you’re sticking your nose into things you are not ready to handle.” 
 
    “How do you know what I can handle?” Kente said indignantly. 
 
    “I don’t know,” the hooded man said. “I only know what people say: senkuliwu are gentle, slow, not suited to dangerous matters or physical conflict.” 
 
    “I’m not like other senkuliwu,” Kente said stubbornly. “I’m strong. I’m fast.” 
 
    “If you say so.” The man slipped into a shadow only to reappear out of another one, further from the port. “All I know is that taking this paper from you was as easy as taking it from a fingerless baby. You say you want it back, but you’ve yet to take it from me.” 
 
    “Stand still and I will.” 
 
    “I am standing still,” the man said, holding up the envelope. 
 
    “That’s not fair,” Kente protested. “You—you’re a… a littigi or something.” It was the only explanation that made sense. “You’re casting illusions!” Kente had learned about littigiwu in school—mysterious Hadean sub-theonites who controlled light and tricked the eyes. This man seemed awfully dark-skinned for a sub-theonite, but what else could he be? “You’re using littigi tricks!” 
 
    “Is that what you think?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Just give me my platypus back!” Kente lunged forward, attempting to grab the man’s arm, but his hand passed right through it. A moment later, the man vanished again without so much as a wisp of smoke and reappeared a few bounds away. 
 
    “Ha!” Kente exclaimed triumphantly, even as he stumbled to get his balance back. “You are a littigi!” 
 
    “Am I?” the man said in a voice that echoed around and seemed to come from everywhere at once. 
 
    “You have to be,” Kente said confidently, but then paused as a thought occurred to him. “But… then… how come you can throw your voice around like that? You’re a littigi.” Littigi couldn’t manipulate sound, only light. 
 
    “You’re a senkuli,” the voice said. “How come you can move so fast?” 
 
    “I spent my childhood chasing lizards.” 
 
    “Hmm,” the shadowy man grunted. “I spent mine chasing bats.” 
 
    Kente couldn’t tell if he was kidding or not. “What is going on here?” he demanded in frustration. “What are you—why are you following me? And where’s the Kuruma Karadi?” 
 
    “Tell you what, Senku Speedy-legs.” The hooded man materialized beside the silver pod, holding the envelope teasingly between two fingers. “If you can get this envelope away from me, I’ll tell you.” 
 
    Kente bounced on the balls of his feet. “Deal,” he said and darted forward. 
 
    Of course, the dinma he reached the hooded man, the littigi disappeared like a deactivated hologram, and Kente had to jig sharply to avoid crashing into the silver pod.  
 
    “Too slow,” the voice said in his ear, but Kente could move faster than that. Much faster. 
 
    Spinning around he reached out and—there!—he didn’t know how he had done it, but his hand closed around the solid flesh of a human arm. 
 
    “Got you!” he exclaimed as the hooded man—the real, physical one this time—flickered into view before him. 
 
    “So you did.” The eyebrow of that single eye lifted in mild surprise. Even right up close, Kente still could barely make out the rest of the man’s face underneath the deep shadow of that hood—just the curve of a crooked nose and a pair of smirking black lips. “Well done.” 
 
    “Now,” Kente started, “give me the—” but he stopped short when he looked down at the wrist clasped in his hand. It was white. The man’s whole right hand was as pale as the envelope between his fingers. 
 
    “What happened to your—what—what’s wrong with you?” Kente gasped. 
 
    An unsettling smile twisted the corner of the man’s mouth. “I shook hands with Death.” 
 
    Kente snatched his hand back with a start and the hooded man laughed. 
 
    “You’re a gullible one, aren’t you?” and in another moment, he had vanished from in front of Kente. “Don’t feel too bad,” he said from on top of the blue pod. “You wouldn’t have wanted this envelope back anyway. There was nothing more you could have learned without its contents, and those are gone, burned up in a boy’s rage.” 
 
    “What contents?” Kente asked eagerly. “What was in it?” 
 
    “Robin Thundyil’s goodbye message to his son,” the man said lightly. 
 
    Kente could only gape up at the hooded man. “What… you’re serious?” he said when he found his voice. 
 
    “As the grave.” 
 
    “But if it’s Robin Thundyil’s, why does it have a Firebird insignia on it?” 
 
    “Detective work is not your forte, is it senkuden?” 
 
    “Wait.” Kente felt his eyes getting bigger. “Are you saying…” He almost didn’t have the breath to put the thought into words. “Are you saying Robin Thundyil is Firebird?” he whispered at last. 
 
    “He was,” the hooded man said quietly. 
 
    “Y-you mean he’s…” Kente’s hands clamped over his mouth. He felt cold. “No.” 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    “But that can’t be!” Kente exclaimed in horror. “Firebird’s a great crime-fighter, he’s powerful, he’s—” 
 
    “A powerful crime-fighter attracts powerful enemies,” the man said. 
 
    “So you’re saying Firebird’s enemies killed him?” Kente said. 
 
    “They killed Robin Thundyil,” the man said. “They’re still after Firebird.” 
 
    “But…” Kente shook his head, trying to sort out the mess of his thoughts. “But if Robin Thundyil was Firebird, and Robin Thundyil’s dead, how can people still be after Firebird? Who are they chasing?” 
 
    “An orphan and a stranger.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    The not-spirit just crossed his arms and gave Kente a mildly exasperated look with that one eye. 
 
    “What?” Kente said. “You mean—you’re talking about those two kids from the pod? The ones we sent to the hospital? Does this all have to do with how they ended up here? And their injuries? Were they part of a fight or something?” 
 
    “Maybe you should ask them,” the man said, that one eye peering down a crooked nose at Kente. “I think you’ve always wanted to meet a real life superhero… and a real life alien, for that matter.” 
 
    “What?” Kente said, even more confused. “What do you mean alien?” 
 
    The man in the hood let out an impatient sigh. “Ask her yourself. If I’m not mistaken, she and the little Firebird will be here any moment to pick up some things from their pod.” 
 
    “But their pod’s not here.” 
 
    The spirit nodded toward the twelfth port. Kente turned and found the Kuruma Karadi standing there, proud and solid as ever, blood red in the gray of the docking area. 
 
    “Whoa! What—” Kente turned back to the not-spirit to demand how he had done that, but when his head came around the ghostly figure was nowhere to be seen. In frantic disbelief, he scanned the docks for him, but no one was there, just a pair of kids his own age making their way down the rows of pods toward him. He could hear them talking to each other. 
 
    Kente wasn’t sure why his first impulse was to hide. But in an instant, he had opened the dome of the silver pod and jumped in. Dumbaya pods were all made of heavily tinted glass, so once Kente had closed the dome over him, he could safely look out without being seen. As the two kids drew closer, he put his ear to the glass and listened. They were speaking Lindish, one of the main languages in Carytha. He and Fiki had taught themselves quite a bit of common Lindish—well, Fiki had taught herself quite a bit and then forced Kente to practice with her. But it was hard to understand when it was being muttered so fast just barely in earshot. 
 
    “How did you get that lady to let us through?” The girl was asking. 
 
    “When your name is Thundyil, you can go pretty much wherever you want,” the boy said. So, that must be Robin Thundyil’s son. What was his name? It was something weird. Daniel. He carried himself with the steady grace of a trained fighter, but it was the girl that really drew Kente’s attention. 
 
    That deathly pale skin had struck Kente the first time he saw her through the Kuruma Karadi’s interior camera. But now that the ghost-colored girl was awake and walking, she made an even more unsettling image. Her eyes, open and staring wonderingly around her, were an impossible shade of blue—more like jewels than human eyes. The way she moved was weird too—stiff and faintly fidgety like she wasn’t quite used to the clothes on her body or the glass beneath her feet. Kente remembered the bizarre clothing the two had been wearing when their pod had arrived at the center. Could the hooded man’s words be true? Was this girl really an alien? 
 
    “One more thing I should mention,” a voice rasped and Kente started back in his seat, clapping both hands over his mouth to keep from screaming. Somehow, the one-eyed man had gotten into the seat beside him. “You’ve learned some exciting things about those two children out there. Their lives depend on those things staying secret.” 
 
    “You mean I can’t tell anyone?” Kente asked in a shaky whisper, pressed up against the pod wall, as far from the shadowy man as he could get.  
 
    “Well.” The man shrugged. “That depends on whether or not you want them dead.” 
 
    “I don’t want that!” Kente exclaimed. 
 
    “If their secret gets out, chances are good death will swiftly find them—and you.” 
 
    “A-are you threatening me?” Kente asked weakly. 
 
    “My child, if I were threatening you, it would be with something far more terrifying than a quick death,” the cloaked man said in that awful, scratchy voice. “I’m only stating facts. If you tell anyone what you have learned here on this dock, you risk your own life as well as theirs. I suppose you should tell that little numu friend of yours, since you’ve already pulled her this far into the loop—and I don’t trust you to lie when she asks.” 
 
    “My numu friend?” Kente repeated with a cold feeling in the pit of his stomach. “You know about Fiki?”  
 
    “See how lucky you are that I’m not threatening you?” the hooded man gave Kente a truly frightening smile. “While we’re on the subject, you won’t be telling anyone about me either.” 
 
    “Anyone? You mean—” 
 
    “Not Numu Fikile, not even Daniel Thundyil and his alien friend. For your sake more than anyone’s. People who try to tell of their encounters with me tend to end up institutionalized.” 
 
    “I don’t… who even are you?” Kente asked. 
 
    “Maybe I’m your shadow.” 
 
    “That can’t be, you’re like a head taller than me.” 
 
    “Fair point.” The hooded man crossed his legs and put his hands behind his head. “You may make a decent detective yet.” 
 
    Na had always said all the cartoons Kente watched were going to melt his brain and now it had happened. It had finally happened. He had started hallucinating superheroes and teleporting ghosts. 
 
    “Port Twelve,” the Thundyil boy said as he and his friend approached the Kuruma Karadi on the other side of the tinted glass. “Port Twelve… here it is!” He lifted a hand and ran it over the glass of the dome. His brow furrowed and for a moment, he looked like he might cry. Then he shut his eyes tight and opened them again with a determined look on his face. 
 
    “Let’s open it up and see what we can find.” 
 
    “What are we looking for exactly?” the girl asked as the boy opened the pod and the two of them clambered in. “I thought you knew where the secret compartment was.” 
 
    “I do,” Daniel said, “but we also need to check for clues about what happened after we lost consciousness.” 
 
    “Okay,” the girl said, “so are we looking for fingerprints or—” 
 
    “Anything. Any clues about how we got here, or who piloted the pod back.” 
 
    “Well…” the girl paused for a moment, looking around her with a faint grimace. “There’s a lot of blood, but I’m guessing that’s ours.” 
 
    “You can’t, like, use your special senses to check or something?” the boy asked. 
 
    “My powers let me sense the metal particles in blood,” the girl said impatiently—as though that were normal—“I can’t run a full DNA scan.” 
 
    “Oh,” the boy looked disappointed. “I guess we’ll just look around and see if there’s anything that seems weird.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve never been inside of a space pod before—not awake anyway—so it all looks pretty weird to me,” the girl said. “Seriously, if you have something that’ll let us dust for fingerprints, I think that’s probably our best bet.” 
 
    “Right,” Daniel said. “There should be something in the secret compartment.” He ducked down and Kente caught the sounds of him rummaging around beneath one of the seats. 
 
    “If we find fingerprints, is there some kind of database we can run them against?” the girl asked. 
 
    “Why would we need to do that?” Daniel asked. “We can check our own hands. If they’re not mine and they’re not yours then it means someone else was in here.” 
 
    “No,” the girl said. “It might also mean that they’re from—you know—from before you got to Earth.” 
 
    The boy didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Besides,” the girl piped up again, her voiced suddenly brighter in a strained sort of way, “it’ll be hard for me to check my own fingerprints with my hands all wrapped up like this.” 
 
    “Yeah,” the boy agreed. “I think I can find us a database, but it might have to wait until we get planetside.” 
 
    “Who are they looking for?” Kente whispered, confused. 
 
    “Me,” the hooded man said. “Fortunately, I’ve been playing this game longer than they have. And you don’t need to whisper, senkuli. They won’t hear you unless I want them to.” 
 
    “You can do that?” Kente said in amazement. 
 
    “There are a lot of things I can do.” 
 
    Next door in the Kuruma Karadi, the girl was looking over the boy’s shoulder as he carefully tugged something from the compartment beneath the seat. 
 
    “What is that?” she asked. 
 
    “The Firebird files,” the boy replied. “They're all stored like this—on kayiri. It’s safer than storing them digitally. Ha! Here it is!” The boy held up a tiny bottle. “You spray this on any smooth surface and it makes the fingerprints light up. We don’t have much.” He bit his lip. “Where do you think we should check for prints?” 
 
    “Well, this is the control panel, right?” the girl said, pointing to the mounted info-com pad opposite the seats. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “So, this is the one thing someone would have to touch if they piloted us back to your dimension,” she said. 
 
    Back to your dimension? What did that even mean? Was the strange girl from some kind of parallel world? Like the alternate realities in the Sinimogo cartoons? As Kente’s mind spun with questions, the boy sprayed some of the substance on the control panel and waited for a moment. 
 
    “There’s nothing there,” he said. 
 
    “Are you sure it’s working right?” the girl said skeptically. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve used it before. It always works. Look.” The boy lifted his hand from the edge of the seat and sprayed the spot where he had been resting it. Even from where he hid, Kente could see the handprint light up pink. 
 
    “Someone must have wiped it clean,” the girl said. “Do you think it was the police? Could they have gotten here before us and—” 
 
    “No, no. If it was the police, they’d have had the whole pod taken away and locked up as evidence.” 
 
    “Then it had to be our mystery rescuer,” the girl said in a voice that made Kente think she was enjoying the drama—at least a little. He knew he was. 
 
    “But why?” the boy stood up in frustration. “Why would they go to all the trouble to help us and then hide from us?” 
 
    “Maybe for the same reason…” the girl paused, seeming to think better of what she had been about to say. “Maybe they have a good reason.” 
 
    “I’m going to try the rest of the pod,” the boy said stiffly. “They can’t have wiped down everything.” 
 
    “Are you sure we have time for that?” the girl asked, looking around. 
 
    “I have to try,” Daniel said. 
 
    “Fine. Just try to hurry, okay?” 
 
    “Why are they in such a rush?” Kente asked the hooded man. 
 
    “Their enemies are looking for them.” 
 
    “What enemies?” 
 
    “Many,” the man said. “Too many to count, some more powerful than others, all of them dangerous.” 
 
    “Will they be able to escape?” Kente asked anxiously. 
 
    “Not without help.” 
 
    “Will you help them?” 
 
    “I think I’ve already given them all the help I can.” 
 
    “What do you—” Kente started, but the hooded man was gone—just gone without so much as a flicker of light. Thinking it might just be an illusion, Kente reached out to pat the seat beside him, but there was nothing but empty air. It was as though the man had never been there at all. 
 
    “Daniel, we should go,” the girl was saying. “Just get whatever you need and let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “I’m not done yet,” the boy—Daniel—said, furiously working the spray bottle for the last few drops of liquid in the bottom 
 
    “The longer we stay here, the more likely the police are to find us,” the girl protested. “Before, when we didn’t have anything on us, we could just deny we’d done anything, but if they find us in this pod, with all this crime-fighting stuff—” 
 
    “I know,” Daniel said, letting the arm with the spray bottle fall to his lap. “I know.” 
 
    “So, can we pack up now?” the girl asked, looking around the chamber nervously. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, just give me a second. There’s just one more thing I need to get.” 
 
    The boy ducked down to pull out one last thing—a long black coat. As Daniel slid it tenderly out of its hiding place, Kente caught sight of the insignia on the back—a ‘fa,’ a ‘ba,’ and a reverse ‘fa’ interlocking to form the shape of a bird in flight. It was the same as the symbol on the envelope, which meant… 
 
    “That’s the Firebird coat!” Kente exclaimed so loudly they should have heard him—they must have heard him—but somehow, on the other side of the glass they were in their own world, like characters in a movie. 
 
    Daniel Thundyil gathered the coat up to him like a child clutching a blanket. Burying his face in the fabric, he squeezed his eyes shut and breathed in deeply, slowly—like the coat still carried a scent he was trying to hold onto. The girl reached out for a moment, like she wanted to touch his shoulder, but she pulled her hand back at the last moment, biting her lip. And for the first time, it occurred to Kente that he was not watching a movie. This wasn’t an epic adventure story of invincible superheroes. This wasn’t a game. This was a boy who had lost his father.  
 
    Suddenly, the girl looked up—and directly at Kente. 
 
    “Daniel.” Her hand moved to grip her companion’s arm. “Someone’s here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six:  
 
    Disgrace 
 
      
 
    Daniel looked up, his hands tightening on the Firebird coat, and Kente froze in his seat. His first impulse was to run, but there wasn’t anywhere to run. Not without opening the pod and giving himself away. 
 
    “What did you say?” Daniel asked. 
 
    “There’s someone in that silver pod,” the girl said, pointing. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    How did she know? Who had senses that sharp? 
 
    “I’m not sure,” the girl said, her unnatural blue eyes trained on Kente. “I just feel it.” 
 
    Daniel was on his feet in an instant, darting over to the silver pod, he hit a button on the side and the dome slid open. As the glass came up, Daniel raised his fist. Kente shrank back, but the moment the koro saw the earring hanging from Kente’s right ear, he stopped and lowered his hand. 
 
    “You’re a senkuli,” he said, letting out a breath. 
 
    “Yeah… hi,” Kente greeted them in the best Lindish he could manage. “I’m Kente Ekwenzi.” 
 
    “You speak Lindish!” Daniel exclaimed. 
 
    “Just a small bit,” Kente said, stumbling over the words. “I’m trying for practice.” He stood up. “How are you today?” 
 
    The two looked at each other with matching expressions of panic. 
 
    “What are you—” Daniel Thundyil began. “H-how—how long—” 
 
    “What did you hear?” the girl demanded, leveling that terrifying blue stare at him. 
 
    “I—um—” 
 
    Just then, Daniel’s head snapped up. “Someone’s coming.” 
 
    In a moment, Kente heard the footsteps too.  
 
    “The Carythian police again?” the girl asked. 
 
    “No,” Daniel said. “Tajakalu… a lot of them.” 
 
    As the footsteps drew closer, Kente picked up a familiar voice, and felt his heart stop. Zankare. 
 
    “They were last seen entering this dock,” the lieutenant was saying. “Duno, seal all the exits. The rest of you, spread out and sweep the area.” 
 
    It took Kente half a dinma to make up his mind. “Go!” He stood and pushed the two of them toward the nearest exit. “I’ll stall them! Go, now!” 
 
    “What?” Daniel looked at Kente in confusion. “But—” 
 
    “That woman heading the search is Lieutenant Binta Zankare,” Kente said under his breath. “You don’t want to get mixed up with her. I’ll stall them while you run.” 
 
    “How are you going to stall them?” Daniel asked, his eyes flicking again to Kente’s earring. 
 
    “Trust me,” Kente smiled. “I’m faster than you think.” 
 
    Just then there was a mechanical shifting sound and the three of them turned to see the doors of the nearest exit sliding shut. 
 
    “Let’s go!” Scrambling over to the pod, Daniel gathered the Firebird coat and a few other things into a red bag. Then he grabbed the girl and pulled her toward the shrinking doorway. 
 
    But before they could make it, a guard raced into view with his spear drawn. Kente recognized the young man as Usumbe Wagadu, one of the security department’s newest recruits. 
 
    “Over here!” the Wagadu called, rushing to cover the door. 
 
    Daniel changed directions at lightning speed to dart around the guard, but the blue-eyed girl stumbled, unable to keep up. Her confusion cost them a fraction of a dinma, which was more than they could afford; Wagadu had blocked their way to the exit, levelling the tip of his spear at Daniel. 
 
    Without breaking his stride, Firebird’s son shifted into attack mode, ready to take the full-grown guard head-on—but Kente got there first.  
 
    Moving without thinking, he shot past Daniel, twisting the spear out of Wagadu’s hands so fast that the startled manga koro didn’t even have a chance to tighten his grip. Kente reached the closing doors just in time to jam the spear in between them, holding them open. 
 
    “Wow, he is fast!” the white girl exclaimed. 
 
    “Go!” Kente shouted again, realizing that guards were now closing in on them from both sides of the hallway. “Go now!” 
 
    While the Wagadu was still looking from his empty hands to Kente in dumb disbelief, Daniel Thundyil and his friend rushed to the door and crawled out under the spear. 
 
    “Hey! Wait!” Usumbe Wagadu started after them, but Daniel turned and kicked the spear out. Wagadu stumbled over it and fell hard on the floor. The doors shut and Kente let out a breath—but the relief was short-lived. 
 
    As the Wagadu got to his feet, glaring murder at Kente, the remaining officers reached them and slowed to a stop. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Zankare demanded as the rest of her guards caught their breath. “Where are they?” 
 
    “Um…” Officer Wagadu straightened up, clutching his spear in embarrassment. “Th-they um—” 
 
    “Ekwenzi, what are you doing here?” Zankare said, noticing Kente. 
 
    “I—um—” 
 
    “He’s ruining our operation is what he’s doing!” Wagadu said angrily. 
 
    “It’s true, Koroyaa!” another officer piped up. “I watched it happen! Ekwenzi took the spear out of Wagadu’s hands and used it to prop the door open so the fugitives could escape!” 
 
    “I saw it too!” another officer said. “They left through there.” She pointed to the exit. 
 
    “Duno!” Zankare barked. “Access the controls and get that door open.” 
 
    “Yes, Koroyaa,” Officer Duno said, and in a moment the doors were sliding open again. 
 
    “Officer Nandiza, take your unit to pursue them. They’re injured. They can’t have gotten far. Officer Akara, contact headquarters and see that guards are placed at every train station in the sector. I’ll join you in a moment. I need to have some words with these two.” 
 
    As Zankare turned around, Kente shrank back, but it was Wagadu she advanced on first. 
 
    “What is your family name, officer?” she demanded. 
 
    “Wh-what?” Wagadu said in confusion. Zankare knew the names of all the officers she worked with, even the new recruits. 
 
    “I asked for your name.” 
 
    “My family name is Wagadu, Koroyaa,” he said. 
 
    “Really? Because, I would have guessed it was Kuruma, or Zilazen, or Kuyasse for all the competence you showed just now. A Wagadu, disarmed by a scrawny thirteen-year-old senkuli? I pray your ancestors in the Laaxara don’t evaporate in shame!” 
 
    “K-Koroyaa!” Officer Wagadu exclaimed, his face hot with embarrassment. “Please—you don’t—”  
 
    “Are you ill, manga koro, or just retarded?” Zankare plowed on mercilessly. “Who taught you to handle a spear? Your family jaseli?” 
 
    “No—Koroyaa—I—” 
 
    “You’re fired,” Zankare snapped. 
 
    “Lieutenant, please—” 
 
    “This conversation is over,” she cut him off. “I’m not wasting any more breath speaking to a manga koro who can’t even hold his spear against a craftsman child. Maybe you can find work in some little adyn town where the criminals move at your speed. For now, I want you out of my sight—and I’ll take that!” She reached over and yanked the spear from the manga koro’s shaking hands. “Get out!” 
 
    Kente didn’t think he had ever felt so terrible as he did watching the young Wagadu slump dejectedly toward the exit. He had to put his hands over his mouth to keep from blurting out, “I’m sorry!” after the man’s retreating back. What had he done? What had he done? 
 
    “And you…” Zankare rounded on Kente and he felt his insides turn to water. His hands were shaking. “Is this your idea of a joke?” 
 
    “No, Koroyaa,” Kente said, his voice barely a squeak. 
 
    “What in the world possessed you to help those two escape?” 
 
    “I wasn’t—I wasn’t trying to,” Kente said weakly. 
 
    “Really?” Zankare’s eyes narrowed. “Then why did you stop that door from closing?” 
 
    “Um… th-there was a bird, Koroyaa,” Kente said. “A little palm bird. I didn’t want it to get trapped.” 
 
    “A bird?” Zankare repeated. 
 
    “Yes, Koroyaa.” 
 
    “We are in space, Ekwenzi.” 
 
    “M-maybe it was someone’s pet bird?” 
 
    “Are you trying to be funny, senkuli?” she demanded. 
 
    “N-no, Koroyaa,” he said in a tiny voice. 
 
    “Good,” she snarled, “because the offense you committed here is no joke. You took a spear out of the hands of a koro.” Her voice was cold with fury. “You, a craftsman, took a weapon out of the hands of a warrior and used it for yourself.” 
 
    “I—I was just—t-trying to—” 
 
    “I don’t care why you did it; you are a disgrace to your kafo. You are not fit to call yourself a senkuli.” 
 
    Zankare might as well have taken her fancy Zilazen glass spear and rammed it straight through Kente’s heart. “No! Koroyaa—please! You don’t understand!” 
 
    “If you were an adult senkuli, I would have you locked up for this.” Zankare slammed the end of Wagadu’s spear on the floor, and as she towered over him, Kente saw his mother, his teachers—everyone who would be so, so disappointed in him—glaring down from her eyes. 
 
    “Because you’re a child, and because I’ve worked with you long enough to know what an incurable idiot you are, I’m going to let you off with a warning. You’ve broken your sacred role. Now, get out of here before I break mine and raise a hand to a craftsman.” She stepped forward, crackling with flame, and Kente cowered. 
 
    “B-but—” he stuttered pitifully. He wasn’t even sure what he was trying to say anymore, just that he felt tears pressing at the back of his throat. “But Koro—” 
 
    “You like running, right, Ekwenzi?” she said with a smile that was somehow more like a snarl. 
 
    “Y-yes, Koroyaa,” Kente said, not liking her dark tone of voice one bit. 
 
    “Well, I suggest you run,” she hissed, “now, before I rip that earring out of your ear. I’m very close to changing my mind about letting you go, so if I were you, I would run fast.” 
 
    Kente didn’t need telling twice. He turned and bolted from the dock—he didn’t even care which direction, just away from Zankare, and her flames, and the spear-sharp agony of her glare. 
 
    He had been intimidated by koronu before—koronu were supposed to be intimidating to other kafoka—but he had never felt like one was going to hurt him. It was forbidden for a koro to harm or threaten a senkuli. It was a law as old as Yamma itself—but just as old was the law forbidding senkuliwu from bearing weapons, and Kente had broken that. This was his fault. This was all his fault. 
 
    Kente had meant to make it all the way back to his hotel room before stopping, but he found himself slowing as, for the first time in his life, his legs didn’t seem to want to carry him. For the first time in his life, he felt too weak to run any more. And in the middle of a hallway in who-knew-what sector, Kente put his hands over his face and started to cry. 
 
      
 
      
 
    JOAN 
 
      
 
    Daniel and I didn’t look back. We didn’t stop running until we were in a train car, speeding away from the docks. After boarding the Biida Line, we waited a few moments to make sure no one had followed us onto the train before we relaxed into our seats.  
 
    “Well,” I said dryly, “that was fun.” 
 
    My lungs were ragged, my chest felt like it was full of knives, and there was a deep, creaking ache in my joints where I had landed too hard on them—on the glass walkways, or the train floor, or the rubble of the Thundyils’ devastated house, I wasn’t sure; I was losing count of all the hard tumbles I’d taken. My heart was beating so hard I could feel it in my throat and each pulse throbbed through my injured hands. I didn’t think I could take much more of this panicked racing around before my heart simply exploded from the stress and I dropped dead in the middle of some fancy glass hallway. 
 
    “That was fun,” Daniel said brightly. “Yeah, we didn’t get to fight anyone, but it was still a good time.” 
 
    “Daniel… what…?” But I was still out of breath and I wasn’t sure what I wanted to ask. 
 
    The longer I followed Daniel around this glass maze, the more mystifying his behavior became. He had melted down after his father had died, cried a lot, flown into a rage—all that made sense. But as soon as the police had knocked on the door, he had switched into action mode and just not stopped. Ever since leaving the hospital, he had treated everything like it was a game, a little prank we were playing for a thrill. I supposed it was better than him sobbing or shutting down, but it made me worry that he was going to get himself or both of us hurt. No matter how much superhuman strength Daniel and I had between us, we couldn’t run forever. 
 
    “I’m just glad we have some real fighters after us,” Daniel said, “makes it so much more fun.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said wearily. 
 
    All I wanted was to find someplace safe to lie down and rest, but it didn’t seem like we were likely to find a safe place any time soon. Apparently, it wasn’t enough that we had a gang of adyn police officers opening fire at us around every corner; now there was a small army of theonites after us too. Then there was the skinny boy with the earring... 
 
    “Who was that kid?” I asked when I felt like there was enough breath in my body to carry on a conversation. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Daniel said. “Never seen him before.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. 
 
    “Positive. I haven’t met that many senkuliwu. I wouldn’t forget one like him.” 
 
    “He was a senkuli?” I said. “So… one of those glassworkers you were talking about?” 
 
    “Yeah. You can tell by the earring,” Daniel said. “All kafo craftsmen wear a signature earring in their right ear. Senkuliwu wear glass. Numuwu wear metal.” 
 
    “Oh.” I supposed that was handy information to file away for later. Right now, I was more worried about who the scrawny glassworker was and how much he knew. “If you’ve never met him before, why did he help us?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Daniel looked like it hurt his head just thinking about it. “He must know something, which isn’t good… but…” 
 
    “But it’s good he’s on our side, right?” I said tentatively. 
 
    “I guess—no—I don’t know! I don’t know!” Daniel groaned, putting his head in his hands. His fingers had begun to shake. Under the paint, his face was paler than normal. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, fine,” he said. “I just need to breathe for a minute.” He closed his eyes and pressed the heels of his hands into them for a moment. 
 
    “Do you want to find somewhere to rest or—” 
 
    “I said I’m fine,” he snapped. “At least we got what we needed.” His hands slid from his face to grip the bag resting in his lap. The dark red pouch had been in Robin’s secret compartment, along with the Firebird coat and bundle of files. It was made of some kind of synthetic Dunian material, fireproof like our clothes, but coarse and thick like leather, with a metal clasp and a single strap to go over the shoulder. It looked more or less like the bags I had seen people carrying around in the shopping center, though as I watched Daniel’s fingers moving over the flap, I noticed that the steel clasp was cast in the shape of a bird. 
 
    “That was really an insane thing for a senkuli to do,” Daniel said thoughtfully after a moment. “I hope that kid doesn’t get arrested.” 
 
    “For resisting security?” I asked. 
 
    “For acting outside his kafo. Senkuliwu aren’t supposed to fight with koronu or bear weapons. They’re definitely not supposed to be that fast. He got to that guard before I did.” Daniel looked vaguely upset at the thought. 
 
    “Well, you are injured,” I pointed out. 
 
    Daniel gave an indistinct grumble that sounded something like, “Not an excuse,” and he looked so miserably tired I was surprised he didn’t keel right out of his seat onto the train floor. 
 
     “Daniel, I think we should find someplace to rest.” 
 
    “You know what?” Daniel lifted his head. “I’m actually really hungry. Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Um…” The question caught me off guard. Hungry? Between the running, tumbling, terror, and general queasiness, there had been so many unpleasant sensations rolling through my stomach that I hadn’t stopped to consider whether it had food in it. But now that I was sitting still, it did feel pretty empty. “Yeah,” I said in surprise. “I guess I am hungry.” 
 
    “Great.” Daniel said. “Let’s find some food.” With a few Yammaninke voice commands, he pulled up the holographic map of the space center and began tapping through it. “We can figure out a place to stay after we’ve eaten.” 
 
    “Okay, but where are we going to get food?” I asked. “If the space center security team is after us, how do we make sure they don’t find us?” 
 
    “We’ll start by leaving the Yammanka sector.” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “Dakkabana is an international space center,” Daniel explained. “That means there are different chunks of it that are controlled by different Dunian nations. The Yammanka-controlled sector is the biggest one, with all the cool stuff—the major shopping centers, the luxury docks, the amusement park—” 
 
    “There’s an amusement park on this space station?” I said in disbelief. Even having seen Dakkabana’s spacious mall and hospital, it was difficult to imagine a spacecraft being big enough to house an amusement park. 
 
    “Technically, there are two,” Daniel said, “Kanya Land for teenagers, and Happy Funtime Playland for little kids. Anyway, my point is, all the big stuff is in the Yammanka sector, but there are other sectors too. Let me see if I can get this map to show you…”  
 
    He fiddled for a moment with the hologram. “There.” He tapped his fingers and the donut around the central cylinder of the space station lit up in a rainbow of colors. Each segment of color was labeled in tiny Yammaninke letters. 
 
    The orange segment, which filled nearly half the donut, read ‘Yamma.’ My eyes moved around the ring, reading through the labels of the medium-sized sectors: ‘Abtya,’ ‘Sizwe,’ ‘Kaigen.’ The smallest ones were all crammed together in thin slices so tiny I had to squint to make out the text: ‘Malusia,’ ‘Sayida,’ ‘Biladugu,’ ‘Disa.’ 
 
    “And you think going to a different sector will help?” I asked. 
 
    “It should,” Daniel said, prodding the hologram so that it zoomed in to show our train speeding for the edge of the Yammanka sector. “I’m pretty sure the other sectors get to run their own surveillance and security teams. An armed security team has to request permission to enter another country’s sector, or even have access to their security footage.” 
 
    “And right now the Yammanka security team and the Carythian police are the only ones looking for us,” I said, understanding, “so if we get to some other country’s turf, they’ll have to go to a lot more trouble to find us.” 
 
    “See, I can be smart sometimes,” Daniel said with a pleased grin. “Now we just have to figure out the best sector to hide in.” 
 
    “What about the Disanka sector?” I asked, pointing to the tiny red segment of the space center sandwiched between the much bigger Yammanka and Kaigenese sectors.  
 
    “No,” Daniel said hastily. “Not there.” 
 
    “Why not?” I asked, confused. “It’s the closest one. And you’re Disanka, aren’t you? You speak the language.” 
 
    “I am—I do,” Daniel said in agitation, “but—it—it’s too obvious. Everyone knows the name Thundyil is Disanka. It’s probably the first sector the police and guards will look for us.” 
 
    “Okay, but you just said that they’ll be held up by space center protocol if they try to follow us,” I said. “And if the people in the Disanka sector are your nationality and speak your language, aren’t they more likely to try to protect you?” 
 
    “No. I—I mean, yes. They are. I—” Daniel floundered for a moment in frustration. “I just don’t want to stop there, okay?” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “If we stay on this train, it should eventually get us to the Kaigenese sector,” Daniel jabbed his finger at the dark blue segment of the donut past the Disanka sector. “The Empire hates other nations encroaching on its space. We’ll be safe there.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. 
 
    “Not really, but who cares?” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘who cares’?” I demanded. “What happens if the Yammankalu catch us?” 
 
    “Then we’ll have some real action.” He smiled. 
 
    “Real action?” I repeated, incredulous. 
 
    “Yeah. You’ve got to admit, running from adyn police gets kind of boring. At least some armed Yammanka guards will give us a fight.” 
 
    “You want to fight the full-grown theonite security guards?” 
 
    Daniel shrugged. “Something to do.”  
 
    To my horror, he didn’t seem to be joking. 
 
    Too tired to try to talk Daniel back to sense, I leaned my head against the glass as the train raced on to one station after another, spitting out people and picking them up at each stop. I had almost dozed off when Daniel nudged my arm. 
 
    “This is us,” he said, “the Kaigenese sector.” 
 
    Shaking myself awake again, I followed him out of the train car and sensed immediately that we had entered a completely new part of the space center. The air smelled different—crisp, and clean, and free of smoke. No clamor of voices, disorienting glass patterns, or hot press of nyama attacked my senses; this platform was more subdued, colored in cool blues and grays. For the first time since waking up aboard this brightly patterned, dramatically lit space station of gleaming glass, my eyeballs relaxed. 
 
    “So, where are we?” I asked. 
 
    “The Kaigenese sector food court,” Daniel said, “not the fanciest place to eat, but it’s low profile.” 
 
    This space was certainly smaller and grubbier than anywhere else we had visited. The whole chamber consisted of a sprawling dining area with a fake wooden floor, a few dozen tables in the center, and an assortment of restaurants off to the sides. Waiters walked in between the tables serving the few customers. I noticed with something like relief that most of the people here had fair skin. They didn’t look much like me—mostly they seemed to resemble Earth’s fair-skinned, dark-haired East Asian people—but at least I was no longer the only light-skinned person in a sea of darkness. 
 
    “It’s quiet here,” I breathed, feeling my shoulders relax. I felt lighter, almost like I was floating. 
 
    “This isn’t the part of the sector that’s popular with tourists,” Daniel said. “That’s up in the outer ring… although I don’t remember this ring being so run down when I was younger. I guess the Empire’s economy’s been in decline since their last war with Ranga.” Daniel’s eyes swept the food court. “Not many security guards. That’s good.” 
 
    I followed his gaze and saw a pair of Kaigenese men standing and talking casually. They had the same sharp black and white lines on their faces as the Yammanka and Carythian officers, but their uniforms were different—dark blue kimono-like things that folded over their chests. Instead of the spears the Yammanka guards carried, these men had swords—but their weapons were sheathed and forgotten as they chatted with one another. They certainly didn’t seem to be on the lookout for fugitives from the law. 
 
    Shuffling past the guards, we picked out a table as far as possible from the train platform and sat down. The wooden restaurant tables were all low to the ground, with worn-out cushions to sit on instead of chairs.  
 
    Almost as soon as we had settled down, a waitress appeared at our table and greeted us in a language I didn’t recognize. At first, I thought it might be some dialect or variant of Yammanka I just didn’t understand. Then I saw Daniel blinking up at her with that confused expression he had worn so often on Earth and realized that he didn’t understand her either. 
 
    A few stumbling words passed between the two of them and she handed him a menu with pictures, indicating that he should just point to whatever we wanted. 
 
    “Do you care what we get?” Daniel asked me as the waitress handed me my copy of the menu. 
 
    “Not really,” I said. 
 
    Daniel eyed the pictures of strangely colored squid and fish eggs doubtfully. “You sure?” 
 
    “I’m French.” I smiled wearily. “I’m not afraid of weird food.” 
 
    So Daniel ordered with an awkward series of gestures, and the waitress quickly came up with a pot of tea and two huge bowls of noodles, topped with eggs and colorful slices of stuff I didn’t recognize. Any other day, I would have been intimidated by the daunting size of the serving, but as soon as I smelled the broth I felt hungry enough to inhale a whole swimming pool full of noodles. 
 
    “Douzo.” The waitress smiled, setting two pairs of chopsticks on the table before us. I wasn’t great at using chopsticks, only having tried on the rare occasions my family went out for Chinese food, but fortunately noodles were among the easier things to shove into my mouth with two sticks.  
 
    The soup was good, I think, but I guzzled it down too fast to give it much thought. Daniel was apparently just as ravenous as I was and for a good five minutes, the two of us remained so deeply preoccupied gulping down our food that we didn’t exchange two words. He emptied his bowl before I did, in spite of the fact that I couldn’t remember ever eating so fast in my life. But I supposed someone as active as Daniel had to have a monstrous metabolism. 
 
    With so much food sitting in my stomach I should have felt weighed down, but the meal left me feeling light. Come to think of it, I had felt strangely weightless since we got off the train. It was like the gravity kept changing. 
 
    “How does the gravity work here?” I asked. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “This whole place is in space,” I said, “so how come we’re not floating all over the place?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Daniel shrugged. “It’s artificial gravity. The Yammanka space program figured out the gravity ring, like, ages ago.” 
 
    “Yeah, but how does it work?” 
 
    “No idea. I’m not a numu; I don’t know how fancy machinery works.” Daniel poured himself a cup of tea, heated it to a boil in his hand and downed it in one gulp. “You should have some too,” he said, nodding at the chipped black teapot. “You’ll need the caffeine for all the stuff we have to do.” 
 
    “What stuff?” Hadn’t we done quite enough stuff already? 
 
    “Well, we have to keep moving to stay one step ahead of the police, we’ve got to figure out who Killer 31 is and where we can find him, we have to find that senkuli kid and keep him from blabbing anything he overheard.” Daniel poured another boiling cup of tea and knocked it back. “Then we should make sure all your Carythian citizenship and school registration forms are all taken care of.” 
 
    “Do we really have to do all that by ourselves?” I asked anxiously. “I mean, isn’t your uncle supposed to be here?” That was what his dad’s letter had said. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “So, do you have a way to contact him?” 
 
    “I don’t want to contact him,” Daniel said sullenly. 
 
    “Why not?” I asked. When Daniel didn’t answer I tried again. “Do you even know where he’s supposed to meet you?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Daniel said, staring darkly into his teacup. “That’s why we’re here.” 
 
    “Wait...” It took me a moment to connect the dots. When they fell into place, I almost slammed my chopsticks down on the table. “That’s why you didn’t want to stop in the Disanka sector?” I demanded in disbelief. “Because your family might be there to help you?” 
 
    “Rakesh Thundyil is not my family,” Daniel said savagely. “He’s a greedy arrogant xayake, and we don’t need his help.” 
 
    “But—Daniel—It couldn’t hurt to just meet with him, could it?” 
 
    “Oh yes it could,” Daniel said. “We’re not meeting with him. We’re not talking to him. He’ll only get in the way of our investigation.” 
 
    “Our investigation?” I said incredulously. “Daniel, I know finding Killer 31 is important, but don’t you think there are other things we need to take care of first? How are we supposed to go hunting for a super criminal without help?” 
 
    “With this.” Daniel put a hand on the red bag beside him. “My dad’s files.” 
 
    “You think they’ll tell us who he is?” 
 
    “They have to.” Glancing around to make sure no one was watching, Daniel dug into the bag and slid some of the files out just enough to thumb through them. “Let’s see… thirty-one… thirty-one… xuro!” he swore. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s not here.” Daniel hunched over and leafed his way through the pages again at super speed. 
 
    “What’s not there?” I asked. 
 
    “The profile for Killer 31. Come on...” he growled. “If it’s not in here, we’re going to have to talk to Kuyasse and I don’t want to talk to Kuyasse.” He went on muttering to himself as he rustled through the rest of the bag. 
 
    “Daniel,” I said sharply. There was someone coming toward us—a young waiter in a grubby apron, holding a pitcher of water. “Put it away.” 
 
    “Oh.” Hearing the footsteps behind him, Daniel shoved the Firebird files back into their bag just as the waiter reached our table. 
 
    “Okyaku-sama,” the Kaigenese boy began cheerfully. “Onomimono wa—” but he stopped abruptly, his eyes widening. “Daniel? Is that you?”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven:  
 
    Arms Race 
 
      
 
    Daniel looked up just as the pitcher slipped from the Kaigenese boy’s hands.  
 
    “Whoa!” Daniel darted forward to catch the pitcher but didn’t quite make it. The pitcher bounced off his fingertips and hit the floor. Water and ice cubes shot in all directions. 
 
    “Dousurundayo, Matsuda?” an annoyed voice growled from somewhere behind the restaurant counter. 
 
    “S-sumimasen!” The Kaigenese boy cried out and dove onto his knees to retrieve the pitcher. 
 
    He was the smallest waiter I had ever seen. Even with the sleeves tied up with white string, his faded blue kimono still appeared ridiculously oversized. His black hair was pulled back into a short ponytail at the base of his neck and cut in straight bangs over a pair of big, doe-like eyes. If not for the boyish cracking of his voice, I might have mistaken him for a girl. 
 
    I watched in fascination as he made a soft pulling motion with his pale hands, and the water responded, smoothly sliding its way toward him over the floor. The boy didn’t radiate overwhelming waves of nyama like most of the theonites I had met; the power in him was quieter, more contained—but just as strong. Lifting the water from the floor, he streamed it neatly back into the pitcher without spilling a drop. He was a jijaka. 
 
    “Izumo?” Daniel said as the boy crawled under the neighboring table to collect the scattered ice cubes. “Matsuda Izumo?” 
 
    “Daniel.” The boy straightened up after dropping the last of the escaped ice into the pitcher, a faltering smile jerking at the corners of his mouth. He looked equal parts delighted and panicked to see Daniel. “I—um—I thought it was you.” He had a touch of an accent, but I got the feeling it was his nerves and not a lack of fluency in Lindish causing him to trip over his tongue. “I just didn’t—I’m sorry.” He looked at the floor. 
 
    “It’s been a long time,” Daniel stood, offering the boy a smile that didn’t stretch very convincingly across his strained face. “Four years? Five?” 
 
    “Five, I think,” Izumo said quietly, clasping the pitcher to his chest, his eyes flicking up to take in Daniel. “You got taller.” 
 
    “So did you,” Daniel said, looking the other boy up and down, "a little." 
 
    “Very little," Izumo said with an awkward smile. 
 
    “So how have you been all this time?” Daniel asked. “How’s your mom?” 
 
    “She’s…” Izumo swallowed. “She’s fine, thank you. We’re all fine. The thing is—and I’m sorry to bring this up but—my mother just called me from Kaigen.” He looked up at Daniel through his bangs with a tentative, terrified expression. “She said she received a message from your father.” 
 
    “Oh.” The fake smile slid off Daniel’s face and crashed to the floor. “So you know?” 
 
    Izumo looked as though Daniel had just upended the pitcher on his head. “But it can’t be!” he exclaimed, horrified. “The message he sent to my mom, it’s not true… is it?” 
 
    Daniel was silent. 
 
    For a painful moment, the two boys stood there, both with their eyes trained on the floor, Daniel choking back his pain and Izumo clearly trying to overcome his own shock. 
 
    “My deepest condolences,” the Kaigenese boy said politely after a torturous silence. 
 
    Daniel nodded stiffly. “Thanks.” 
 
    Following that, I expected Izumo to launch into a chain of questions about how and why it had happened, about Daniel’s obvious injuries, about what he was going to do now. I would have. 
 
    But all he said was, “Is there anything I can do?” 
 
    Daniel shook his head. 
 
    Izumo nodded, wordlessly stepping back to give the subject space. I felt a swell of respect for this scrawny boy, who, for all his fumbling and stuttering, had a kind of intelligence I rarely saw: he could sense when silence was kinder than words. 
 
    “This is Joan,” Daniel said after a moment, laying a hand on my shoulder. “Your mom might have mentioned her.” 
 
    Izumo stared at me in wonder as though I were a unicorn that had just pranced into the food court. “Wait. So she’s… Is she—” 
 
    “The girl I brought with me from the other dimension?” Daniel said. “Yeah. This is her.” 
 
    Izumo gaped at me, wide-eyed, for a moment before scrambling back into his manners. “S-sorry. I’m Izumo… Matsuda Izumo.” He bowed at the waist, his bangs flopping forward over his eyes. “It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you too.” I smiled. 
 
    "So, how did you two meet?" Izumo asked, looking from me to Daniel. "Why did she come back here with you if—" 
 
    "Long story," Daniel said shortly. "Anyway, I'm just surprised we ran into you here. What are you even doing aboard Dakkabana?” 
 
    “Oh—I—um..." Izumo's cheeks flushed a faint pink and he looked away from Daniel again. "I’ve been waiting tables in this restaurant for the past two weeks as part of my work program.” 
 
    "Work program?” Daniel repeated. “Oh, for the Daybreak orientation, right?" 
 
    "Right," Izumo said, his eyes down. 
 
    “What’s Daybreak orientation?” I asked. 
 
    “What it sounds like,” Daniel said. “It’s orientation for Daybreak Academy.” 
 
    “Oh.” Robin had mentioned Daybreak Academy in his letter to me and Daniel. It was the school he had intended the two of us to attend when we made it back to Duna—if we made it back to Duna past all these police and security guards. “That’s going to be our new school?” 
 
    "Yeah," Daniel said with a more genuine smile, "a proper theonite school where you might actually learn something. Exciting, right?" 
 
    “Right,” I said vaguely. In the rushed mess since we had read Robin’s letter, I hadn’t really had the time to consider how I felt about going off to school in a different dimension. Now that I thought about it, it was kind of a dream come true. I had spent my entire life longing for a community of people like me and a place where I could learn to use my powers without fear. With Robin dead, and people chasing us with guns and spears, it just didn’t seem like the time to sit and grin about my dreams coming true. 
 
    “When is the orientation anyway?” Daniel asked, sitting back down on his cushion and motioning for Izumo to sit. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” Izumo said, settling down on his knees beside Daniel and setting his pitcher on the table, “at the thirteenth waati.” 
 
    “So soon?” Daniel said in surprise and then turned to me. “I guess it’s good we got you something nice to wear.” 
 
    “Oh. You're coming to Daybreak too?” Izumo said, looking at me in surprise. 
 
    “Yeah. What do you expect her to do?” Daniel said. “Stay with my horrible uncle while I go to school?” 
 
    “So, she—” Izumo faltered awkwardly. “You have powers?” 
 
    “She does,” Daniel said. “I know she doesn’t look it, but she has nyamaya unlike anyone on Duna.” 
 
    “Really?” Izumo’s eyes were aglow with curiosity. “But my mom told me there were no theonites in the other dimension.” 
 
    “There aren’t,” Daniel said, “just Joan.” 
 
    “So, did you just find her by coincidence?” Izumo asked. “Or did you go there looking for her specifically?” That was one of the first questions I had asked Robin. His answer had been a convoluted ramble about nyama and the parallel relationship between our worlds that wasn’t really an answer at all. 
 
    Daniel’s response was a shrug. “I wasn’t in on that part of the plan.” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry,” Izumo said quickly. “I shouldn’t have asked. I just—it seems strange.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it wasn’t the only strange thing about the other dimension,” Daniel said lightly. “They all write backwards, race relations are all really weird, they don’t have kafonu, and if you’d tasted the terrible food they serve—” 
 
    “But I still don’t understand how,” Izumo said, seemingly unable to contain his curiosity any longer. “How did you cross dimensions? And why? What were you chasing? What happened?” 
 
    Daniel managed a jerky smile. “Like I said, it’s a long story.” One he probably didn’t want to retell right at the moment; it was all tied up in his father’s death. He poured himself another cup of tea with shaking hands and gulped it down. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Izumo asked softly. “Physically, I mean. You look like you’re hurt.” 
 
    “It’s not that bad.” Daniel went for a casual shrug, but it backfired when he had to wince and put a hand to his shoulder. 
 
    “What happened?” Izumo asked.  
 
    “Fight,” Daniel said as though that explained everything. 
 
    “I think you need medical attention,” Izumo said. “We should go to the hospital and—” 
 
    “Can’t do that,” Daniel cut him off. “Even if the hospital would take us back, it would be too easy for the police to find us there.” 
 
    “Wait. The police are after you?” Izumo said in alarm. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Daniel said. “They can’t follow us here. I just don’t want to check into a hospital where it’ll be super easy for them to find us.” 
 
    “Then will you at least let me have a look at your injuries?” Izumo offered. “I have medical supplies in my room. I may be able to help prevent infection.” 
 
    “I’m sure you have other things to do,” Daniel said in a pitifully transparent attempt to change the subject. “We’re keeping you from your work.” 
 
    “No, no,” Izumo said. “My shift was just ending when I came over here. It’s past the tenth waati.” 
 
    “Oh. I didn’t realize that,” Daniel said. “I don’t actually have an info-com device on me. I should probably have gotten one in the shopping center. You know what, I’m going to go get one now.” He stood up. 
 
    “What? You’re going now?” Izumo said. “But you’re bleeding!” 
 
    That surprised me. I had thought I was the only one who could sense the blood leaching through Daniel’s bandages underneath his new clothes, but apparently Izumo could feel it too. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Daniel lied, slinging the red Firebird bag to his shoulder. 
 
    “Do we really have to leave?” I asked. “I thought you said the Kaigenese sector would be safe.” 
 
    “It is safe, and you can stay here if you want,” Daniel said. “In fact, I think you should. I blend in easier than you do. I’ll make better time on my own.” 
 
    “It’s just an info-com device,” I protested. “Can’t it wait?” 
 
    “No,” Daniel said stubbornly. “It’s not just the info-com device. There are a bunch of things I need to do. Don’t worry. It won’t take long.” 
 
    “What—but—don’t you want to stay and talk to Izumo?” As much as I sympathized with Daniel not wanting to talk about Earth or what had happened there, there was so much confusion and concern on Izumo’s face; I felt like we owed him some kind of explanation. “Shouldn’t we tell him about—” 
 
    “You were there,” Daniel said shortly. “You tell him.” 
 
    “Daniel—” I began, but before Izumo or I could get another word in, Daniel darted from the table. In an instant, his unbelievably fast legs had carried him the length of the food court, around the corner toward the train platform. 
 
    It was the second time that Daniel had simply fled a conversation instead of answering questions. Only this time, I was way more annoyed with him. This time, it wasn’t a bunch of dangerous police he was leaving in the dust; it was a concerned childhood friend. But even with all my considerable speed, I knew I couldn’t catch up to him. I could only frown after him in disapproval. 
 
    “I’m sorry if I said something to upset him,” Izumo said, looking guiltier than he had any business feeling. “I didn’t mean to.” 
 
    “It wasn’t you,” I assured him. “He’s been weird since—well, since we woke up in this space center. He’s injured worse than I am, but he just won’t stop with the running around, and buying random stuff, and getting into trouble.” 
 
    “Well... he never was very good at taking a break when he was injured,” Izumo said with a wry smile. 
 
    “And how do you know Daniel again?” I asked. By all indications, they had known each other a long time, but Izumo lived in the Kaigenese Empire, on the other side of the world from Carytha—and personality-wise, the two boys didn’t have much in common. It didn’t seem like a very likely friendship. 
 
    “My mother and his father went to Daybreak Academy together.” 
 
    “Oh! Misaki!” I exclaimed as I remembered. 
 
    “What?” Izumo said in surprise. 
 
    “Your mom’s name is Misaki, right?” 
 
    “Yes. How did you—” 
 
    “Robin mentioned her—and you, actually—the night I met him.” 
 
    “Oh. He… mentioned me?” Izumo looked uneasy. 
 
    “Yeah, he and your mom were really good friends, right?” 
 
    “Yes. They kept in touch after they graduated and they visited each other often… well, Robin and Daniel visited us. After the war, my family never had the money to… anyway, Daniel and I would play together every time they came to Kaigen, but that was a long time ago. I barely recognized him just now, he’s grown so much.” 
 
    “So, your mom was one of the people Robin contacted before he—before it happened?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Do you know what he told her?” I asked, unable to help myself. “Do you know if he explained? Sorry… if you don’t mind me asking.” 
 
    “No, I don’t mind,” Izumo said quickly, “but I don’t think my mom knows any more than you do. When she called, she was… naiteta,” he said very softly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Sorry—nothing.” Izumo shook his head. “My mom always told me that Robin Thundyil did crazy things to catch criminals. She used to do those crazy things with him, so I knew the stories. But I still didn’t believe her when she told me he and Daniel had gone to a different dimension to find a criminal.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have believed it either,” I said sympathetically, “but she was telling the truth. It does sound like science fiction, doesn’t it? When Daniel tried to tell me where he came from, I thought he was crazy for two days before I actually believed him.” 
 
    Izumo gave me a small, laughing smile, as though relieved to hear that he wasn’t the only one who thought this situation was insane. 
 
    “So it’s true that most Dunians don’t even know my dimension exists?” I asked. 
 
    “It is. There are some scientists who believe it’s a possibility, but even they have only theories about what’s in the other dimension. I once listened to a speech by a fina who believed that the Laaxara and Rixaara were actually parallel dimensions containing the souls of the dead and the not-yet-born. Then there was this numu who said other dimensions might be inhabited by intelligent creatures we’ve never seen before. But you’re human,” he said and then paused to add a cautious, “I’m assuming?” 
 
    “Yes,” I laughed. “I’m human, like everyone else on my planet.” 
 
    “So it really is a lot like our world?” Izumo asked, openly eager for answers now that Daniel was gone. I didn’t blame him, and I didn’t mind. It was actually kind of nice to talk to someone who was as excited about the whole parallel dimensions thing as I was. 
 
    “They’re not exactly alike,” I said. “It’s… the relationship between Duna and Earth is interesting.” 
 
    “Interesting how?” Izumo asked, leaning forward. “What are the differences between your world and this one?” 
 
    “I—um…” It was a difficult question to answer. “There are a lot of differences,” I said finally. “I guess the biggest one is that no one on Earth has any theonite powers. All of them are adyns.” 
 
    “All of them except you?” Izumo said. 
 
    “All of them except me,” I amended. 
 
    “That’s so strange…” Izumo sat for a moment with a thoughtful expression on his face, seemingly turning the idea over in his head. “So your planet must not have any wars.” 
 
    “What?” What kind of ridiculous question was that? “No,” I laughed. “Of course we have wars! Lots of them.” 
 
    “But they can’t be very big.” 
 
    “No, they can,” I said, almost indignant. “We have very big wars.” 
 
    “But… how?” Izumo asked, utterly confused. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘how’?” They were wars. People shot, and gassed, and bombed each other. Was there any other way to do it? 
 
    “I mean, how do you fight a war without theonite nyamaya?” Izumo asked. 
 
    I stared at Izumo for a moment, taken by surprise. “Y-you mean, you fight all your wars with theonite powers?” 
 
    “Of course,” he said. 
 
    Now it was my turn to ask, “How? How does theonite warfare work?” Just saying those words—theonite warfare—sent a shudder through a deep part of me. Watching two theonites fight had been quite terrifying enough for me. The idea of armies of them clashing was difficult to imagine. 
 
    “Well, that’s complicated,” Izumo said. “It depends on what kind of theonites make up your military. The Yammankalu like to arrange their female soldiers in formations that combine their power to burn a target to ash—a smaller group of soldiers, a building, sometimes a whole town. It’s the same with most of the tajaka-dominated countries, but nobody does it like Yamma. It’s how they conquered most of the world. 
 
    “My people obviously function best where there’s water. With the power of our jijakalu, our ships can cross open sea, ice, or snow-covered land. If we need to attack or defend a coastal area, our armies can bring the sea far inland and turn it into forests of killing ice.” 
 
    “They can raise the sea?” I said in awe. 
 
    “When they work together, yes,” Izumo said. “Theonites can do amazing things when they know how to work in groups.” 
 
    “And what about fonyakalu?” I asked. I didn’t know much about Duna’s wind manipulating theonites. “What do they do?” 
 
    “The Ranganese?” Something in Izumo’s voice changed, grew stiff and quiet. “Tornadoes,” he said after a moment, “winds strong enough to rip a village off a mountainside.” 
 
    “Wow.” Using my powers for that kind of destruction had never occurred to me, though I supposed it made perfect sense. Humans tended to use whatever was at their disposal to kill each other—but the very idea just seemed wrong to me. To me, my abilities had always been a source of peace and calm, never a weapon—at least, I had never wanted them to be. 
 
    “And even with no powers, your people have still had major international wars?” Izumo said, shifting the subject back to my world. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Is that really so weird?” 
 
    “I guess I’m just confused because only theonite armies have ever had the reach and power to wage war on other countries,” Izumo said. “Adyn wars on our planet are only ever small scale. They have inner-city gang skirmishes and Hadean tribal conflicts, but they’ve never played any significant part in international wars. With their limited abilities, they just can’t.” 
 
    “Oh.” I supposed that made sense. If Dunians fought all their wars with their powers, it would be difficult for weak-bodied, tayaless, jiyaless, fonyaless adyns to compete. 
 
    “So how do they do it?” Izumo asked once again. “On your planet, how do people fight big wars without powers?” 
 
    “With weapons.” I would have thought that was obvious. They did have weapons here on Duna—the Carythian officers’ guns, the Yammankalu’s spears, and the Kaigenese guards’ swords. Clearly the concept of weapons wasn’t foreign to them. 
 
    “Okay,” Izumo said though his brow was still furrowed in thought. “So… I suppose on your planet, people must have engineered weapons that function without theonite nyamaya?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, confused. “Are there—do you have weapons that don’t work for people without powers?” 
 
    “I mean—non-automatic hand weapons, I suppose,” Izumo said. “Adyns can use weapons like swords, and knives, and spears, but there isn’t much point.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, a sword or spear isn’t going to do an adyn much good against a theonite who moves three times as fast as they do and can throw long range attacks with their bare hands. Those weapons are only really useful to adyns if they’re fighting other adyns.” 
 
    “Well, okay but what about more advanced weaponry?” I asked. “Guns, and bombs, and fighter jets?” Adyns could use those and they seemed like they would work as well on theonites as anyone else. “You guys do have weapons like that, don’t you?” 
 
    “Of course,” Izumo said, “but adyns can’t use them.” 
 
    “What? Why not?” 
 
    “Because they’re made to work with theonite powers,” Izumo said. “The guns the military uses in my province of the Kaigenese Empire are jiya guns, so they don’t have metal bullets in them. They just propel the holder’s ice darts. And taya guns won’t fire unless they’re heat activated first. Those are the two most commonly produced types of firearms, so… if an adyn were to pick up a random gun, they either wouldn’t have any ammo or wouldn’t be able to fire it. Bombs are the same way. Fonya bombs are wind activated, taya bombs are flame activated. If you haven’t got the right kind of nyamaya, it’s very difficult to use them.” 
 
    “Oh. Why is it like that?” I asked. “I mean, why not make weapons everyone can use? Wouldn’t that be easier?” 
 
    “Probably,” Izumo said, “but nyama-sensitive weapons are a necessity in modern warfare. See, during the last surge in weapons innovation, the major theonite powers were mostly fighting each other—the Kaigenese Empire against the Ranganese Union, Ranganese Union against Disa and then the Yammanka Empire. Almost everyone was up against armies with different powers from theirs. They didn’t want their enemies to be able to pick up their weaponry and use it against them.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s… actually really smart,” I said. The countries of Earth went to a lot of trouble to keep the best weapons technology to themselves. If they had a way to design planes, bombs, and guns that only worked for their nation’s soldiers, I was sure they would have done it a long time ago. 
 
    “I suppose, if this peace we’re having continues, there might be more demand for weapons anyone can use,” Izumo said, “for law enforcement and stuff. But weapons technology hasn’t advanced a lot since the Keleba.” 
 
    “Since the what?” 
 
    “The war of Duna’s major super powers.” 
 
    “Oh yeah.” Robin had mentioned the Keleba when he tried to explain the complex ways that Duna paralleled Earth. According to Robin’s research, the Keleba had taken place at the same time as Earth’s World War I.  
 
    “That makes sense,” I said with a bitter smile. “My grandpa said there’s nothing like an arms race to drive technological innovation. Most of the big advances in weapons technology on Earth happened during World War I and World War II when people—” 
 
    “Wait.” Izumo cut me off, suddenly intensely interested. “World War Two? You’ve had a World War Two?” 
 
    “Uh… yeah,” I said. “Have you—has Duna not had one?” 
 
    Izumo shook his head. “We’ve only had the one world war.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s weird.” 
 
    “Why is that weird?” Izumo asked uneasily. 
 
    “Well, Robin said that a lot of events in our two dimensions—especially the major ones—kind of parallel each other,” I said. “Sometimes they happen in different places and different times, but with something as big as World War II on Earth, I would think that Duna would have had something like it.” 
 
    “Maybe…” Izumo’s voice got very quiet and some of the color drained from his face. “Maybe ours is still coming. Maybe it’s overdue.” 
 
    “W-well, you know, maybe not,” I said, suddenly wishing I hadn’t brought up the parallel histories at all. Izumo was right to be scared; the idea of World War II happening again anywhere was horrifying; between theonite armies it might end the world. “It’s just a theory. It seems like a lot of things are different here. And you said yourself, it’s peacetime now. There’s no reason to think—” 
 
    “There is reason,” Izumo said. “We—my homeland, the Kaigenese Empire—has been on the brink of another war with Ranga for thirteen years. So far, our alliance with the Yammankalu has held it off, but if Ranga’s civil war ends, they’ll have the strength to attack us again. And tensions are running high between Yamma and Abiria. If the Yammanka military goes into Abiria to crush the rebellions, they won’t have the troops to spare to support Kaigen. We’ll have lost our biggest ally. Ranga will take advantage of that and attack us on the mainland.” 
 
    That seemed like a lot of ‘if’s to me, but Izumo was still pale with worry. 
 
    “My brothers are military age,” he said, “and I will be too in a few years… My parents have already lost one son to the Ranganese.” 
 
    “Really?” I paused. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It was a long time ago,” Izumo said with a dismissive smile. “I was just a baby, so I have no memory of him. It’s hard to miss someone you never knew.” 
 
    With a sudden chill, Izumo’s earlier words came echoing back to me. Winds strong enough to rip a village off a mountainside. 
 
    “W-was he—” 
 
    “My oldest brother,” Izumo said stiffly, “Mamoru. He was fourteen—not yet fighting age, but he fought anyway. That’s what the men in my family do.” There was something stronger than sadness in his voice. There was pride. 
 
    “I’m sorry I brought it up,” I said. “I didn’t know. It’s just a theory.” 
 
    Robin had described the relationship between Earth and Duna using the metaphor of land and weather. Our worlds’ shared destiny was like topography—unmoving twin landscapes of all the same mountains and valleys—and the vastly differing force of human activity was like weather—an unpredictable mess of wind and rain. Earth and Duna shared all the same mountains and plains, the same mazes of riverbeds and ravines, but they experienced different weather.  
 
    Where Earth’s rain had filled up channels and formed rivers of events—the founding of the United States, World War II—Duna’s valleys were still dry. There were some areas, Robin had pointed out, where Duna’s weather and Earth’s had filled the same channel—the formation of the English language, World War I, the widespread use of trains. 
 
    Much of Duna’s water had taken a different course from Earth’s, but if what Robin said about their identical pathways was true, that meant that somewhere in the shape of the universe, another Dunian world war was a possibility, a steep, dark ravine, waiting for the right stone to shift and let the water in. 
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    If Fiki was honest, she had only understood bits and pieces of the story Kente had babbled at her when she went to knock on his door—something about invisible space pods, Firebird, a pale alien, and an evil ghost he wasn’t supposed to talk about. He was never very coherent when he was upset, and he certainly liked to talk about aliens and superheroes, but Fiki had never known him to hallucinate. Honestly, she was a little worried. Not just because his story didn’t even begin to make sense—but because she didn’t think she had ever seen him so shaken. He sat curled up against the wall, with his arms around his knees 
 
    “So… explain this to me again,” she said in her calmest voice. “What did you do that was so bad?” 
 
    “I interfered with a koro,” Kente said breathlessly, choking on the words. “I took a spear out of his hands.” 
 
    “You what? Kente, why would you do that?” Fiki demanded. Kente might be reckless, but he usually wasn’t insane. 
 
    “I had to stop him!” the senkuli exclaimed. “I had to help them get away—Daniel Thundyil and his alien friend. I had to do it.” 
 
    “Why?” Fiki asked. 
 
    “I told you, because he’s Firebird!” 
 
    “Kente, gidan, that doesn’t make any sense.” Carytha’s Firebird, if he even existed, would be a fully-realized adult theonite, not some thirteen-year-old kid. 
 
    “No, I saw him,” Kente insisted. “I heard them talking! I saw the coat! Robin Thundyil was Firebird, but now he’s dead, so now his son is Firebird, and he’s in trouble! I had to help them!” 
 
    “Well…” Fiki thought for a moment about asking again how he could be sure of what he had seen but decided it was pointless. “If you did what you had to, if you don’t regret it, why are you so upset?” 
 
    “Zankare—she said I was a disgrace,” Kente said miserably. “She said she would have me arrested if she saw me again. What if she tells my parents? What if she tells Daybreak and I get kicked out?” 
 
    “I don’t think that will happen,” Fiki said gently. “You’re a good person, Kente. Anyone with half a brain can see that.” 
 
    “But I—I broke the law—I—” 
 
    “Kente, look at me,” Fiki interrupted him firmly. “I want you to answer a question for me.”  
 
    “Mba,” Kente gulped. 
 
    “Why was what you did so bad?” 
 
    “Because it’s not—because senkuliwu aren’t allowed to use weapons,” Kente said. 
 
    “What are they allowed to use?” she asked evenly. 
 
    “Um… tools?” 
 
    “Awa, and what is a tool?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Kente shook his head in confusion. 
 
    “What is the definition of a tool?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s… I guess it’s something you use to build stuff, or fix stuff, or create something.” 
 
    “And what is a weapon?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Just answer the question,” Fiki said firmly. “What is a weapon?” 
 
    “It’s… I guess it’s something you use to hurt somebody,” Kente said. 
 
    “Did you use the spear to hurt anyone?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What did you do with it?” Fiki asked. 
 
    “I… I used it to hold a door open.” 
 
    “So, you used it to create a doorway,” Fiki said with a soft smile. “You used it as a tool.” 
 
    “Okay, it doesn’t sound so bad when you say it but the koronu—” 
 
    “The koronu made up those laws a thousand years ago to keep people like us in line,” Fiki said, “to scare us out of working against them when it was the right thing to do. If they’re so worried about other kafoka taking their spears away, maybe they should do a better job holding onto them!” 
 
    Kente snorted. It took Fiki a moment to catch up and realize the innuendo. 
 
    “You know what I meant!” She punched Kente in the arm. “Don’t be so immature!” But at least Kente was smiling again. 
 
    But the smile left Fiki’s face when she felt a powerful yet unsteady flutter of nyama brush the back of her neck. Startled she spun around to find a light-skinned boy standing in the doorway to Kente’s room. The stranger was doing his best to look like he was casually leaning there while he braced himself with a hand on the doorframe. 
 
    “Hi,” the boy said in a tired voice. “Sorry to interrupt.” 
 
    Kente’s eyes widened in something between terror and adoration. “It’s you!” 
 
    “Kente, right?” the boy said as the senkuli scrambled to his feet, “Kente Ekwenzi. I’ve been looking for you.” 
 
    “Koro Thundyil! You…” Kente took a faltering step toward the boy and raised a hand to poke at his shoulder—as though to make sure he was real. “You’re here!” 
 
    The boy’s smooth brown skin and straight hair had Fiki guessing he might be Abirian or Malusian, but the rounded shape of his eyes suggested Middle Namindugu or Disanka descent. Disanka, she realized, after a glance over the boy’s attire. The cut of his collar was Disanka. Despite his custom clothing with its rich feather-like patterns, the boy’s was a mess of cuts and bruises like he had just come out of a very bad fight. 
 
    “Ow.” He flinched and pushed Kente’s prodding finger away. “That hurts.” 
 
    “Sorry!” Kente snatched his hand back from the boy’s shoulder. “I’m just—this is so—How did you find me?” 
 
    “It wasn’t hard,” the boy said. “From your age, I figured you were a Daybreak student on a work program. Everyone knows this is the hotel where all the Daybreak students stay, so I went to the front desk and told them I was looking for my friend, Kente Ekwenzi.” 
 
    “Wow,” Kente said in an awed voice, like the boy had just told him the best detective story he’d ever heard. 
 
    “A bit of advice, senkuli: if you don’t want someone to find you, don’t give them your full name.” 
 
    “It’s not that I didn’t want you to,” Kente said. “You’re welcome here, I just—I’m sorry, I—I know you’re having a bad time right now and it’s probably not—I’m sorry—this is just really exciting!” 
 
    “Kente,” Fiki held up a hand. “Doni doni. He’s not Basadenyaa. He’s a regular koro.” 
 
    Kente gasped as though she had just slapped him in the face. “Just a regular—how can you say that? He’s Firebird!”  
 
    “Kente,” Fiki said again. “Why don’t you take a breath and let him tell us who he is? Just because you think he’s Firebird—” 
 
    “You told her?” the boy exclaimed in horror. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    Before Kente could finish his sentence, the koro slammed the door shut and turned from it with bloodshot eyes. “How many people have you told?” he demanded in a low voice. 
 
    “Are you going to kill us?” Kente asked, wide-eyed. “Please don’t kill us!” 
 
    Fiki couldn’t deny that the same thought had flitted through her mind, but the koro looked more panicked than angry.  
 
    “Just answer the question,” he growled. “How many people know?” 
 
    “No one!” Kente said hurriedly. “I mean—just Fiki, I swear. It’s not what you— the—the person I’m not supposed to talk about—he said it was okay. He said I could tell Fiki if I—” 
 
    “What person you’re not supposed to talk about?” Daniel demanded. “Who told you all of this?” 
 
    “I—um. Nobody. What did I say? Did I say someone told me? Th-they didn’t. I didn’t talk to anyone.” 
 
    The boy moved toward Kente and the senkuli took a step back. 
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you,” the koro said impatiently, “but you are going to talk to me. I need to know where you got all this information about me.” His voice softened as he took in Kente’s frightened expression. “Please, Senku Kente, if you want to help me at all, you need to be honest with me. If anyone finds out I’m Firebird—” 
 
    “Wait, you really are Firebird?” Now it was Fiki’s turn to be taken aback. 
 
    “No—I mean, yes.” The Disanka boy put a hand to his eyes. “Kind of. It’s complicated.”  
 
    “You’re serious?” Fiki was dimly aware that she was standing with her mouth open. She didn’t care. “You’re serious? You really are Firebird?” 
 
    “I—yes, but—” 
 
    “See? I told you!” Kente exclaimed gleefully. “You didn’t believe me but I told you!” 
 
    “Wait, wait.” Fiki looked from Kente to Daniel Thundyil in disbelief. “So, does that mean—all that other stuff he said about the pod, and the alien from the parallel dimension—” 
 
    “She’s not an alien, she’s a girl,” the koro said shortly. “Good to know you blabbed about that too.” 
 
    “So, it is true? It’s all true?” In the same amazed breath that Fiki’s heart leapt in excitement, she also realized something terrible: if it was all true, then the boy standing before them had just watched his father die at the hands of another theonite. 
 
    “Where is your alien friend?” Kente asked cheerfully. “Do you have the Firebird coat with you? Is it in that bag? Is there—” 
 
    “Look, can you please just shut up about the Firebird stuff for two dinmanu?” Daniel burst out. “That’s not why I came here!” 
 
    And now that Fiki looked at him, past the bright red paint, she could see that he was exhausted—and afraid. His hands were shaking. And who could blame him? If his considerable physical injuries hadn’t crippled him, the shock of watching his father die must be putting him off balance. He stood, and smiled, and moved around with the instinctive grace of a combat-trained koro, but she could see the strain in the way he clenched his jaw and blinked a little too hard, his eyes watery and unfocused. 
 
    Kente opened his mouth to say something, but Fiki held up a hand, stopping him. 
 
    “Listen,” she said in her kindest voice. “Koro Thundyil, look at me. Everything is going to be okay. I know you just met us, but I promise we would never do anything to put you in danger. Your secret is safe with us, and I’m sure Kente would be happy to answer any of your questions.” She looked pointedly at Kente who nodded. “I have tea and candy in my room. Why don’t we all sit down I there, break a kola nut, and talk for a while?” 
 
    “I like candy!” Kente said brightly. 
 
    The koro didn’t look as enthusiastic. “I don’t have time for a tea party,” he said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “You said you had questions for Kente,” Fiki said gently. 
 
    “I do—just—” 
 
    “Then what’s wrong with asking them over tea?” 
 
    Daniel sputtered for a moment but didn’t seem to be able to come up with a response. 
 
    “Come on, koro,” she said when he didn’t answer. “My room is just across the hall.” 
 
    Fiki trusted this Thundyil kid as far as she trusted any koro with combat bruises and an obvious temper, but she wasn’t one to deny hospitality to someone who needed it. And this boy, whether he admitted it or not, needed a rest and some candy.  
 
    She cleared her tiny desk and borrowed a stool from Kente’s room so the three of them could sit around it like a table. As she went to the room’s one shelf and started gathering a selection of her bottled tea and boxes of candy, Fiki realized that her own hands were shaking. It was clear that Kente had stumbled onto something sinister when he stuck his nose where it didn’t belong. This Daniel Thundyil was dangerous; if his combat injuries weren’t evidence enough, she could feel it in his nyama; he was powerful enough to kill both her and Kente without mussing his expensive tunic. But there was nothing Fiki could do except smile and try to keep the situation under control. 
 
    Kente, oblivious as ever, started bolting down sweets as soon as the table was set. 
 
    “So, what did you want to ask me?” Kente asked around a mouthful of chewy fruit candies. 
 
    “Who told you I was Firebird?” Daniel said, not wasting any time. 
 
    “No one did. There wasn’t—I found your space pod and I waited there for you to come. Then I overheard everything you said and I just kind of figured it out.” 
 
    “If that’s true, then why did you say something about another person?” Daniel demanded. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Kente shrugged. “I make stuff up when I’m nervous.” 
 
    Daniel looked at Fiki, who nodded. “He does do that,” she confirmed. “When we were six and he blew up half the class’ pots, he told the teacher they were hit by a radioactive comet.” 
 
    “Wait, so you barely knew who we were, and you helped us?” Daniel said, looking across the table at Kente. “You put yourself in danger to help us.” 
 
    “I thought it was the right thing to do,” Kente said earnestly. 
 
    “Also, he’s a huge Firebird fan,” Fiki added. 
 
    “Well, I wanted to say thank you anyway,” Daniel said. “I hope you didn’t get into too much trouble for it.” 
 
    “Oh, I—I sort of did,” Kente muttered, shrugging his shoulders and reaching for more candy. “Zankare threatened to have me arrested.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” The koro sounded sincere. “If there’s anything I can do to smooth it over—” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Kente said as though he hadn’t been crying about it dinmanu earlier. “Zankare already hated me anyway.” 
 
    “And he’s already told you everything?” Daniel looked at Fiki with a despairing look on his face. 
 
    “Koro Thundyil, I swear on the Forge of Sibi, your secret is safe with me.” 
 
    “Me too,” Kente said. 
 
    “So, what is it you do exactly?” Fiki asked Daniel. “You find criminals and kill them?” 
 
    “No!” the Disanka boy exclaimed. “Firebird doesn’t kill.” 
 
    “So, you find criminals and beat them up,” Fiki said. 
 
    “Well—yes, but not just that. Firebird does other stuff. He works against poverty, he negotiates truces between rival gangs—” 
 
    “You negotiate truces between rival gangs?” Fiki looked the boy up and down. He didn’t come off as someone with the calm and intelligence to play peacekeeper with a bunch of machete-toting adults. 
 
    “Well—no, not me,” Daniel conceded. “Not yet, anyway.” 
 
    “But you’ve been trained to do all the fighting stuff he did?” Kente said in awe. 
 
    “Most of it, yeah.” 
 
    “So, the four-bound wall-jump?” Kente looked like he might explode from excitement. “Can you do that?” 
 
    A smirk turned the corner of the koro’s mouth. “In my sleep.” 
 
    “Wow! What about the bird-shaped flare?” 
 
    “I’m working on that one.” 
 
    The tension at the table started to dissolve as Kente and Daniel sat, swapping questions and laughter. But Fiki still watched the interaction warily, her fingers fidgeting on her bracelets. The young koro was certainly charming, but the most charming koronu could still be dangerous. He was still a fighter. 
 
    “So, you knew a lot about Firebird before this, huh?” The young fighter smiled at Kente. 
 
    “Are you kidding?” Kente said. “I have, like, five Firebird trading cards! Here, I’ll show you!” Leaping up from the table, darted out of the room and was back in a dinma to deposit a messy stack of cards on top of the candy. 
 
    “Kente,” Fiki said in exasperation. “I don’t think Koro Thundyil really needs to see your collection of—” 
 
    “Wow!” Daniel’s face lit up. “This is an awesome collection! I didn’t know people even played with these in Yamma.” 
 
    “Most people don’t,” Fiki said. “Kente’s just a bit of a crime-fighter fanatic.” 
 
    Yamma’s best government-sanctioned fighters all had trading cards of their own. Kente had those too, of course, but he didn’t treasure them the way he treasured his vigilante ones. Fiki could never figure out what it was about law-breaking loose cannon fighters Kente found so enthralling. As far as Fiki was concerned, fighters were fighters no matter what symbol they fought under. Violence was still violence. Harm was still harm. 
 
    “So, I take it you’re into vigilante trading cards too?” Fiki said as she watched Daniel riffle excitedly through Kente’s cards. 
 
    “Of course I am!” Daniel laughed. “I love these things! My friend Lucian and I used to buy packs of them and then correct all the stats with pen so we could play like it was real life…” Daniel slid one of the Firebird cards toward him and looked down at it. Fiki watched the koro’s expression nervously as he stared down at the dramatic artist’s depiction of his father. But all he did was tap a finger on the stats bar and say, “Dad’s baseline taya isn’t actually that high.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Kente said in confusion.  
 
    “Yeah, he’s actually a better close-range fighter than anything else. The flames are just for show.” 
 
    “Really? Then how does he beat so many powerful criminals?” 
 
    “Skill,” Daniel said. “He’s just a really good hand-to-hand fighter.” 
 
    “So, a theonite with high enough baseline nyama could take him out?” Kente said despite Fiki’s efforts to kick him under the table. “Like this one?” He held up his most powerful card, Shangoro the Thunder King. 
 
    “Yes.” The shadow only stayed on Daniel’s face for a moment before he forced it into a laugh. “Only, Shangoro is fictional. Everyone knows that. No theonite that powerful actually exists.” 
 
    “But you can play combinations that powerful, can’t you?” Kente said. 
 
    “Yes…” Daniel looked down, running a hand over the cards, spreading them across the table. A thoughtful expression crossed his face. “It almost seems like that had to be what happened.” 
 
    “So, do you not know who killed—” Kente began but this time Fiki landed a good hard kick to his shin. “Ow!” 
 
    “No, I don’t know,” Daniel said, looking down at the pile of cards, “but I’m going to find out.” 
 
    “And what are you going to do then?” Fiki asked. 
 
    “I’m going to make them pay.” 
 
    “Is that what Firebird does?” she asked, watching the koro’s face carefully. “‘Make people pay’?” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Daniel said darkly, “but it’s what I’m going to do.” 
 
    “Well, before you go fighting anyone else, I think you might need some rest and medical attention,” Fiki said, suddenly eager to change the subject. “Your bandages look like they might—” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about it. I have some spare bandages in my bag. I’ll take care of it myself.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t—” 
 
    “Hey, you have Elleen!” Daniel said brightly, picking up one of Kente’s cards. “That’s so cool!” 
 
    “What did you call him?” Kente asked. 
 
    “Oh—well—Hellbat isn’t a him,” the koro said with a laugh. 
 
    “Wait... you mean... Hellbat is a woman?” Kente said in amazement. “I had no idea! Wait a dinma, do you know her? Is that her name? Elleen?” 
 
    “No—I mean, yes but—I…” Daniel pinched his eyes. “I shouldn’t have said that. Please forget I said that.” 
 
    “Okay,” Fiki said, shooting a pointed look at Kente before the silly senkuli could wring any more sensitive information out of their guest. “It’s forgotten.” 
 
    “I didn’t know they made Hellbat cards,” Daniel said. 
 
    “He—she’s new,” Kente said. “People complained there weren’t enough non-black crime-fighters in circulation, so they added a couple famous littigiwu.” 
 
    “Can I trade you for this?” Daniel asked, holding up the card. “They got her hand-to-hand combat score kind of low, but it’s so cool that this exists now. I have some good cards back on Duna. I guess you don’t need another Firebird, but I have Broken Spear and Sheng Biao Long.” 
 
    “Oh, you can have it for free,” Kente said. 
 
    “Really?” Daniel looked touched. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “You’re Firebird,” Kente laughed. “You can have whatever cards you want.” 
 
    “Thank you!” Daniel started. “I—” 
 
    But he was interrupted by a knock on the door. Looking up from the cards, Kente rose to open the door, but Daniel stopped him with a hand on his wrist. The smile had vanished from his face. 
 
    “Wait,” he whispered urgently. “Don’t answer that.” 
 
    “Why not?” Fiki asked, tense, her eyes trained on the koro’s hand. 
 
    “Are you expecting anyone?” Daniel asked Fiki in a hushed voice.  
 
    “No,” she said. “Why?” 
 
    Before Daniel could answer, the person on the other side of the door knocked again and called in a thick Carythian accent, “This is law enforcement! Open up!” 
 
    “Langana.” Daniel’s face went even paler than it already was. “It’s them.” 
 
    “Who?” Fiki asked. The voice on the other side of the door wasn’t Yammanka. 
 
    “The Carythian police.” 
 
    “Quick, hide!” Kente leapt from his seat to cram Daniel down behind Fiki’s desk. It wasn’t a great hiding place, but it was the only one in the room. 
 
    “Wait. Why are you hiding?” Fiki asked in confusion. 
 
    “If they take me in for questioning, I’m in serious trouble,” Daniel whispered. “They can’t know I’m here.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It’ll put his secret identity at risk, dummy!” Kente said. 
 
    “Oh.” Fiki faltered, halfway risen from her seat. “What should we do?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Can you talk to them?” Kente whispered frantically. “Make them go away. I’m bad at talking.” He had a point. He could rarely open his mouth without saying something he really shouldn’t, and unlike Fiki, most people didn’t find it endearing. “Please talk to them, Fiki!” 
 
    “I...” Fiki looked from the two boys to the door in panic. “I don’t want to lie to the police!” she squeaked helplessly. 
 
    “Please, Fiki!” Kente said. “For a good cause? For Firebird?” 
 
    “I can’t—” 
 
    “They’re not even supposed to be here,” Kente insisted. “Zankare said they’re operating outside the law.” 
 
    “So are we right now,” Fiki pointed out. 
 
    “Please, Numu Fikile,” Daniel said softly. He looked directly into Fiki’s eyes with honest determination that hadn’t been there before. “Firebird is all I have left of my father. I need to protect it. Please.” 
 
    Fiki pressed her lips together for a moment. “Fine. Fine, I’ll do it.” 
 
    There was another knock at the door. “This is your last chance,” the strange voice growled. “Open up.” 
 
    Stepping up to the door, Fiki took a single steadying breath, and pulled it open. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight:  
 
    Rising Nyama 
 
      
 
    JOAN 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know when my hands had started hurting. Or maybe it hadn’t started just now. Maybe the pain had been there for a while, building, as I tried to ignore it by wrapping myself up in the excitement of a stimulating conversation. Then that conversation had hit a silence—and suddenly it caught up to me, slamming deep into my knuckles, digging like fangs under my fingernails. 
 
    As a theonite kid on Earth, I had been virtually invincible. All the things that made normal kids cry—skinned knees, burned tongues, fingers slammed in car doors—didn’t put a scratch on me. I could count on the fingers of one hand the times I had encountered something that really hurt. But now all those fingers were bandaged together into one burning, sticky bundle of pain. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Izumo must have noticed the tension in my body. 
 
    “It’s my fingers.” After all that effortless babbling back and forth about our parallel dimensions, I suddenly found it difficult to speak. “Th-they were numbed before, but whatever painkillers the doctors gave me, I think they’ve worn off.” 
 
    “Oh.” Izumo eyed the thick layers of bandages. “How did you injure them?” 
 
    “Well—we were fighting Killer 31 and—” 
 
    “What?” Izumo exclaimed. “You mean you actually fought him? You fought the man who killed Firebird?” 
 
    “Daniel did most of the fighting,” I said to be fair. “I just kind of threw something at him at the last minute. Then we ran away.” 
 
    “You threw something at him?” Izumo said. 
 
    “Yeah, a van.” 
 
    “A van?” Izumo looked confused. “What is a van?” 
 
    “It’s a vehicle, like a car—a big car. You have cars, right?” 
 
    “Yes. You threw a car?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How?” he asked, astonished. “What kind of power do you have?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” It was the honest answer to both questions. I still didn’t understand the jolt of power that had left my hands when I threw the vehicle. There had been a deep surge of energy, born from the crashing friction between my panic and my strength, that had burst from my hands in a single uncontainable explosion. I could still feel the crackle in the needle-like pain in my fingers. I could still feel the rush. “It wasn’t like what my powers usually do.” 
 
    “What do your powers usually do?” Izumo asked. 
 
    “A lot of things,” I said. “I know it’s weird, but I’m not like Dunian theonites. I can move a few different substances with my nyamaya”—the Hum, I had called it for most of my life—“water, air, solid objects, mostly metals, and I can make fire if I really want to.” But whatever I had drawn on during our fight with Killer 31 had been more than heat, more than strength, something raw and pure from deep inside me. It was like the Hum itself had come alive in my core. 
 
    “Wow,” Izumo gave a weak laugh of surprise. “I suppose the Daybreak orientation will be extra important for you then.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked, my curiosity giving me a moment of reprieve from the pain. 
 
    “Orientation gives everyone a chance to find their group—their people—before they get to school. Like, if you’re Ranganese, you want to get to know who all the other Ranganese are, so you already have your community when you get there. If you're a numu, you find the other numuwu. You know who you’ll live with, learn from, compete with, and train with. You know who’s going to have your back if something goes wrong.” 
 
    “What if no one is ‘your people’?” I asked uneasily. “What if you don't have a group?” 
 
    “My mom says orientation is good for people like that,” Izumo said, “for people who never really fit where they were born. Daybreak is supposed to be good for people like that.” 
 
    “So this orientation thing is here on Dakkabana?” I said, trying hard to focus on Izumo rather than the searing pain in my fingers. 
 
    “Yes,” said Izumo. 
 
    “But the school—Daybreak—is on Duna, right?” I asked, confused. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then why have orientation in out here space?” 
 
    “Oh—well—I don’t know if this is the case in your world, but traveling through transport space centers is much faster than flying internationally.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Of course,” Izumo said. “If you take a private pod, or a commercial spaceship up and then down from a space center, and you schedule it correctly, it’s much faster than travelling by airplane. Daybreak takes students from all over the world, so it makes sense for them to have orientation on an international space center like Dakkabana.” 
 
    “Oh.” I opened my mouth to ask something more but the question slipped away when the pain in my fingers flared up again. My hands hadn’t hurt this badly since I had first burned the skin off them years ago, when I taught myself to control fire. I took a breath, trying to cool my hands, but I couldn’t focus enough to manipulate the temperature. The stinging was too much. 
 
    “If you’d like, I can take a look at your injuries,” Izumo offered when his eyes fell on my shaking hands. “I have some training in jijaka first aid.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said desperately, “if it’s not too much trouble.” 
 
    “There are medical supplies that I brought in case one of my brothers got hurt on the job, but they’re all in my room. We should probably take care of it there. It’s not far, just one floor in.” 
 
    “Okay.” I stood eagerly. 
 
    “Just give me a second to put this back,” Izumo said, picking up the half-empty pitcher and reaching back to undo the tie of his apron. He hurried away into the restaurant and emerged a moment later with his loose sleeves untied and a beat-up green bag slung over his shoulder. 
 
    “Osaki ni shitsurei shimashita,” Izumo said, bowing at the kitchen doorway. 
 
    “Otsukare, Matsuda,” a gruff voice said from inside. “Matta ashita.” 
 
    “Matta ashita, jyoushi!” Izumo smiled and then turned to me. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Instead of taking me to a train, Izumo led me to a set of faux-wood automatic doors that opened onto a cramped space that the two of us could just fit into, standing beside one another. It wasn’t until Izumo gave a short voice command and the musty cylindrical room started to move that I realized we were in an elevator. 
 
    We ascended briefly before the doors opened on the tiny lobby of what looked to be a very cheap hotel. It was clean and the old lady behind the desk greeted Izumo with a warm smile, but the chamber was a sad sight all the same, with the blue wallpaper peeling at the edges, the cushions on the furniture worn to threads in places, and the scuffed wooden floor scrubbed nearly to splinters. I could think of worse places to stay, but compared to the rest of Dakkabana’s sparkling splendor, it just seemed so dilapidated. I never would have expected to find poverty in a space station but it was starting to seem like Dakkabana was essentially a circular city, complete with rich and poor neighborhoods. 
 
    Izumo led me down a narrow, poorly lit hallway lined with rickety wood-framed sliding doors. When we reached a door near the end of the hallway, he pulled a glass card from his pocket and swiped it through a slot in the wall, prompting a blue light to flicker on above the doorframe. 
 
    “Douzo ohaite kudasai,” a bored-sounding recording of a female voice crackled. It seemed even the low-tech stuff here talked. 
 
    “Come in.” Izumo slid the door open for me and I stepped into the dark room. “Oh—and take your shoes off please.” 
 
    “Okay.” Not wanting to put pressure on my fingers by pulling on the magnetic straps of my shoes, I used my powers to tug the magnets open and then slipped my feet out. 
 
    “Denki,” Izumo said into the dark and a dim light on the ceiling stuttered on, illuminating the little there was to see of the room. The space was bare except for a stack of bags against the wall, a few pairs of cloth shoes by the door, and three flat white mattresses laid out across the floor. On the middle mattress, a gangly black-haired boy—a teenager by the look of him—lay sprawled out with one arm thrown over his eyes, breathing softly. 
 
    “Oh,” Izumo said in surprise. “That’s right. I forgot Naga-nii-san is finished with his shift already. I’m so sorry.” Izumo turned to me, looking painfully embarrassed. “I didn’t realize he would be here.” 
 
    “So, he’s one of your older brothers?” I asked in a low voice. 
 
    Izumo nodded. “Nagasa, the middle child of the three of us. My oldest brother, Hiroshi, is still on shift for another four waatinu.” 
 
    “Won’t we wake him?” I whispered. 
 
    “Nah,” Izumo said, not bothering to lower his voice. “A sondatigi’s scream won’t wake Nagasa after he finishes work. Hiroshi took the double shift, so of course he thought he should do the same, but he doesn’t have Hiroshi-nii-san’s stamina. He gets sick when he doesn’t keep to his regular sleep schedule—and space travel never agrees with him.” 
 
    “I see.” I looked over at the sleeping teenager, who appeared to have staggered into the room and collapsed onto his bed fully clothed. A belt with a sword sheath still attached lay where he had dropped it beside the mattress. It took a moment before I put two and two together and recognized Nagasa’s dark blue garb as the uniform of the Kaigenese officers I had seen earlier. 
 
    “He’s a security guard!” I said in surprise. 
 
    “Yeah. Both my brothers signed on for security for their work program. They’re powerful, and disciplined, and have some military training, so they were more than qualified. The restaurant job is all I can do.” Izumo only looked dejected for a moment before resolutely shrugging away his frown and going to stand over his brother with a long-suffering sigh. 
 
    “Naga-nii-san.” He clicked his tongue before kneeling down to unfasten the strange two-toed boots on Nagasa’s feet. After sliding them off, he set them neatly by the door, pausing to straighten out the other shoes while he was at it, and then went back to the mattress to pick up the belt. 
 
    “This isn’t how you treat your things,” he muttered as he detached the sheathed sword from the belt.  
 
    “So what exactly is this work program thing?” I asked. “If orientation is tomorrow, how come you guys have already been here working for two weeks?” 
 
    “Oh.” Izumo looked down at the sword in his hands, suddenly deeply interested in one of the buckles on the sheath. “Well… I… um… Space travel is quite expensive—much more expensive than flying. So, since Daybreak always holds orientation on Dakkabana and they want everyone to be able to attend, they have a work program option. Instead of paying for the whole trip, students get jobs in Dakkabana for a few weeks before school starts. It pays off the tickets—or at least brings the price down enough that it’s… manageable.” 
 
    He was embarrassed, I realized belatedly. He was ashamed that his family couldn’t afford what others could, and I was sorry I had brought it up. I didn’t know if Izumo read the pitying look on my face and couldn’t take it or if he just had to say it: 
 
    “It’s temporary,” he blurted out. He was clutching his brother’s sword to his chest with both hands. “We are a strong family of good fighters; we have always had a good reputation. We’ve had a hard time since the war, but it will get better. This is only temporary.” Izumo stowed the sword in a closet. “You can go to the sink and unwrap your bandages.” He nodded to a sink standing in the corner of the room. “I’ll be with you in a dinma. I just have to get this…” He tugged Nagasa’s blanket out from under him and shook it out. 
 
    “So, I take it you’re the one who keeps everything here so clean?” I said, eager for a change of subject. 
 
    “Yeah,” Izumo smiled wryly as he laid the blanket over his brother and arranged it evenly over the corners of the mattress. “Just like at home. My father says I’d have made an excellent daughter… one of the nicest things he’s ever said to me.” 
 
    Your father sounds like a jerk, I wanted to say but didn’t.  
 
    Instead, I crossed to the sink and rested my hands on the edge of the basin. I picked at one of the bandages but found that I couldn’t bring myself to unwrap them. I was afraid of what I might find. 
 
    “Do you need help?” Izumo asked, joining me at the sink. 
 
    “I don’t know.” I rubbed one hand over the other with a grimace. “I just don’t know where to start.” It wasn’t true. I was just scared. My hands were the conduit for all my power. I didn’t want to see what that power had done to them. 
 
    “I can do it for you,” Izumo offered, “if you’ll let me.” 
 
    I surprised myself with how quickly I said, “Yes,” and held my hands out to him. 
 
    Normally I was deeply, almost obsessively, protective of my hands. It wasn’t just that they were essential to my connection with the Hum; I worried that if anyone held them too long or looked at them too closely, they would realize that there was something not quite normal about them. 
 
    Reaching out, Izumo took my precious hand and began slowly unwinding the layers of bandages. He couldn’t have been gentler, but when he started getting down to the last layers, the bandages began to sting as they shifted against my skin and the blood pounded back into my injured fingers with a vengeance, sending pain shooting through them. Without meaning to, I sucked in a gasp through clenched teeth. 
 
    “Sorry!” Izumo exclaimed. “I’m so sorry! If you want me to stop—” 
 
    “No, no, it’s fine.” I managed a smile. “I’m just not really used to pain.” 
 
    I bit my lip and held in any other sounds as Izumo hesitantly continued. But when Izumo got down to the last layer, I couldn’t help but gasp. My hands were covered in blood, mostly at the fingertips, where I had bled through the dark cloth. I squeezed my eyes shut and bit back a squeak of pain as I felt the last sticky layer peel away from my skin. 
 
    Izumo uttered a horrified exclamation in Kaigenese before clicking his tongue and asking, “So… are you going to look?” 
 
    Cracking an eye open, I saw a bloody excuse for a hand resting in Izumo’s beside a coil of dirty brown bandages. All of my nails were broken, some in several pieces and the skin had been scraped from all my knuckles. The cuts on my bruised fingers were still oozing red. 
 
    “Well,” I breathed after a moment, “that’s lovely.” 
 
    “What did you do?” Izumo asked.  
 
    “I don’t know, I—I guess, I dug my fingers into the metal… all the way in.” I still remembered the feeling, as easy and painless as crushing an empty soda can. 
 
    “I can see that,” he said, frowning down at the mess of cuts and broken nails, “but what else?” 
 
    “What do you mean what else?” I asked. 
 
    “There.” Careful not to touch the sensitive skin, Izumo indicated a strip of ugly blisters along the side of my index finger. “You look like you were burned.” 
 
    “Really?” I turned my hand over and started at the sight. “Oh!” 
 
    In between the cuts, my palm was marred with blisters and peeling red skin. Izumo was right. It looked like I had burned the insides of my hands—badly. But how? I had been standing far away from the fighting when Daniel threw his blazing fire attacks. 
 
    “What is it from?” Izumo asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said honestly. “No fire touched me—at least not that I remember.” I had grabbed onto Daniel after throwing the van, but his body had been eerily cold. Maybe, in my rush of adrenaline, I had subconsciously heated the metal beneath my fingers? But as far as I knew, I wasn’t capable of producing enough heat to burn my own hands. I had fireproofed myself against my highest temperatures years ago. 
 
    “In any case, you’re lucky,” Izumo said in a weak attempt to be cheerful about the gruesome sight. “It doesn’t look like you’ve broken any bones, just nails and skin.” 
 
    “Goodie.” 
 
    “I’ll have to redo your bandages,” he said, “but these injuries should be properly cleaned before they’re wrapped up again.” He shook his head with another disapproving click of his tongue. “Yammanka doctors.” 
 
    “Did they do something wrong?” I asked anxiously. 
 
    “Yammanka-trained doctors are very good at treating tajakalu,” Izumo said, “not really anyone else.” 
 
    “How come?” I asked.  
 
    “Lots of sterilization by fire,” Izumo said. “If they assumed you didn’t have any taya, they wouldn’t have used their usual sterilization procedures for fear of hurting you. I just can’t believe they didn’t do a better job cleaning up the injuries. They should never have let you out of the hospital like this.” 
 
    “Oh—They didn’t,” I said with a sheepish laugh. “Daniel and I kind of ran away.” 
 
    “What? Why?” Izumo demanded. 
 
    “The police were going to ask him some questions about where his dad was and how we got aboard Dakkabana. So we ran.” 
 
    “He would,” Izumo sighed, not sounding surprised at all. “Which police were they anyway? The Yammanka?” 
 
    “No, Carythian.” 
 
    “Really?” That seemed to surprise him. “Strange that they would get news about something like that so soon—and that they have a police presence on Dakkabana. There isn’t even a Carythian sector.”  
 
    Izumo gave the sink a short voice command, clear water sputtered and began to flow from the tap. 
 
    “Now we’re going to clean you up properly.” Izumo made a soft pulling motion with his fingers, bringing the faucet’s stream into a curl that he quickly spun into a ball of water.  
 
    “If you’ll let me…” He held out the glassy orb of water like an offering. 
 
    “Um…” I wasn’t sure what he was expecting me to do. 
 
    “Put your hand in,” Izumo said when he saw my confusion. “Go as slowly as you want. It’s not cold. And I’ve slowed the circulation down so it shouldn’t hurt too much.” 
 
    “Okay.” Slowly, I extended my bloody hand until my fingertips broke the surface of the sphere. Izumo’s hold on the water didn’t waver as mine did when another object broke the surface tension. Barely a ripple of disturbance passed over the curving surface as the water molecules changed their flow to accommodate my fingertips.  
 
    The water stung, making me wince, but Izumo somehow managed not to put any pressure on my injuries as I eased my hand the rest of the way into the sphere. I didn’t understand why we were doing this instead of just using a wet cloth or something. Then Izumo began to work. 
 
    I could move water around well enough, even draw water molecules from the surrounding air together, but I had never known it was possible to control liquid with this kind of precision. I looked on in silent awe as Izumo rolled the water softly across my bruises, swirled it over my cuts, and worked it into the cracks in my fingernails, right down into the grooves and pores of my skin, gently dislodging every speck of dirt, dust, and excess blood trapped there and easing them to the surface. 
 
    “Wow,” I mouthed as I watched my dissipating blood stain the crystal clear water a speckled copper, too impressed to be grossed out. I was tempted to ask where he had learned to use his jiya like that, but I didn’t want to speak aloud and break his concentration. 
 
    “Okay,” he breathed when he had cleaned out every crevice in my skin without so much as unsettling a scab, “that should do it,” and he set about carefully retracting the water from my skin. I felt a strange tingling sensation that couldn’t quite be described as pain as the water shifted up and out of every pore in my hand. 
 
    “How did you do that?” I finally said aloud after Izumo had streamed the bloodstained water into the basin to run down the drain. “You’re amazing!” 
 
    At that, Izumo actually burst out laughing and then clapped a hand over his mouth with a nervous glance at his sleeping brother. 
 
    “What?” I demanded as he continued to chuckle. He just gave me an incredulous look and shook his head before crossing the room to rummage through the closet. 
 
    “What?” I said again. “I just… I never knew that water—that jiya—could do that.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Izumo said, keeping his back to me as he rummaged through the cupboard and pulled out a little green bottle of liquid. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said earnestly. “Seriously, you’re incredible!” 
 
    “No.” Izumo turned to look at me, something strained playing behind the amusement on his face. “No, I am not.” 
 
    “What? So, can all jijakalu do that?” I asked as he rejoined me with the bottle and a roll of fresh white bandages. 
 
    He only shook his head, leaving me unsure of whether it was a ‘no’ or just a refusal to say any more on the subject. 
 
    “Here.” He opened the bottle and I held out my hand. “This will dull the pain,” he said, extracting a little bulb of the bottle’s liquid contents and moving his hand up and down to dab it across my palm and fingers. Then, as tenderly and silently as he had unwrapped my hand, he wound it back up in bandages. 
 
    He had just finished the bandages and begun working the water into my other hand when there was a sharp knock at the door. 
 
    “Oh,” Izumo looked up from what he was doing, impressively keeping the water in perfect circulation. “Uh…” He looked from the water hovering above his fingers, still wrapped around my hand, to the door and back at the water. “Um—” 
 
    “I got it.” Bringing my freshly-bandaged hand up, I curled my fingers, bringing the mass of water under my control. Needless to say, I had never experienced the handover of control of water—or any substance—from one person to another. It was strange. I felt a slight tug before Izumo understood what I was doing and removed his hand, relinquishing his grip on the liquid. The water dipped a little and lost a few drops between Izumo’s fingers and mine, but in a moment, I had it gathered up and circulating in the flow of my nyama. 
 
    “Wow!” It was Izumo’s turn to look impressed. “You really can control water. I’ve never seen—” 
 
    “Izumo!” a muffled voice snapped as the knocking grew more insistent. “Okinasaiyo mou, baka!” 
 
    Rolling his eyes, Izumo went to the door and pulled it open to face a black-haired girl a little taller than himself, with dots of black facepaint, a short bouncy haircut, and a pair of glasses perched on the slight bridge of her flat little nose.  
 
    “Doushita, Ayumi?” Izumo demanded irritably. “Naga-nii ga netei—” 
 
    “Watashi no atarashii menkanfen kita?” the girl demanded in a bossy tone that gave me the impression that she was an older sister. But Izumo hadn’t mentioned any sisters, had he? 
 
    “Nai you,” Izumo sighed. 
 
    “Mou?” the girl pouted, planting her hands on her hips. That was when her eyes fell on me. She gave a small start before blinking a few times to make sure her glasses were serving her correctly. “Dare—” she began, but he was ahead of her. 
 
    “Konoko wa Joan.” Izumo stepped back and motioned her into the room. “Joan, this is my cousin, Ayumi.” 
 
    Ayumi looked me up and down—from the brown hair crammed into my headwrap, to my bare white feet, to my bandaged left hand cradling the water half-engulfing my bloody right one—her mouth slightly open. 
 
    “Hi.” I would have raised a hand in greeting but both were occupied, so I just smiled as pleasantly as I could. Ayumi continued to gape. 
 
    “Joan doesn’t speak any Kaigenese,” Izumo spoke up when it became apparent that his cousin wasn’t going to. “Her native language is Lindish, so we should speak Lindish with her. It will be good for you. You can practice.” 
 
    Ayumi snapped out of her stupor to scowl at Izumo. “Baka ni shinaide!” Snatching a handful of water molecules out of the air and freezing them together in a single swift motion, she smacked Izumo upside the head with the flattened slab of ice. 
 
    “Ow!” Izumo rubbed his reddening cheek. “Why do you do that?” 
 
    “I no need practice!” With an indignant flick of her wrist, Ayumi vaporized the piece of ice, and I found myself grudgingly impressed. On my best day, I couldn’t whip water and ice around that fast, but this girl did it as nonchalantly as she blinked. 
 
    “Ayumi is also going to Daybreak Academy,” Izumo sighed glumly. “She’s our age, so she’s just starting as well. Ayumi.” He spoke more slowly when he turned back to his cousin. “Joan is going to be going to Daybreak Academy with us. Isn’t that nice?” 
 
    But Ayumi’s eyes were once again fixed on the water at my fingertips. “A-anoko…” 
 
    “I’ll explain later,” Izumo assured her. “Ato de setsumei suru ne.” 
 
    “De-demo sore—” 
 
    “Ato de.” Izumo took her shoulders and steered her toward the door. “Now, why don’t you go on before you’re late for work? ‘Goto ga arundeshou.” He nudged the glowering girl out of the room. “And I’ll tell you when your info-com device gets here, okay? Jya ne, bye.” And he slid the door shut on her. 
 
    “Sorry about that.” He crossed back to me. “She’s been nagging me for days about this stupid info-com device that’s supposed to be delivered to the hotel. I guess she ordered it a while ago. She should really stop spending her money on fancy new clothes and gadgets.” He shook his head disapprovingly. 
 
    “You two seem to get along well,” I said, nodding at the pink welt Ayumi’s ice had left across his cheek. 
 
    “Yes, well… it’s best not to argue with her,” Izumo said wryly. “She’s a good fighter. And it seems you’re quite good with your jiya as well.” He nodded at the water still circulating around my hand. 
 
    “Oh.” I looked down at the water. “Yes—I mean, I’ve always been able to control water, but this… it seems really easy right now.” Even with one hand wrapped up in Hum-muffling bandages, moving the water felt as easy as breathing. “It’s like the water here is… extra light,” I said with a wondering look around me. “Everything seems lighter here.” 
 
    “That’s because it is,” Izumo said, moving his hands back to the orb of water to continue his work on my hand. “We’re up in one of the inner rings. Gravity is always weaker here.” 
 
    “How come?” I asked, carefully withdrawing my hold on the water to make room for his. 
 
    “Well, obviously, because we’re closer to the central engine.” 
 
    “I don’t get it. Why does being closer to the engine make the gravity weaker?” 
 
    “Because the gravity here comes from a centripetal ring. Do you not have those in your dimension?” 
 
    “My dimension doesn’t have any space stations with artificial gravity,” I said. 
 
    “Oh. So you don’t even know how it’s generated?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I asked Daniel, but he didn’t know.” 
 
    “It’s really simple actually,” Izumo said, smiling. “It’s the same principle as… Did you ever do the thing when you were little, when you put rocks or sand in a bucket, and you swung the bucket around you really fast, and all the rocks stuck to the bottom?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I was pretty sure every kid had done that at some point. 
 
    “Well, you know how, when you got the bucket swinging fast enough, it didn’t even matter if you turned it upside down—the rocks would still stay in? It’s the same idea behind the artificial gravity in these space centers. Only, instead of a little kid swinging his arm, there’s a powerful engine at the center that turns the whole thing.” 
 
    “So we’re like the rocks,” I said, “sticking to the bottom of the bucket.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Izumo said, “only instead of one bottom, Dakkabana has all these different floors for us to stick to. The gravity is the strongest on the floors furthest away from the central engine because—” 
 
    “Because they’re the biggest,” I said. “They have to spin the fastest to make one full rotation, so the force pushing outward is stronger.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Izumo said, pausing to smile up at me before pulling the orb from my hand to stream it into the sink. 
 
    “So that’s why the whole thing is shaped like a donut,” I said, remembering the spinning gold miniature of Dakkabana I had seen on the train. “We’re all inside the donut.” But as I thought back to the train, my brow furrowed. I had felt this same lightness on the train too. “So, how come on the train, the gravity was weaker?” 
 
    “Because most of Dakkabana’s trains run counter to the rotation of the rest of the space center—the, uh… you called it the donut? So, if this is Dakkabana…” Izumo turned the faucet on for a moment and scooped up the water, deftly reshaping it into a perfect model of the space center, with its its wing-like solar panels, its central cylinder, and the donut around that. With his impeccable control, Izumo kept his liquid creation circulating with his right hand while his left moved to the little bottle of green salve. “This is the train.” With a delicate curl of his fingers, he drew a thread of green liquid from the cup. 
 
    “You see the way the hoop is rotating.” He nodded at the donut and I could feel more than I could see the water swirling counterclockwise. “The train…” He moved his left hand, sliding the bright green thread of salve into the donut… “runs in the opposite direction like this.” He moved the little snake of salve the opposite direction through the water of his little Dakkabana. “So you see, the faster the train goes, the slower it’s actually rotating around the center. That’s why the gravity decreases as train picks up speed.” 
 
    “That’s amazing!” I exclaimed. 
 
    “Isn’t it?” Izumo smiled. “The numuwu engineers planned it that way so that people wouldn’t have to deal with a huge gravity increase every time they wanted to travel between floors or sectors.” 
 
    “No, I was talking about what you’re doing,” I said, gesturing at Izumo’s miniature Dakkabana. “How do you have such good control?” 
 
    “Oh—” He faltered, as though unsure of what to do with the compliment. “It’s not uncommon. It’s like you said; the low gravity makes it easier to use jiya.” He lowered his hands, streaming the water back into the sink, and moving the tiny train of salve to my hand. 
 
    “But you can control that medicine stuff too,” I said as his jiya tenderly distributed the green salve across my broken nails and knuckles. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Well—Robin said it was uncommon for jijakalu to be able to control liquids other than pure or salt water.” 
 
    “It is hard for most,” Izumo conceded, picking up the remaining bandages. “I’ve had a knack for it since I was little.” 
 
    “So you’re, like, a really good jijaka.” 
 
    And there was that incredulous laugh again. “Me? No. No, I am not.” 
 
    He worked on in silence until my hand was all wrapped in clean bandages. 
 
    “There.” He finished, bringing the bandage around a last time and tucking it in at my wrist. 
 
    “Thanks.” I smiled down at my clean, comfortable hands. “I don’t care what you say. You’re amazing.” 
 
    “I just wish Daniel would have let me…” Izumo sighed and looked up at me. “You… you will take care of him, won’t you?” 
 
    “What?” The question was sort of unexpected. 
 
    “Daniel won’t listen to many people, but he seems to respect you. It’s—I know it’s not my business,” he said hastily, getting that embarrassed look on his face. “I shouldn’t overstep—” 
 
    “You’re not overstepping,” I said, putting a freshly bandaged hand on his shoulder. “He’s your friend.” 
 
    Izumo looked down at my hand tensely, as though surprised to find it there. “I just… I wanted to say that… You met his father. You saw how they are together?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Then you know what he’s lost,” Izumo said quietly. “Most kids, they have two parents, maybe some siblings and friends, maybe a whole village of people they’re part of, but Daniel didn’t really have that. He had friends he saw sometimes, but they were always moving. His father was the only constant thing in his world.” 
 
    “What about his mother?” I asked suddenly. “Where is she?” I had been wondering for a long time. I hadn’t wanted to open any old wounds by asking Robin or Daniel, but maybe Izumo would know. 
 
    “Daniel’s mother?” Izumo squinted his eyes in thought. “His mother passed away a long time ago… I think.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “Well, the thing is, before we were born—around the time Daniel would have been conceived—Robin Thundyil spent a lot of time in Hades with some friends doing humanitarian work. My mom wanted to go with them but of course she already had children to take care of, so she couldn’t. She talks about Robin’s time in Hades sometimes, but I’m not sure how much she knows—how much anyone knows—about what happened there. I don’t think he talked about it a lot, even to Daniel. So, Daniel never knew his mother… or even who she was.” 
 
    “And no one knows?” I said, having a difficult time believing even Robin could have successfully kept that from everyone. 
 
    Izumo shook his head. “There are a lot of things no one knows about Robin Thundyil’s life. If you really want answers, you should ask Jali Kuyasse.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The jaseli who keeps the Thundyil family’s history, although even he might not be able to tell you everything. Robin Thundyil kept a lot of secrets.” 
 
    “But we know some things about Daniel’s mother, don’t we?” I said, trying to remember the little Daniel and Robin had said about her back on Earth. “Like, she was fonyaka—or part fonyaka—right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Izumo said stiffly. “That is what they say, and based on how Daniel came out, it must be true.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, “because Daniel inherited her wind power—or—fonya.” 
 
    “He did,” Izumo said, “but he’s never been very good at using it. His taya gets tied up with his fonya. I suppose that’s what happens when no one trains you how to use one of your abilities.” 
 
    “No one trained me to use any of my powers,” I said, “and I can separate them just fine.” 
 
    “Yes, but Daniel was trained,” Izumo said, “just as a tajaka. And tajaka movements, and breathing, and focusing—it’s all built around fire. None of it applies very well to air.” 
 
    “Really?” I had never had any problem alternating between my different powers. They were all me, after all. 
 
    “I guess… imagine if you had trained really hard your whole life to use just one of your powers—to the point where all the movements and techniques were automatic—wouldn’t they kind of mess you up when you went to use one of your other abilities?” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah, I guess it would.” Every substance had its own feel and flow. 
 
    “The last time I saw Daniel, he still hadn’t learned to use his fonya without setting his target on fire. I don’t know if that’s still the case—” 
 
    “It is.” Robin had teased Daniel about it that night I had spent at their house. 
 
    “That’s probably one of the reasons his dad wanted him to go to Daybreak.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because they don’t just teach all the different kinds of theonites separately. Their program includes training for students with mixed backgrounds, power mutations, and other special needs. That’s why my mom wanted me to go there. They train you for the powers you have, not the ones you’re supposed to have.” 
 
    “Has Daniel ever tried using his fonya on a space station?” I asked as a thought occurred to me. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Izumo said. “Why?” 
 
    “Well, wouldn’t it be easier in the low gravity?” I asked. “Like controlling water is easier for us?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Izumo said. “I don’t know much about fonya except… well…” He clasped his hands together and rubbed one thumb over the other uncomfortably. “I suppose fonya must be more powerful in low gravity or the Ranganese would never be able to keep their space centers in orbit.” 
 
    “Wait—why not?” What did theonite nyamaya have to do with running a space station? 
 
    “Big space centers like Dakkabana depend on theonite power to function,” Izumo explained. “The low gravity is part of what makes that possible” 
 
    “How?” I asked, fascinated. 
 
    “I could explain it”—a hopeful smile spread across Izumo’s face—“but it will be easier if I show you.” 
 
    “Show me?” 
 
    “Joan,” he said, his eyes lighting up, “would you like to see the central engine?” 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine:  
 
    Manga Koro Siya 
 
      
 
    FIKI 
 
      
 
    “I-i ni kiye, officers.” When she spoke, Fiki found that her voice had gotten hopelessly small. “S-sorry that took a moment. I was cleaning up my—paint,” she said haltingly before remembering that she didn’t have any physical paints with her. Xuuse. 
 
    “Um—wh-what can I—how can I help you?” 
 
    “I am Captain Yakov Crow,” the man said. “My men and I are here looking for a Disanka boy, thirteen years old, about three strides tall. He was spotted entering this room.” 
 
    “A Disanka boy?” Fiki said in a tiny voice. “I-I don’t know what you’re—I didn’t see anyone like that. I mean—my friend Kente is here with me.” She nodded over her shoulder at the senkuli. “Maybe they saw him and mistook—” 
 
    “This boy would be significantly lighter-skinned,” Crow said, “with straight hair.” 
 
    “Oh—sorry, I didn’t see anyone like that.” 
 
    Looking directly into Crow’s eyes made Fiki nervous. She tried not to let it. These were police, law-keepers. There was no reason to be suspicious of them just because they were white. But even though she knew it might not be fair—she knew it might be racist—she couldn’t quite shake the crawling discomfort as Crow stepped closer. Maybe it was just that she couldn’t figure out what he was thinking. She was so used to being able to read people, tracing the cadence of their voices and lines of their expressions like the brushstrokes of one of her paintings. But these men, with their thick accents, strange inflection, and unfamiliar facial features, were impenetrable. 
 
    “We are police, numuden.” If Crow’s voice was meant to be gentle, or impatient, or threatening, Fiki couldn’t tell. “You shouldn’t lie to us.” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    “Good. Then you won’t mind if we have a quick look around the room.” 
 
    “Wait!” Panicking, Fiki took a step to the side, blocking their way. “Please—I-I would rather you didn’t.” 
 
    “Numuden, I should tell you that the fugitive we saw coming in here is a suspect in a murder.” 
 
    “What?” a voice burst out. 
 
    Crow’s eyes moved past Fiki and she held her breath, hoping that he wouldn’t realize that the voice hadn’t come out of Kente’s mouth. If he did, he didn’t give any indication. He just turned back to Fiki and said, “The Carythian billionaire, Robin Thundyil, was found dead this morning on a river bank. We have reason to believe Thundyil’s son might be involved.” 
 
    “What reason?” Kente demanded. “Why would he do that?” 
 
    “We’re not sure yet. It’s possible that he wanted his inheritance early.” 
 
    That was when Fiki was certain that these police were not to be trusted. No matter how banged up Daniel’s knuckles were, he hadn’t killed his own father. No guilty person had eyes as raw as his. And when Fiki thought about it, Crow’s reason for suspecting Daniel didn’t even make sense. 
 
    “He’s not old enough,” she said slowly, looking up at Crow. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “You said you were looking for a thirteen-year-old boy,” she said. In Yamma and Sizwe the age of adulthood—when one could legally inherit—was seventeen. Fiki didn’t know exactly what the age was in Carytha, but nowhere in the world was it younger than fifteen. “If Daniel Thundyil is thirteen, he won’t be old enough to inherit for at least another two years. There wouldn’t be any reason for him to—” 
 
    “I think you should leave the murder cases to the koronu, numuden. All we are asking is that you let us search this room.” Crow stepped forward and Fiki found that in spite of herself, she had started backing away. 
 
    These men were dead set on getting to Daniel, and Fiki didn’t think it had anything to do with a murder investigation. And if they weren’t being honest about their investigation, who was to say anything they said was true? Who was to say they were even legitimate police? What if they weren’t law enforcement at all? What if they were secretly Firebird’s enemies here to kill Daniel? 
 
    Backed up almost to the desk, Fiki could just see Daniel out of the corner of her eye. He was crouched down, holding his breath, his face filled with hurt and anger. He hadn’t killed anyone. 
 
    “You seem like a sensible young lady,” Crow said slowly. “Now, you don’t want to be responsible for harboring a murderer, do you?” 
 
    “I am not harboring a murderer.” Fiki’s voice shook but she didn’t stutter as she turned back to face Crow. “That isn’t a thing that I would do. So, if you don’t mind, Officer, I’d like you to leave.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that isn’t how this works, numuden. We need to search this room.” 
 
    Crow moved forward as though to push past Fiki. Panicking, she activated a numu’s only real defense. She pushed heat into her skin. With her adrenaline running so high, it wasn’t difficult to bring her body to a skillet-like temperature. Feeling the pulse of heat, Crow pulled back just before experiencing blistering skin-to-skin contact with the tajaka. 
 
    Fiki might not have it in her to throw a punch, but her taya was made to melt steel. She didn’t feel completely right activating that line of defense against an adyn. But a koro—even one without any powers—wasn’t supposed to put a numu in a position where they had to. 
 
    “Very well then.” Crow took a few measured steps back from Fiki. “I hate to threaten a numu but…” He unclipped his gun from his belt. 
 
    At the sound, Daniel’s eyes widened and his fists clenched. He had just shifted forward as though about to rise when— 
 
    “What’s going on here?” a voice cut in sharply. 
 
    And Fiki had never been so relieved to feel the searing hot nyama of tajaka koronu wrap around her. 
 
    When Crow turned around, he was facing a small group of Yammankalu. If these were other Daybreak students, they had to be a good few years ahead of Fiki and Kente because they stood as tall as the adult policemen. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” Crow said coldly. 
 
    “I asked what was going on here,” a girl said striding into the room, “because it looks to me like you’re harassing this little numu for no reason.” 
 
    She was stunningly beautiful in a classic Yammanka sort of way, with heavily-lidded eyes, full lips, and an ample hourglass figure. Before Fiki even noted the golden double-headed serpent patterns on her clothing, she could tell the girl was manga koro. It was in the way she carried herself—in the curve of her spine and the powerful line of her shoulders—as she placed herself in front of Fiki and squared off with the head officer.  
 
    “I assure you, Koroyaa, we’re not harassing anyone for no reason,” Crow said. “We’re here to—” 
 
    “Is this man bothering you, little one?” the manga koro asked, looking down at Fiki. 
 
    “Um—w-well…” Fiki wasn’t sure what to say, but the panic on her face must have said enough because the manga koro turned to face Crow with new anger in her eyes. Her sleeveless top proudly displayed the scarification of a soldier. So she wasn’t just royally descended; she was a serious fighter. With her training, this girl had nothing to fear from an adyn police officer, even one with a gun. 
 
    And if the girl was not intimidating enough, her comrades fell in behind her, forming a solid wall of heat—a pair of beautiful jaseliwu in stunning, gold-threaded robes, and a frowning hulk of a boy. He was easily half a head taller than anyone else in the room, with hard obsidian eyes and the bulging muscles of a wrestler koro. 
 
    “We’re going to have to ask you to leave,” the girl said, glaring at Crow. 
 
    “Really?” and now Crow’s anger matched hers. “On what authority?” 
 
    “The rules of this space center,” the girl replied coolly. “No one other than the Yammanka security team is authorized to run investigations or make arrests in this sector.” 
 
    “I’m aware, but we’re pursuing a Carythian criminal. The Yammanka security team only has jurisdiction over their own citizens aboard this—” 
 
    “I apprenticed with the security team aboard this space center when I was young,” the girl said. “I’m familiar with the rules. As I recall, it falls to the resident security team to apprehend any fugitive that comes into their sector—even one who is a citizen of a different country. Which is why I’m a little confused as to what you think you’re doing going around banging on doors in the Yammanka sector.” 
 
    “We are looking for a Carythian criminal, so—” 
 
    “That’s nice,” the girl said, “but those aren’t Carythian citizens. They’re ours. You say you’re looking for some kind of criminal; all I see is you menacing an innocent Yammanka girl.” 
 
    Fiki was Sizwean, actually, but it didn’t seem like the time to bring that up. 
 
    “You need to ask the Yammanka authorities for permission to conduct any investigations here,” the manga koro said. 
 
    “We are the Carythian police. We don’t ask tajakalu for permission before enforcing our laws on our own citizens. Sorry if that offends you, koro, but I think you’ll find that our investigation here is perfectly legal.” 
 
    “Oh?” The manga koro pulled out her info-com device. “So, if I call the security center right now, they’ll confirm that you have clearance to be here?”  
 
    The man with the scar gave her an ugly look. “Listen, koro—” 
 
    “That’s manga koro, if you don’t mind,” the girl snapped, looking him right in the eyes, “and you’re the one who needs to listen. I still have the security chief’s contact code and if you don’t step off right now, I’m going to call and have her send someone down here.” 
 
    “Young lady, I don’t know what expertise you think you have, but we are conducting a legitimate—” 
 
    “Awa.” The manga koro drummed a command into her info-com device without bothering to look at Crow as he spoke. “You can tell that to Chief Koma. We’ll see who she believes.” 
 
    But before the manga koro got a chance to make the call, Crow’s info-com device pinged and he answered. 
 
    “Commander Crow,” a voice said in Lindish. “We’ve been asking around. Thundyil and his companion were spotted getting off the Biida line on Ring Four, in the Kaigenese sector.” 
 
    “Get up there now,” Crow said. 
 
    “Already on our way, Sir.” 
 
    “If they’re not there when you arrive, question everyone you can. Find them.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    Lowering his info-com device, Crow turned to glare at the imperious manga koro. “You’re lucky I’m needed somewhere else.” 
 
    “Right,” the girl said with an amused tilt of her eyebrow. “Lucky. Have fun in the Kaigenese sector,” she called congenially as Crow and his men set off down the hall. “I’m sure the Kaigenese will be just as thrilled to have their doors kicked in.” 
 
    “Wow, thanks!” Kente exclaimed when the police had gone. 
 
    “It’s no problem,” the girl said. “Those men had no business bothering you kids in your own hotel room. Why did they say they were here?” 
 
    “They thought there was some kind of fugitive hiding in here. B-but there’s not,” Fiki added hastily. “Just me and Kente. We’d have noticed if someone else snuck in.” 
 
    “Of course you would have,” the girl said. “Those men were out of line.” 
 
    “Right… well… we appreciate the help anyway, Manga Koroyaa.” Fiki hoped the girl couldn’t sense the nervous quiver of Daniel’s nyama behind the desk. The space was so filled with tajaka nyama that it was unlikely that even a very perceptive theonite would sense the extra flutter of heat. All the same, Fiki was careful to place herself between the newcomers and the desk as the older tajakalu stepped into the room. 
 
    “Really, Manga Koroyaa, I don’t know how to thank you,” Fiki said, lowering her gaze. “I—” 
 
    “Just ‘Siya’ is fine,” the girl said, “and there’s no need for thanks.” 
 
    “Siya?” Fiki repeated. A classically beautiful Yammanka name for a classically beautiful Yammanka girl. 
 
    “Yes—oh, did I forget to introduce myself? That was rude of me, I’m sorry. I’m Siya Wagadu. This is Naxato Kende,” she said, gesturing to the heavily-muscled mountain of a boy behind her, “and these ladies are my jaseliwu, Kyanga Gesseke and Mbali Balasseke.” 
 
    “Wait…” Kente’s eyes had suddenly gone wide with realization. “You’re Siya Wagadu? The Siya Wagadu?” 
 
    “She is,” Mbali Balasseke said with a smile. 
 
    “I’ve heard of you,” Kente said, gazing up at Siya with that dumb, gushingly star-struck expression he got whenever he came face-to-face with a mildly impressive koro. 
 
    “We’d be surprised if you hadn’t, senkuden,” Kyanga Gesseke said, matching her companion’s amused smile. “Our Siya here—” 
 
    “She holds the Daybreak record for longest-running victory streak in the fighting circle!” Kente exclaimed, turning from the jaseliwu to look at Siya in awe. “Your spear-throw can hit a fly fifteen bounds away! In your second year, you beat the unbeatable agility course on your first try!” 
 
    Of course Kente would know that, Fiki thought with a quiet sigh of exasperation. He obsessed over great fighters and their stats with a fanaticism that verged on madness, as if the ability to knock another person’s teeth out was something to sing about. 
 
    “I see the introduction is unnecessary,” Mbali said. 
 
    “Maybe the senkuli should be doing our job,” Kyanga said jokingly. 
 
    “And you!” Kente turned his awed gaze to the massive boy at Siya’s shoulder. “You’re Naxato Kende! You’re the best grappler in the school!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name, senkuden,” Siya said with an amused smile. 
 
    “I’m Kente, Kente Ekwenzi.” 
 
    “Ekwenzi… I apologize, I don’t think I’ve ever heard of your clan.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” Kente said, only looking a little embarrassed. “We’re not a big clan.” 
 
    “And you, numu?” 
 
    “Um—I’m Fikile Zithathwa—but just Fiki is fine.” 
 
    “Oh. So, you’re from a Sizwean numu clan?” Siya asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Fiki said. 
 
    “And where did you two say you were from?” 
 
    “We both live in Bakwendi,” Kente said. All he got in response was a politely blank stare from the manga koro and her entourage. 
 
    “It’s a small city—more of a town—west of Banjoya,” Fiki interjected quickly. “You wouldn’t have heard of it.” 
 
    “Well, listen, if you two have any more problems, come and get me, or Naxato”—she nodded to the silent Kende at her shoulder—“or any of us really. We’d be happy to deter nosy police. We’re just down the hall.” 
 
    “Thank you so much,” Fiki said earnestly. 
 
    “No need for thanks,” Siya said, stepping back through the door to head down the hall. “It’s what any good koro would do.” 
 
    “We’ll see you little ones at school then?” Kyanga said kindly. 
 
    “Yes—um—see you at school,” Fiki said awkwardly, and the two jaseliwu followed their manga koro down the hall. 
 
    As soon as they were gone, Daniel stood up too fast and banged his head on the desk. “Ow!” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Fiki asked. 
 
    “I have to go.” He stumbled to his feet with a hand to the top of his head. “I have to get up there.” 
 
    “Up where?” 
 
    “Crow said he was heading to the inner rings of the Kaigenese sector,” Daniel said, his nyama swirling with anxiety. “Joan’s still there!” 
 
    “Who?” Fiki asked. 
 
    “His friend, Joan,” Kente said. “The alien girl he brought with him from the parallel dimension.” 
 
    “Oh—there’s—wait, her name is Joan?” Fiki said. Who would name their kid that? 
 
    “What are you going to do after you find her?” Kente asked. “Where are you going to go?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Daniel said. “We need somewhere to stay, somewhere the police don’t find me again. Thank you so much, by the way. That was almost really bad. You have no idea—if those guys had tranquilized me and brought me in with all this stuff on me…” 
 
    “But you were going to come out,” Fiki said. “When Crow went for his gun, you were about to stand up.” 
 
    “Well yeah,” Daniel said indignantly. “I wasn’t going to sit there and let him threaten you like that.” 
 
    “I probably could have stopped them,” Kente said, “if I really needed to.” 
 
    “I know,” Daniel said without a trace of condescension. “I saw how fast you are, but that’s not your responsibility. Those guys are my problem; I brought them here. You didn’t sign up to have people shooting at you.” 
 
    “And you did?” Fiki raised her eyebrows.  
 
    “I… well… I was kind of born into it,” Daniel said with a weary smile. “Anyway, real koronu don’t let other koronu attack craftsmen.” 
 
    Fiki pressed her lips together and then exchanged a glance with Kente. “You know,” she said slowly, “if you and your friend need a place to hide from the police, you can stay here.” 
 
    “What—really?” Daniel said in surprise. 
 
    “Yes! Yes!” Kente exclaimed excitedly. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Daniel said, looking around Fiki’s cramped room. “Do you have enough space for two more people?” 
 
    “Of course!” Kente said happily. “Your alien friend can stay with Fiki and you can stay with me! This is going to be so much fun!” 
 
    “It makes sense, doesn’t it?” Fiki said. “I don’t think those Carythian police will dare set foot in this hotel again after Manga Koro Siya scared them off. And the Yammanka security people probably won’t come looking for you in another Daybreak kid’s hotel room.” 
 
    “If you’re both okay with it, that might actually work,” Daniel said. “Thank you so much. I’m going to find some way to make this up to you, I promise, but right now I have to get to Joan before the police do.” 
 
    “Can I come with you?” Kente asked. 
 
    “No.” Daniel shook his head. “No, I think I’ve put you in enough danger for one day. Just wait here. With any luck, I’ll be back soon with Joan.” 
 
    “What if you don’t come back?” Kente asked. 
 
    “Yeah, is there someone we should contact for you if the police take you?” Fiki asked. “You must have family, or a jaseli, someone who can negotiate your release?” 
 
    “No,” Daniel said firmly. “I don’t want—just don’t worry about it. I’ll see you guys soon. Bye.” And he raced out of the room. 
 
    “Oh…” Fiki stood, staring after Daniel in a daze. “Okay then.” It was the second time that day a crazy boy had come into her room with a crazy story and run out just as fast. 
 
    Kente turned to her, glowing with joy. “Isn’t this the best day ever?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten:  
 
    The Whispering Blade 
 
      
 
    JOAN 
 
      
 
    “It’s not easy to get to the inner ring,” Izumo said as we made our way back through the tiny hotel, “but it’s worth it. I’ll show you the water workrooms and the windows—” 
 
    “There are windows?” Now that I thought about it, I hadn’t seen any windows in Dakkabana. The only time I had gotten a view outside the space center had been in the train, when the tunnel walls had turned clear. 
 
    “There can’t be windows in the outer rings because of how fast they move,” Izumo explained. “Seeing stars and planets going by at that speed would make people sick.” 
 
    “Oh!” I said as a thought occurred to me. “That’s why the only time I could see the stars was in the moving train?” 
 
    “Right,” Izumo said, giving the lady at the front desk a polite nod before we left the lobby. We didn’t go to the doors of the elevator but instead slipped into a narrow side hallway that was somehow even dimmer and dingier than the rest of the hotel. The tang of cleaning chemicals hit my nose. Through an open sliding door, I glimpsed a bucket and stacks of rags. Through another door, I caught a strong hum of machinery and the slosh of spinning water—laundry machines, maybe? 
 
    “Where are we?” I asked. 
 
    “This is where the maids and janitors work,” Izumo said. “This is the only way I’ve found to the inner ring. You can’t get there on most passenger elevators.”  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “A lot of the inner ring is dedicated to Dakkabana’s machinery so it’s mostly mechanics and other workers who need to get up there.” 
 
    The service elevator was the same size as the passenger elevator we had taken to the hotel, but no one had bothered with fake wood paneling here. Izumo gave the machine a few Kaigenese voice commands and the doors rattled open to reveal a bare cylindrical compartment with plain white walls. The two of us stepped inside and Izumo closed the doors with another word. 
 
    As we began our ascent, it occurred to me that the elevators here—even this rough industrial one—moved much more smoothly than elevators on Earth. There was no jolt of tightening cables, no awkward lurch as they started. They were shaped differently too; unlike the box-like elevators on Earth, these ones were all cylinders. 
 
    Curious, I raised a freshly-bandaged hand and pressed my fingertips against the curved wall beside me. The white panels were made of glass fiber and some kind of polymer like plastic, but beyond that, I could just feel the electric hum of metal… charged strips of metal, mounted against a hard layer of jonjo glass. 
 
    “Magnets,” I said softly. “This elevator is magnetically-powered… just like the train.” 
 
    “Yes,” Izumo said, looking at me in surprise. “You can feel that?” 
 
    “I can always sense metal,” I said as the elevator continued upward and I felt myself getting lighter. “My powers are weird like that.” 
 
    With a ping, the elevator came to a stop. I waited for the doors to open but they didn’t.  
 
    “Is this our stop?” I asked after a moment. 
 
    “No,” Izumo said, turning his eyes to the elevator’s ceiling. “Service elevators use the same tubes as pods and other big transport vessels—so sometimes they will stop for another, faster-moving thing to pass through.” 
 
    “The same tubes?” I repeated, confused. 
 
    “Yeah,” Izumo said. “There are magnetic transport tubes running all though Dakkabana. The small ones are used to transport stuff like mail and the big ones are used for stuff like pods and supply vessels. The restaurant I work at gets its daily stock of meat and vegetables from a transport tube that runs from the import dock to the food court. The trains and elevators people use to get around the centers are basically just person-sized transport tubes. This whole place is made of transport tubes.” 
 
    “Oh.” That explained the snake-like shape of the train. And that was why the elevators were cylindrical—to fit through vertical tubes. 
 
    “Yes.” Izumo said. “It conserves space, gives the center room for all its big shopping centers, and temples, and banquet halls. Dakkabana looks simple enough if you’re just walking through, but on the inside, between its floors, it’s like a bowl of noodles—all different transport tubes, running around each other in all different directions.” 
 
    “So, the tube we’re in—it crosses other tubes?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Izumo said. “Priority transport like the trains have their own tubes so they never have to stop for other vessels. Tiny maintenance elevators like this one aren’t priority.” 
 
    As he spoke, I could hear the whoosh of something passing over the elevator’s ceiling, on its way down some tube that crossed ours.  
 
    “How long does it usually take?” I asked as another capsule zoomed through the tube above us. 
 
    “Oh, it says here.” Izumo pointed to the elevator’s smudged little touchscreen, which was displaying a ticking counter, counting down the seconds—or dinmanu, I supposed—in Yammaninke numerals. 15… 14… 13… 12… “That way, you can decide if it’s worth the wait or you want to go back the way you came and try a different elevator.” 4… 3… 2… 1… the elevator pinged again and resumed its ascent into lighter and lighter gravity. When the elevator stopped a second time, my feet nearly lifted from the floor. 
 
    “Try to move carefully,” Izumo warned as the doors slid open. “If you push off from the floor too hard, you’ll hit the ceiling.” 
 
    Metal! That was the first thing I felt when the elevator door opened. We had stepped into a narrow hallway made almost entirely of steel. The corridor had a sparse industrial feel to it, with none of the beautiful lights or flashy patterns that adorned the glassier parts of Dakkabana, but to me, it was the most beautiful place I had been in a long time. For the first time since I’d woken up in the space center, my powers had a reason to wake up. I could feel every steel panel of floor and ceiling, every bolt and screw holding it together. They all sang to me. And I was so light! 
 
    Unable to help myself, I tried out an experimental jump and— 
 
    “Whoa!” I threw my hands up just in time to avoid colliding with the ceiling. 
 
    “I told you about the gravity,” Izumo laughed as I pushed against the metal of the ceiling with my powers, carefully lowering myself back to the floor. 
 
    “I—I just didn’t think it would be so—” 
 
    “Walk lightly,” Izumo said. “Technically, we’re not even supposed to be up here. Security just lets me poke around because I bring them their lunches, so as long as we don’t make any trouble, they should just ignore us.” 
 
    Placing my feet carefully, I followed Izumo down the hall and around a sharp bend. After a few steps, the floor beneath our feet turned to steel grating and the corridor widened into a giant industrial-looking chamber. Everything was made of metal from the guard rail, to the beams forming the ribcage of a curved ceiling. The air rang with the grind and clunk of machinery far below us. 
 
    My fingers twitched in their prison of bandages. Of all the substances I could control, metals had always been my best. Even when it was nothing but a penny on the sidewalk or a couple screws in a wooden table, metal called out to me, pulled on my senses. Each metal had its own distinctive frequency, its own voice—and this chamber was a symphony. 
 
    “I thought this space center was mostly made of glass,” I said. That was what Daniel had told me. 
 
    “The parts that are meant to look modern and pretty are senkuli-made,” Izumo said, “but that super sturdy jonjo glass they use to make trains, and walls, and stuff in the outer rings is really expensive. Up here, where everything needs to run smoothly, good old-fashioned Kuruma steel is still the best.” 
 
    A drumbeat pulsed through the grate beneath our feet—not the complex, fast-paced musical kind of drumming I had heard in the temple, but a simple, steady boom, accompanied by a shouting voice. Curious to find the source of the sound, I stepped up to the railing and felt myself gasp. I was looking down on an army. Below us stood rows upon rows of jijakalu in sleeveless shirts, their muscles shining with sweat, moving their arms back and forth in unison while a man at the head of the group beat a drum and bellowed steady a count—“Il, ni, sam, sa! Il, ni, sam, sa!”—at the top of his lungs. 
 
    “Water workers,” Izumo said. “There are a lot of them here in the inner ring.” 
 
    From up here, it looked like the men were all pulling furiously at thin air, but inside the tree trunk-sized pipes, I could feel water surging in time with their movements… more water than any one theonite could possibly move on their own. And it was moving so fast! 
 
    “What are they doing?” I asked. 
 
    “This group is generating the water pressure that sends water to the whole sector. In the next chamber over, there are water turbines the jijakalu use to generate electricity for the outer rings.” 
 
    “It only takes this many jijakalu to send water to the whole sector?” I said. Sure, there were a lot of them—I would have estimated around a hundred—and I wasn’t sure how big the Kaigenese sector was, but it seemed like so much work. 
 
    “Well, they’re all working together,” Izumo said. “You know how your powers are easier to use with someone else pulling along with you?” The smile dropped off his face as he seemed to realize. “Oh… you don’t.” 
 
    I shook my head, an ache suddenly tugging at my heart as I watched the team of jijakalu pull together— Il, ni, sam, sa! —like one being beneath us. The day I met Daniel had been the first time I had ever felt another person’s power stir the air, the first time someone else’s energy had reached out and touched mine. In the Thundyils’ house I had felt their nyama nourish my own fire, but I had never tried to use my powers alongside another theonite.  
 
    “I’m so sorry—” Izumo faltered. “I forgot there weren’t any other theonites where you grew up. I—I’m sorry for bringing it up.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said, shaking my head dismissively. “You were explaining how working together makes it easier?” 
 
    “Oh—yes,” Izumo said. “When theonites with compatible nyama and the right training work together, they boost each other’s energy and their power can grow almost exponentially. And here in the inner ring, even one solitary jijaka can do the work of five without tiring.” 
 
    “Because of the low gravity?” I said, remembering how easy it had been for me to hold the water even a few floors out from this one. 
 
    “Yes. Theonite power at low gravity is what allows space centers this big to function so smoothly.” 
 
    “Oh.” I had been wondering how a few big solar panels generated enough energy to turn a space station the size of a city. Apparently, it was done by violating the fundamental laws of the universe. “So, it’s like magic?” I said, frowning. 
 
    “It’s nyama,” Izumo said as though that explained everything. Robin had told me that no one knew the source of theonite power. Maybe people in this dimension had just accepted that there was no explanation for their power… The thought made my frown deepen. I hated things I couldn’t explain. I had always hated that I couldn’t explain my powers. 
 
    “I know.” Izumo seemed to read the annoyance on my face. “It doesn’t make scientific sense. It’s never made sense. Most people see it as a sort of religious—” 
 
    “I’m not religious,” I said shortly. 
 
    Izumo was quiet for a moment, studying me with those wide, intelligent eyes. “I think,” he said with a slow smile, “that if humans found a way to cross dimensions in our lifetime, we could find the source of nyama too.” 
 
    How did he do that? How did he stand and stare at someone and just figure out exactly the right thing to say? How did someone so nervous and tongue-tied have that kind of calm intelligence? Abruptly, I realized I had been staring at the Kaigenese boy for too long and returned my gaze to the team of water workers. 
 
    “So—um—” I fumbled, suddenly a little tongue-tied myself, “is Dakkabana all nyama powered like this?” 
 
    “Mostly,” Izumo said. 
 
    “Wow.” My eyes moved down the heaving rows of men. “It looks like such hard work.” 
 
    “It’s a good job,” Izumo said earnestly. “You have to be a powerful theonite to have a position in one of the workrooms, so it’s a noble job for a koro. It pays almost as well as a security position. This is where I would have tried to get work if I weren’t… me.” 
 
    The two of us looked down on the water workers for a wordless moment. That was when I noticed the light playing off some of the men’s shoulders. Gold. That was weird. The lights illuminating the chamber were a cool blue-white. Where were these blades of gold coming from? 
 
    Turning my eyes upward, I saw a few security guards standing watch on high walkways of steel grating, with their stern faces and their swords, and above them, a row of circular windows—skylights, I supposed—set into the ceiling. Each window was barely as wide across as my shoulders, so I couldn’t see much through them, only a smattering of stars and a mass of gleaming gold machinery. 
 
    “That’s the central engine,” Izumo said when he saw me squinting up at the windows. “You can’t see it very well from here, but I know a place where we can. Come on.” 
 
    Izumo led me down the walkway, beyond the big machinery, and into a long, broad, hallway-like chamber that seemed to go on for a mile.  
 
    There weren’t any workers here, just pods—dozens of them, stretched out in straight rows across the floor. The colorful spheres stood out like bright candy against the gray all around them. This place wasn’t like the docking area where we had found the Thundyils’ Kuruma Karadi. That had been a spacious hall, lined with generously spaced ports where people could comfortably embark or disembark from their vessels. These pods were packed in close rows, like they were being stored there. 
 
    “Where are we?” I asked. 
 
     “Kaigen’s pod holding deck,” Izumo said as we moved through the chamber, stepping over the magnetic tracks that were presumably used to move the pods into place. “This is where people send their private pods for safe-keeping if they’re staying aboard the center for more than a few days for work, or recreation, or… whatever rich people like to do aboard a space center.  
 
    “But this is what I really wanted to show you,” Izumo said as we reached the end of a line of pods. “Sit here.” He plopped down beside the last pod and patted the floor beside him. 
 
    I sat. 
 
    “Now lie back…” Izumo leaned back into the curving wall, “and look up.” 
 
    Set into the ceiling above us was a circular window. It wasn’t huge—probably about as wide across as I was tall—but through it, I could see a gleaming gold cylinder on a spinning backdrop of stars.  
 
    As I lay back, I could barely feel my back pressing into the wall. It was like lying on a cloud. 
 
    “That’s the center,” I said softly, noting the straight glass rods extending from the cylinder like the spokes of a wheel to connect it to Dakkabana’s golden hoop. “That’s the engine that keeps us turning?” 
 
    “It doesn’t look like much from here, does it?” Izumo said. “But it’s as big across as an ola field.” 
 
    “Cool.” I didn’t know what an ola field was, but I was guessing the engine had to be pretty big to generate enough power to spin a whole city through space. 
 
    Far down the connecting rods on the other side of the cylinder, I could see the opposite side of the donut before it curved back to meet us. It didn’t glow quite as bright as it had in the hologram, but the space center’s exterior was threaded with patterns that shifted brown and gold in the starlight. There were places in the glass through which I could just make out different floors. Far on the other side, a train sped around the curve. 
 
    “Daniel said that on your planet there are no kafonu?” Izumo said after a while, his voice cautiously quiet. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, turning to him. 
 
    “So, on your planet, people just choose what kind of work they will do?” Izumo’s gaze hadn’t left the window. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I mean, people don’t always get the jobs they want, but they’re free to choose.” 
 
    “Like if you wanted to be a historian, or a singer, or an engineer, or join the army, you could do any of those things?” Izumo’s eyes took on a wondering look that seemed to brighten the stars reflected in them. “You could have any job?” 
 
    “I could try.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Izumo sighed. 
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Sometimes…” He hesitated for a moment as though unsure he should continue. “I…” He let it out all at once in a single tense, wistful breath: “Sometimes I wish I wasn’t born a koro. Sometimes I wish I was a numu—or a senkuli.” I could tell from the fragile, breathless look on his face that it was something he had never said aloud before. “Then one day, I might get to help design machines like this.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you anyway?” I asked. Surely numuwu and senkuliwu weren’t the only people on Duna who got to build things. 
 
    “No.” Izumo’s voice was not particularly sad or angry—just resigned. “It’s not possible for me. I’m a Matsuda, a koro by blood. I come from a family of fighters.” 
 
    “So, you’ll be a fighter too?” It was hard to picture the small, soft-spoken boy in any kind of combat. 
 
    Beside me, I felt Izumo shake his head. “I don’t know what will happen to me.” 
 
    Suddenly, Izumo sat up, his muscles tensing. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Someone’s here.” Izumo tilted his head and I recognized his look of concentration; he was listening, feeling for the person’s nyama. Now I could hear footsteps, clunking quickly across the steel floor. 
 
    “Is it one of the security guards?” I whispered as the footsteps drew closer. 
 
    “No, it’s not a jijaka,” Izumo said, and his brow furrowed in confusion. “It’s an adyn.” 
 
    “Oh no,” I groaned. 
 
    “What? What’s wrong?” Izumo asked, but before I got a chance to answer, a black-clad man stepped out from behind the last pod, his gray eyes narrowed and his gun leveled at us. 
 
    “Don’t move!” he said. “Daniel Thundyil, you are under arrest!” 
 
    “I—um—D-Daniel Thundyil isn’t here,” I stuttered as my heart hammered in panic and Izumo shrank behind me. 
 
    “Then where is he?” the officer demanded. I recognized him now as Vargas, the younger of Crow’s two lieutenants. “Where is Daniel Thundyil?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said breathlessly, unable to take my eyes off the gun pointed at my chest. “I promise, I don’t know.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that at Carythian headquarters. You’re under arrest.” 
 
    “What?” I felt my voice turn shrill with panic. 
 
    Vargas pressed a button at his shoulder and a tiny info-com device detached. “Sumba, Tarore,” he said into the device, “I found Thundyil’s accomplice up here in the pod holding deck. Get up here now.” 
 
    “Wait—Officer,” Izumo said weakly, “why is she under arrest?” 
 
    “For aiding a fugitive from the law,” Vargas said, his gun still pointed at me. Steady hands. Veteran’s hands, Grandpa would have said. This man had shot a gun before, and he wasn’t afraid to do it again. 
 
    There were running footsteps clunking across the metal floor, and in a moment three men had joined Vargas with their guns drawn. I recognized one of them as Lieutenant Sumba, the man who had tried to talk Daniel and me out of jumping from the walkway in the hospital. Of all the officers, he appeared to be the oldest, with his brown hair graying on the sides, and there was calm to his bearing that Vargas didn’t possess. 
 
    “No one has to get hurt here,” he said evenly. “Just come along with us quietly, we’ll ask you a few simple questions, and you will be free to go.” 
 
    But it wasn’t going to be simple. There were no questions that I could answer for them without putting myself or Daniel in danger. I was frozen to the spot, staring into the guns. I didn’t know what to do. 
 
    “Young lady, this is your final warning,” Vargas said sharply. “If you don’t comply, we will be forced to sedate you.” 
 
    My eyes were still fixed on Vargas’ gun. I could feel the Hum of the steel barrel in my fingertips. I could probably bring the metal into my control without him noticing, I could probably pull it out of his hands… but could I do the same on four guns at once? Would I manage it before one of them pulled the trigger? 
 
    I was just going to have to find out. I lifted my hand. 
 
    “Hey!” the harsh voice broke my concentration, and I looked up. A young Kaigenese man strode toward us, his sharp black eyes flashing with anger. “Excuse me,” he said. “What are you men doing in this sector?” 
 
    The newcomer wore the dark kimono-like uniform of a Kaigenese security guard, but he spoke to the white men in Yammaninke. 
 
    “Hiroshi-nii-san!” Izumo exclaimed. 
 
    “Our business here is none of your concern, boy. We are apprehending fugitives from our own country.” 
 
    The Kaigenese guard stepped in front of Lieutenant Vargas, and for a tense moment, the two seemed to engage in a silent competition to see who could pull off the iciest glare. 
 
    “That’s not a fugitive from the law you’re pointing your guns at,” the Kaigenese guard said with a sidelong nod at Izumo. “That’s my spineless little brother.” 
 
    Little brother? So this steely-eyed security guard was Izumo’s oldest brother—what had he called him? Hiroshi? Aside from their similar complexion, the two looked nothing alike. Hiroshi was tall, standing almost at eye level with the full grown policemen. Instead of Izumo’s big lost-looking eyes, Hiroshi’s were narrowed and dark, framed by severe facial features. His hair was pulled back into the same ponytail all the guards wore—all except his bangs, which arched up from his hairline before falling straight and sharp like needles over his brow. Everything about him was pointed and dangerous. 
 
    “The Kaigenese office on Dakkabana does not allow foreign law enforcement in our sector, nor do we permit the use of guns. By rights, I should be arresting you—and I will if you don’t leave this sector immediately.” 
 
    “We’ll gladly leave this sad excuse for a sector,” Vargas said coldly, “but we’ll be taking the girl with us.” 
 
    At that, Hiroshi glanced over his shoulder at me as though he had only just noticed I was there. His eyes met his brother’s, and I noticed Izumo give an imploring shake of his head. 
 
    “You won’t be taking anyone with you,” Hiroshi said placidly, turning back to the officers. “I don’t care if she is a Carythian citizen; you have no right to dispense justice in space belonging to the Kaigenese Empire. You will leave now or face the consequences.” 
 
    “Don’t you try to talk down to me, boy,” Vargas sneered. “We don’t take orders from theonites, let alone children. This girl is a citizen of Carytha. It’s our right to—” 
 
    “Tell me, adyn, why should I respect your rights as officers when you have shown no respect for the sovereignty of the Kaigenese Empire in its own sector? I will only say this once more: leave this place or—” 
 
    “Or what?” Vargas snapped, all pretense of civility evaporating from his voice. “What are you going to do? You don’t even have a weapon. I thought the real security guards in this sector had swords.” 
 
    “They do,” Hiroshi said calmly. 
 
    “Then how come you’re not carrying one?” 
 
    “I don’t need to,” Hiroshi said. “Now be smart and go back to your own sector, if you even have one.” 
 
    “I’ve heard enough out of you, theonite!” Vargas aimed at Hiroshi’s chest and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Before the pop of the bullet leaving the gun had even hit my ears, there was a flash of movement. All I registered was a sharp tug at the moisture in the air, water molecules leaping toward Hiroshi. I didn’t sense a drop in temperature, didn’t feel his nyama stir. But in the next moment, the bullet had bounced off solid ice with a ping.  
 
    As the projectile ricocheted off a nearby pod and hit the floor, Hiroshi brandished his sword. It took me a moment to realize that the elegant weapon was made entirely of ice, from its razor-sharp blade to the double-handed hilt. Somehow, Hiroshi had turned a mess of loose water particles into a flawless samurai sword in less than the time it took me to blink. 
 
    “That wasn’t smart,” Hiroshi said. 
 
    With a sharp intake of breath, Vargas made to squeeze the trigger again. But Hiroshi’s ice was faster. With a lightning swipe of his blade, he struck the gun from Vargas’ hands. It hit the floor in two pieces. 
 
    For a moment, all anyone could do was stare, dumbfounded, at the gun where it lay cleanly sliced in half. I wasn’t the only one with my mouth hanging open. Since when could ice cut through metal? 
 
    “That was a warning, Officer,” Hiroshi said calmly. “Next time it will be your hand.” 
 
    “You!” Vargas started forward, but Sumba grabbed his arm, stopping him. 
 
    “Don’t,” the older officer said in Lindish. “It won’t end well.” Maybe he could somehow sense the same crushingly powerful nyama I suddenly felt coming off Hiroshi—or maybe he was just better at sizing up an opponent than his fellows—but he seemed to realize it was a lost cause. “We’re leaving.” 
 
    “What?” Vargas demanded angrily. 
 
    “We’ll finish this another time,” Sumba said. “Now move out. That’s an order.” 
 
    The other two officers eagerly made for the exit along with Sumba. Vargas threw a last murderous glare at Hiroshi before stalking out after his companions. When Hiroshi seemed satisfied that the white officers were gone, he opened his hand and the beautifully terrifying sword vanished in a puff of cold steam, sublimated into nothing. 
 
    “Nii-san,” Izumo breathed. “Sumima—” 
 
    “Aitsu dare?” Hiroshi cut him off looking at me with an icy frown that made me want to shrink. 
 
    “Konoko wa Daniel Thundyil no tomodachi desu. W-watashi tachi wa naxa yelemafen miru koto dake de—” 
 
    “Konoko wo kono basho kara tsureteite.” 
 
    “Demo—” 
 
    “Ike,” Hiroshi said in a cold voice that firmly signaled that the conversation was over. Without another word or a glance back at either of us, he turned and strode out of the chamber as smoothly and deliberately as he had come. 
 
    “He seems nice,” I said with a dry smile. 
 
    “He is a great fighter,” Izumo said. 
 
    “I could see that.” 
 
    “He says you can’t stay here.” Izumo said, looking at me with sad apology in his eyes. “I’m sorry. I have to take you out of this sector. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure you’re with Daniel before you leave.” 
 
    “But you are making me leave?” I asked, and found that the thought made me a little sad too. 
 
    “I do what my brother says,” Izumo said. He seemed neither proud nor embarrassed about it; he was just stating a fact. “But I’ll make sure you’re safe. Come on.” He started to walk, motioning me to follow. “It’s this way to the nearest service elevator.” 
 
    “That thing he did was pretty amazing, that—that—” 
 
    “Sasayaiba,” Izumo said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Sasayaiba. It’s a bloodline technique.” 
 
    “What’s a bloodline technique?” It sounded ominous. 
 
    “It’s a maneuver that’s passed down from father to son—master to apprentice—within one family and kept secret from the rest of the world.”  
 
    “Oh… so, like how some Yammanka families keep the secrets to making the best glass, or the best steel, or whatever?” 
 
    “Yes. Just like great numu and senkuli families keep the secrets to their best products, koro families keep the secrets to their best fighting moves. There are a few other clans in Kaigen that carry the knowledge of how to materialize ice hard enough to cut through metal. But the secret to turning that ice into a battle-ready sword belongs to the Matsuda family.” 
 
    “And that’s called… Sasayaiba?” I asked, struggling with the Kaigenese word. 
 
    “It means ‘The Whispering Blade,’” Izumo said, “because it forms so swiftly and silently that an opponent doesn’t even know it’s there until he’s lost a limb.” 
 
    “Oh—wow…” That was gruesome. “So, everyone in your family can do that?” 
 
    “No, no,” Izumo shook his head. “There’s more to it than just knowing the theory of the technique; you have to be a powerful enough jijaka to make it work. The generation before my father’s didn’t produce a single heir to the technique. Even though many of them were great jijakalu, none of them had the talent to master it. My father learned the Whispering Blade from his grandfather… and was fortunate enough to have a son of his own powerful enough to learn it from him. Probably two. Naga-nii isn’t as good as Hiroshi-nii-san, but he works hard. I’m sure he’ll master it in time.” 
 
    “And what about you?” I asked as we reached what I now recognized as typical elevator doors. 
 
    “Oh, I’ll never wield a Whispering Blade,” Izumo said, suddenly very busy drumming commands into the control panel by the doors. “I’m not like my brothers.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’m… not…” Izumo looked away from me. “I suppose there’s no point hiding it from you. You’ll find out sooner or later.” 
 
    “Find out what?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m… I was born disabled… defective. I’m not a real jijaka.” 
 
    “Yes you are,” I said in confusion. “I just saw you controlling water.” 
 
    “Water, yes,” Izumo said in a strangely agonized voice. “Liquid water.” 
 
    “You mean…” 
 
    “I can’t make ice,” he said in a stiff, smothered voice. 
 
    “Oh…” I said softly. That was weird. “So, you just don’t have control of temperature?” 
 
    Izumo’s head was down, his bangs covering his eyes. “My father likes to blame my mother for it. She’s from the coast, where jijakalu don’t specialize as heavily in ice and snow, but really it’s not her. She’s a strong jijaka, from a long line of strong jijakalu with no history of defects. It’s me. I’m just not right.” 
 
    “But… there are still lots of things you can do with your powers,” I said. 
 
    “There are,” Izumo conceded, “just not the right things. Jijakalu use liquid water for things like cooking, cleaning, and healing, which is all good, but they use ice to fight. A koro who can’t fight isn’t good for anything.” 
 
    “I’m sure that’s not true.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Izumo frowned. “But to be a Matsuda who can’t fight… I may as well never have been born.” 
 
    “Izumo…” I started, feeling heartbroken. “I don’t think—” 
 
    Just then a ping signaled the arrival of the elevator. As the doors slid open, a blast of familiarly warm nyama greeted me, and we almost collided with Daniel as he rushed out. 
 
    “Daniel!” Izumo exclaimed for the second time. “You’re—what are you doing up here?” 
 
    “I’m here to get you two,” Daniel said. He was looking more disheveled than before and appeared slightly out of breath. “Joan, we have to get out of here now! The Carythian police are on their way up here.” 
 
    “Actually, they were already here,” I said. “We just ran into them.” 
 
    “You what?” 
 
    “They were going to arrest Joan,” Izumo said. “Then my brother stepped in.” 
 
    “Oh… so, it’s all taken care of then?” Daniel said, looking almost disappointed. “We’re safe?” 
 
    “Sort of,” I said. “Hiroshi kind of said I’m kicked out of this sector, so we can’t hide from the police here.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s okay,” Daniel said. “I found a place for us to do that.” 
 
    “Wait, really?” I said in surprise. 
 
    “Yeah, you know that kid Kente, who helped us get away from the Yammanka guards? He and his friend are going to let us stay with them in their hotel.” 
 
    “When did you—how did that happen?” I asked as Daniel pulled me into the elevator. 
 
    “I’ll explain on our way there.” 
 
    The elevator doors closed on Izumo’s sad smile, and we were sinking, the gravity returning as we descended back into the muffling world of smoke and glass. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven:  
 
    Detective Work 
 
      
 
    “What we have to do now is find any information we can on Killer 31,” Daniel said, pacing the three steps it was possible to pace in the confines of the service elevator. “We need to find out his name, his powers, his allies, where he operates—” 
 
    “Wait, wait.” I held up my hands. “Back up.” We had barely been in the elevator thirty seconds, we still had police after us, and Daniel was already babbling about how we needed to chase down a supervillain? “Back up like ten steps and explain this again. Where are we going?” 
 
    “To Kente and Fiki’s hotel room. I told you, after they found out about Firebird and the parallel dimension and stuff, they said we could stay with them.” 
 
    “Yeah, you didn’t really explain that,” I said helplessly. “How did they learn all this stuff about us?” 
 
    Daniel gave an impatient roll of his eyes, still pacing in the tiny space. “Kente was on monitor duty in the security headquarters, he saw our pod coming in, got curious, and decided to track us down. He was listening from the pod next to us the whole time we were on the dock.” 
 
    “Seriously? He figured all that out by listening to just that one conversation?” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “Is his Lindish even that good?” It hadn’t sounded that great. 
 
    Daniel gave a one-shouldered shrug. “Must be. Anyway, it seems like he was a giant Firebird fan before he ever met us, so if anyone could connect the dots, it would be him.” 
 
    “What is a kid like that doing working in security anyway?” I asked. Kente hadn’t looked any older than the two of us, not exactly security guard material. 
 
    “He isn’t, really,” Daniel said. “I don’t think the security team would allow a senkuli on their full-time staff. Kente was just working the monitors for them as part of his work program.” 
 
    “His work program?” I repeated. “So he’s going to Daybreak Academy too?”  
 
    “Yeah, that’s why he’s here on Dakkabana.” 
 
    “Oh.” I thought for a moment. “I guess, that’s good.” 
 
    “Why is it good?” 
 
    “Well, we’ll be able to keep an eye on him,” I said, “you know, make sure he doesn’t tell anyone what he knows.” 
 
    “Kente won’t tell anyone,” Daniel said confidently. 
 
    “How do you know that?” Daniel had known the kid all of—what?—half an hour? That wasn’t enough time to be sure you could trust someone. 
 
    “I can just tell.” 
 
    “That’s not an answer,” I protested. 
 
    “What do you want me to do? Kill him?” Daniel looked vaguely amused. 
 
    “No,” I said, “I just think we should keep an eye on him. I can’t believe you’re so trusting.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re so paranoid.”  
 
    There was a ping and the doors opened. We weren’t in the back hallway of Izumo’s hotel. The elevator had taken us farther down than that, into some kind of storage chamber. Cylindrical containers stood in stacks against the walls—some the size of soup cans, some as big as our elevator—probably waiting to be filled up and loaded into Dakkabana’s transport tubes. 
 
    I would have liked to stop and examine the containers, but Daniel was already walking again, making for the exit, and I had to hurry to keep up. He waited until we had rounded the corner and boarded a nearby passenger elevator before picking up the conversation again. 
 
    “Look, I understand you’re worried about Kente,” he said as soon as the doors had slid shut, “but our main priority right now isn’t some nosy senkuli; it’s figuring out Killer 31’s identity so we can stop him.” 
 
    “And have we made any progress on that front?” I asked as the elevator sank into motion. 
 
    “No,” Daniel sighed, “and it just got a lot harder.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Harder how?” 
 
    “Well, I just found out the Grotta was breached before we fought Killer 31 on Earth.” 
 
    “Grotta?” I repeated, confused. “Oh. You mean that prison the police guys were talking about in the hospital?” 
 
    “Yeah, I bought an info-com device and looked it up. It’s been all over the Carythian news: three days ago, there was a mass breakout from Grotta—the highest-security prison in Livingston. A whole bunch of theonite criminals escaped.” 
 
    I felt my stomach sink. Livingston was Daniel’s hometown. Normally, dealing with powerful theonite killers fell to Firebird. Now that was Daniel’s job—our job. 
 
    “Okay,” I breathed, trying to take one thought at a time. “Okay but… how do you know that was before we fought Killer 31?” 
 
    “Kente figures we were only in the hospital for one waati—two waatinu at most,” Daniel said. “When we first crossed into your dimension, it only took us about a gbaati to make the trip from Dakkabana to Earth. So all together, there couldn’t have been more than a day between our run-in with 31 and us waking up here.” 
 
    “So if the mass breakout was three days ago…” That meant that, not only could any of those criminals have been free during our fight with Killer 31, but a criminal with the right technology would have had enough time to get to Earth before Robin had been murdered. 
 
    “Basically, right now, any theonite Firebird ever put behind bars is a suspect,” Daniel said grimly. 
 
    “Well, that doesn’t complicate things at all,” I sighed.  
 
    Robin had told me that he and Daniel had come to Earth looking for one theonite. I had had my suspicions even before the attack that there had been more than one super-powered Dunian on Earth. Now that it turned out a whole bunch of Robin’s enemies had been on the loose during his murder, the theory seemed even more likely. Not that it was particularly helpful. Even if we assumed there had been multiple theonites working together, there were still things about the attack that defied logic. Killer 31 had done things—blowing up the Thundyils’ house without a trace of fire, immobilizing Daniel’s body from the inside—that seemed impossible even for a group of theonites.  
 
    Then again, I had just seen a teenager cut through metal with ice. I really didn’t know what was possible. 
 
    “Did you at least get a list of which criminals escaped Grotta?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Daniel said. “That’s still classified. I would need to get in contact with Firebird’s insiders in the police department, and I don’t have their information right now. It has to be with the rest of the files.” 
 
    “So we don’t have all the files yet?” My eyes moved to the red bag still clutched tightly to Daniel’s side. 
 
    “No.” Daniel frowned. “You know how there’s a number for every killer Firebird ever fought? The binder in this bag only has some of them.” 
 
    “Who does it have?” 
 
    “One through thirty, and fifty-one through seventy. That’s not even close to all of them.” 
 
    “One through thirty?” I repeated. “It cuts off right before thirty-one?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    That was so infuriatingly inconvenient that I had to wonder if it was deliberate. “Well, okay…” I bit my lip, trying to think of a different place we could start. “The code name your dad called him… Mohan? Could that be a clue to his identity?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Daniel said. “It probably has nothing to do with him. That is the idea of a code name.” 
 
    “Does Mohan mean anything in particular?” I asked. “It’s not Yammaninke, is it?” It didn’t sound Yammanka. 
 
    “No, it’s a Disanka name. I don’t know what it means, but I bet Janba does.” Daniel pulled out his shiny new info-com device and tapped at the screen. “There we go. Apparently, Mohan is an old Disanka boy’s name meaning ‘enchanting.’” 
 
    “‘Enchanting?’” I repeated. “Do you think that could be a reference to the way he seemed kind of magic? Or maybe that weird paralysis power he had? Or the way we could never quite see him?” 
 
    “The face-concealing trick seems like littigi mojo,” Daniel said. “The paralysis is… Well, I’ve heard of jijakalu who could immobilize people by manipulating the water in their bodies—” 
 
    “And you did get really freakishly cold when he held you still,” I pointed out. 
 
    “But that ability is, like, one in a million, and it’s not something that you would ever find in someone with littigi abilities. I don’t think it’s genetically possible.” 
 
    “What are littigi abilities?” I asked. 
 
    “Where you can bend light to make people see—or not see—whatever you want.” 
 
    “There are theonites who can do that?” I asked in amazement. 
 
    “Of course,” Daniel said impatiently. “Well—technically, they’re sub-theonites. I just—I don’t get it. Killer 31’s attacks were all water or wind-based, but if he was a jijaka or a fonyaka, my fire should at least have stung him when it touched his skin, but it was like he didn’t even feel it, like he had tajaka skin.” 
 
    “So, we’re looking for a skeleton-looking guy with jiya, fonya, fireproof skin, and—what was the illusion thing?—littigi power?” 
 
    “And sondaya,” Daniel said wearily.  
 
    “And what?” 
 
    “He threw his voice all over the place so we couldn’t use our ears to pinpoint where he was,” he said. “That’s a sondatigi thing.”  
 
    “And sondatigi are?” 
 
    “Sub-theonites who control sound.” 
 
    “So that’s…” I counted on my fingers, “five different kinds of nyamaya?” Water, wind, fire, light, and sound. Even I couldn’t manipulate that many different things, and I was supposed to be the exception to the rule. 
 
    “Yeah.” Daniel frowned, putting a hand to his shoulder where Killer 31’s ice had pierced it. “It seems like we must have been fighting more than one theonite. I just don’t know how any of those escaped criminals would have gotten to Earth. It’s not like inter-dimensional pods are easy to get.” 
 
    “Well… maybe it wasn’t even any of the escaped criminals,” I suggested. “Maybe the person—or people—helping Killer 31 were on Earth before the prison break ever happened.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” Daniel asked. “There were no other Dunians with us on Earth.” 
 
    “I’m…” I hesitated for a moment before speaking, but I had to bring it up. “I’m not sure that’s true.” 
 
    Daniel stopped rubbing his shoulder to look at me sharply. “What?” 
 
    “The night I had dinner at your house, after I’d gone home and gone to bed, some thunder woke me, and I saw…” I swallowed. “I thought there was someone at my window.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Daniel’s eyes widened. “You’re sure? You didn’t just dream it?” 
 
    “I might have dreamt that part,” I said, “but then I got up to get a better look.” 
 
    “And what did you see?” Daniel asked urgently. 
 
    “Well—there was no one at the window, but I saw a light coming from your living room down the block. I saw the outlines of two people talking inside.” 
 
    “But I wasn’t up at all that night,” Daniel said in a chilled voice. “I didn’t wake up until morning.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “It couldn’t have been you anyway. The two people were both the same height. It was another adult.” 
 
    “And they were talking to my dad?” Daniel gripped my arm. “You’re sure that’s what you saw?” 
 
    “That’s what I saw,” I said softly. “I was going to tell you sooner. I tried to—that last day we were at school together, but I didn’t get a chance.” 
 
    Daniel released my arm and turned away from me, clutching the red bag to his chest. It was a moment before he spoke again. 
 
    “Whoever was in the room with my dad that night… they told him what was going to happen. Or they said something to him that tipped him off.” Daniel’s voice was like ice. “That was when he found out he was going to die.” 
 
    “W-well—we don’t know that—” 
 
    “No, I know,” he said darkly. “It was only after that—after we left your town—that he got weird, that he started training me to fight for my life.” 
 
    I was still searching for the words to say to Daniel when the elevator slowed to a stop and the doors opened onto a busy train station platform. The outer Kaigenese sector was nicer than its inner rings, with water streaming down the walls in rippling sheets, giant paper lanterns hanging from the ceiling, and blue and white glass fish patterns swirling all across the floor. A pearly silver train was just pulling up as we stepped off the elevator. 
 
    “Nami gicha jigeum naelineun,” a pleasant female voice echoed through the chamber. “Mun eul pihasibsio.” And then in over enunciated Yammaninke. “Nami line now disembarking. Please step back to allow passengers to exit.” 
 
    The people around us on the platform were almost all Kaigenese—sporting either Yammanka bogolan or Kaigenese clothing of gentle blues, greens, and grays—walking in deliberate beelines to or from the train or chatting with one another. It seemed unlikely that any of the people we passed conversing in Kaigenese or Yammaninke would be able to understand the Lindish Daniel and I spoke with each other, but we still brought our conversation to a stop. It wasn’t worth the risk. 
 
    “Nami gicha jigeum tabseung,” the automated voice announced as Daniel and I joined the line of people piling into the train. “Nami line now boarding.” 
 
    It didn’t take the train long to reach the Yammanka sector and after that, a few stops brought us to the hotel. 
 
    “And you’re sure no one’s going to find us here?” I asked as we stepped off the train. 
 
    “Pretty sure,” Daniel said, “and even if they do, there are some older students down the hall who drove off the Carythian police. I’m sure they’d do it again if we asked.” 
 
    The hotel lobby wasn’t run-down and depressing like the Kaigenese hotel, nor was it as dramatically spectacular as the Yammanka shopping center. It was about the size I would expect a nice lobby to be on Earth, with sliding glass doors patterned with friendly designs of yellow, green, and orange, and tall potted trees standing in the corners. Fiery lines of light crisscrossed the walls in flower-like patterns, casting a warm orange glow over the crowd of people and their luggage. Over the front desk, a bright holographic sign read ‘Welcome Daybreak Students’ in Yammanka, Lindish, and a bunch of other languages I couldn’t read. 
 
    “Wait, so this hotel is specifically for students who are going to Daybreak Academy?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, the school rents it out this time every year for orientation and the pre-orientation work programs. Sometimes, the work program students stay somewhere else—like Izumo—if they get a job in their own country’s sector and prefer to stay there, but this is where most of the students stay.” 
 
    “So, do we have to check in or something?” I asked, apprehensive. If we were wanted criminals, that seemed like a bad idea. 
 
    “No,” Daniel said. “They have so many people going in and out, they don’t check. Earlier, I literally just walked up to the desk and said, ‘Hey, I’m looking for my friend, Kente Ekwenzi,’ and they gave me his room number.” 
 
    “Wow. You know, we’re lucky security here is so lax.” 
 
    “You think it’s lax?” Daniel sounded surprised. “Security people have been chasing us everywhere.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, they wouldn’t have to chase us at all if they had a lot of cameras and checkpoints. That’s probably what the United States would do if they ever built something like this.” 
 
    “That sounds creepy and annoying,” Daniel said. “Why would anyone do that?” 
 
    “To make sure criminals can’t get through,” I said. “The US had a thing—a tragedy—a while back. Some terrorists hijacked four planes and killed thousands of people. Ever since, the whole country’s been really serious about security in places like airports.” 
 
    “Okay, well, that would never happen to Yamma,” Daniel said dismissively. “They’re too powerful. No one would dare." 
 
    “Well… that’s kind of what we thought, but… never mind.” If this world had gotten off without a World War II, they could probably get off without a 9/11 too. 
 
    Daniel and I slipped unnoticed past the front desk and I followed him up some stairs and then down a long hallway lined on either side with doors. A skinny, dark-skinned girl emerging from one of the rooms looked up and her face brightened. 
 
    “Daniel! You’re back!” she exclaimed in relief, “and you found your friend!” 
 
    “Hi Fiki.” Daniel returned the smile. 
 
    This was the numu girl Daniel had talked about. When Daniel had said she was part of the blacksmith kafo, I had pictured a hulking stoic figure with broad shoulders and bulging muscles—a Hephaestus type. Fiki couldn’t have been further from that picture. She had a light, fairy-like build, hair done up in perky little knobs, bright brown eyes and a wide open smile. The only indication that she belonged to the blacksmith kafo was the copper earring dangling from her right ear—and even that was elegantly crafted in the shape of a butterfly encircled in airy curls of wire. The glittering paint patterns strewn like stars across her face and shoulders only added to the impression that she was some kind of African space fairy. 
 
    “Are you two okay?” she asked anxiously. “You didn’t have to fight the police off, did you?” 
 
    “No,” Daniel said, “a Kaigenese security guard threw them out for us, so everything turned out fine.” 
 
    “Thank the Falleke!” Fiki breathed. “I was worried! I’m so sorry, but I have to run. I have heating duty in a few dinmanu.” 
 
    “Really?” Daniel said. “Isn’t it kind of late?” 
 
    Fiki shrugged. “Someone has to cover the night shift. I barely sleep anyway, so it’s perfect for me.” 
 
    “Where’s Kente?” Daniel asked, looking around. 
 
    “Work. This is his shift for monitor duty.” 
 
    “I thought he got fired.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s really expecting to get his job back. He’s… well, you know, I’m not actually sure what he was planning to do.” Fiki’s brow furrowed, making a little swirl in the stars across her forehead. “He said something about trying to convince Chief Koma to order Zankare off the chase. Mostly, I think he just wanted something to do.” Her purple lips curled into a fond, dimpled smile. “He’s a little over excited.” 
 
    “I noticed,” Daniel said with a laugh. 
 
    “He left his room open for you,” Fiki said, nodding at the door opposite hers. “You ran away before we could give you the key card.”  
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that.” 
 
    “And you must be Daniel’s other dimension friend!” Fiki beamed at me with bright brown eyes. “I’m Fiki. It’s so nice to meet you!” She took my hand and touched her lips to the bandages over my knuckles. 
 
    “Oh… um…” I struggled for a moment to find the Yammaninke words for ‘nice to meet you too,’ but hadn’t quite strung them together before Fiki let go of my hand and stepped back. 
 
     “Anyway, I don’t want to be late for my shift,” she said, “but I’ll see you two in a few waatinu when I get back. You’re free to sleep in our beds and there’s food in my room if you get hungry. You can eat whatever you like. Oh—I’ve left my info-com code on the desk if you need to call me for anything.” 
 
    “Thank you!” Daniel said, and all I could do was echo his Yammaninke. 
 
    “Thank you!” 
 
    “No problem.” Fiki smiled. “I’ll see you both later!” and she hurried off down the hall. 
 
    Daniel and I stepped into her hotel room to find that she had left the overhead lights on for us. Fiki must have been on her pre-orientation work program for a while because she had personalized the little room with pictures on the walls and a collection of elegant metal sculptures on the desk and bedside table. 
 
    “So, what now?” I asked as Daniel slung his bag to the thinly carpeted floor. “Are we going to get some sleep or—” 
 
    “Sleep?” Daniel gave me a look of complete incredulity. “What are you, crazy? We have a case to solve.” 
 
    “Yeah—I know,” I said, looking uneasily at his twitching eye. “I just thought we might be better at solving it after some sleep.” So far, our attempts at detective work had consisted of us reviewing what we knew and getting even more confused. 
 
    “This isn’t something that can wait.” Closing the door behind us, Daniel knelt down and started pulling files and gadgets out of his bag. “You can sleep if you want to, but I’m not resting until I solve this case.” There was a determined edge in his voice that told me it was pointless to argue. 
 
     “Alright,” I sighed, sinking down on the floor beside him. “If you’re going to stay up and be Batman, I’m going to do it with you.” 
 
    “I said you don’t have to if you’re too tired,” Daniel said. 
 
    “No, I want to.” I wanted answers too, and I had a feeling sleep-deprived Daniel was going to need my brainpower to make any headway. 
 
    “I don’t like the lights in here,” Daniel said, tapping a control panel on the wall so the overhead lights went dark. “They make my head hurt. Let’s just use the lamps.”  
 
    “What lamps?” I started. “There aren’t any…” but I trailed off when Daniel lifted two of the metal sculptures from Fiki’s desk and set them on the floor. Those were lamps? 
 
    The biggest was shaped like a cluster of flowers, their copper stems twisting together before swirling outward into eight delicate blossoms. 
 
    “Can you get the one from over there?” Daniel asked, nodding to the lamp by Fiki’s bed. 
 
    “Sure,” I said. The lamp I took from the bedside table was made of iron, forged into four spindly human figures. The elegant iron people had their arms outstretched, a flower-petal dish resting in the palm of each hand. Setting the lamp down beside its fellows, I turned it around, looking for some kind of cord or switch.  
 
    “How does this turn on?” I asked. 
 
    In response, Daniel snapped his fingers, shooting a string of fire from his fingertips. The flames caught at the centers of the flower-shaped dishes and stayed there, forming eight wavering lights. There was some kind of chemical in the lamp that lent the flames a gentle pink tint. The big bouquet lamp, when he lit it, burned violet. 
 
    “Good lamps,” Daniel said, looking appreciatively down at the cluster of soft lights. “She knows her craft.” 
 
    “Wait—you mean Fiki made these?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Daniel said, igniting the last of the lamps. “She’s a numu; that’s what they do.” 
 
    Now that he mentioned it, I recognized the same graceful coils of metal in the stems of the flowers, in the iron arms of the little human figures, as in Fiki’s earring. Apparently, that was her style. Daniel arranged the lamps in a circle around us and set about unpacking the rest of the files. 
 
    I was reminded, with an ache, of the first night I had spent with the Thundyils, sitting on their living room carpet surrounded by dancing candlelight. Only now Robin’s nyama wasn’t here, wrapping us up in a protective blanket, shielding us from storm, and hail, and hostile enemies. These lights were small and fragile, and we were on our own. 
 
    “So we have one theory,” Daniel said, spreading the files out under the soft light of Fiki’s flowers, “that Killer 31 had help.” 
 
    “Although… so did we,” I pointed out. I had almost forgotten about that particular complication. Just one more to add to the pile of things that didn’t make any sense. 
 
    “What?” Daniel said. “You mean whoever brought us back to Dakkabana?” 
 
    “Not just that,” I said. “I don’t know how conscious you were… You’d just taken a hit for me, but Killer 31 was about to finish us off when the world just went dark, and it gave me the chance to pull you into the garage.”  
 
    “What do you mean the world went dark?” Daniel asked. 
 
    “I…” It was hard to describe the wave of darkness that had saved us from certain death. “You said there are people—littigiwu—who can cast illusions. It seemed like that.” 
 
    “Oh yeah…” Daniel said, squinting down at the lights. “Now that you mention it, I do remember that. I was so dizzy I thought I might have imagined it, but you’re right. It was definitely a littigi move.” 
 
    “So, if this littigi person protected us during the fight, then they’re probably also the one who got us safely to Dakkabana in the pod,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah…” Daniel’s brow furrowed for a moment in thought. “There’s only one littigi I know who might be able to do all that.” 
 
    “Who?” I asked eagerly. 
 
    “Elleen Elden. She’s an old school friend and crime-fighting ally of my dad’s. She hasn’t been active for a long time, but she’s one of the greatest littigiwu Daybreak ever produced. She can do all kinds of crazy stuff with light—cast large-scale illusions, change faces, turn invisible. She can probably darken a street in her sleep. And she carries gadgets that mess with sound so she can’t be tracked by her breathing or footsteps.” 
 
    “Okay.” It seemed like a solid theory. “But did she have a way to get to Earth?” 
 
    “It’s possible,” Daniel said. “The guy—Koli Kuruma—who made our interdimensional pod was her friend too. I mean, I didn’t think he just had another dimension-jumping vehicle lying around, but who knows?” 
 
    “So, you think it really could have been her?” 
 
    “Maybe…” Daniel said slowly. “It’s just weird that she would hide from us. I’ve known Ms. Elden since I was little, and she’s usually pretty up-front about what she’s doing. But it’ll be easy enough to find out if it was her.” He pulled out his info-come device and began drumming furiously at the screen. “I’ll just ask Lucian.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Lucian Elden, Elleen’s son,” Daniel said, still drumming what I assumed was some kind of text message into the device. “Even if he doesn’t get this message, he’s going to Daybreak, so we’ll see him when we’re back planetside.” 
 
    “Okay, so we have a suspect for the person who helped us,” I said, “but does that give us any clues to Killer 31’s identity?” 
 
    “Not really,” Daniel said. “I think the best we can do is look through these”—he put his hand on the main stack of files—“and try to figure out which criminal or group of criminals is likely to have been involved. This is the collection of criminal profiles.” He pulled out a fat red binder and pushed aside some other files to make room for it on the floor between us. “All the information on killers one through thirty, and fifty-one through seventy.” 
 
    Daniel flipped to a random page and I felt my breath catch with a sudden tug at my heart. The files were handwritten, fluid and a little sloppy, with notes squeezed into the margins. The writing was all in Yammaninke script, but I still recognized the tilt and swish of Robin’s hand. I could still see Robin in it. If Daniel had the same reaction to the sight of his father’s writing, he hid it behind a clenched jaw. 
 
    On the right-hand page, beneath a big Yammaninke numeral 53, was a sharp color photo that I assumed to be Killer 53’s mugshot. The dark-skinned man in the photo had a mess of small braids and a smile so playful and charming I almost didn’t believe he could be a criminal. 
 
    “Who is that?” I asked. 
 
    “Dayo Yambi,” Daniel said. “All his information is right here.” He tapped a box of text underneath the photo and I set about sounding it out. 
 
      
 
    Name: Dayo Yambi 
 
    Alias: None 
 
    Birthdate: 5th of Sansumakalo, 5345 
 
    Gender: Male 
 
    Nyamaya: Level 7 taya 
 
    Fighting Style: Baxarian jarabolo 
 
    Family: Son (Jarinte Yambi, 21st of Kribakalo, 5368) 
 
    Crimes: Murder, destruction of public property, arson, fraud, theft, illegal weapons smuggling (see detailed crime reports next page) 
 
      
 
    There was an X over the photograph and a bold red note at the top of the page that read: DECEASED, 2nd of Kribakalo, 5376. 
 
    “Okay, so he doesn’t look like someone we have to worry about,” Daniel said, turning the page to scan Yambi’s crime reports. “He was a small-time criminal, not very powerful. The only time he ever killed someone was by accident—in self-defense, it looks like—during a scuffle over an arms deal gone wrong. And anyway, he’s been dead for six years.” 
 
    “What happened to him?” I asked. 
 
    “Um…” Daniel flipped a few more pages to the end of the notes on Yambi. “Explosion,” he said. “It looks like there was a mishap with some weapons he was storing in his apartment. Half the block blew up.” 
 
    “Oh God…” 
 
    “So we can cross him off our list of suspects.”  
 
    “I guess.” I pulled the binder toward me and started turning pages, processing the Yammaninke characters as fast as I could. “You said the year he died—5376—was six years ago?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “So, the current year in this dimension is 5382?” I asked after taking a moment to do the math in my head. 
 
    “Yeah. Didn’t you know that?” 
 
    “No, I just got here,” I said, turning another page. “5382… Jesus, that’s a lot of years! We’re barely over 2000 on Earth. What do you guys use to mark year zero? The Great Flood?” 
 
    “Yelanye,” Daniel said, “the Planting. What are you doing, anyway?” 
 
    “Looking at the dates,” I said. “If the year is 5382, most of these profiles were added a long time ago, before we were even born. And you said there’s a gap right after thirty?” Following the numbers backwards, I found the profile with the 30 and flipped to it. “So, maybe we could—” 
 
    But I stopped short with a sharp gasp when my eyes fell on Killer 30’s profile picture. I was staring into the empty eye sockets of a fanged white skull. 
 
    A sickly mixture of dread and excitement shot through my stomach as I remembered how Daniel had described his father’s murderer: Not human. White… white and dead, like a skeleton. If anything matched that description, it was the nightmarish face before me. 
 
    “Daniel,” I said in a low voice, “have you looked at this?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve:  
 
    Killer 30 
 
      
 
    “No!” Daniel’s hand slammed down on the image of the skull-like mask, blocking it from view.  
 
    “What?” I started in alarm. “What is it? Who is he?” 
 
    “He’s—nobody.” There was a frantic jerk in Daniel’s movements as he pulled the binder from my hands and flipped the pages back away from the picture, muttering, “Not that one.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked, startled at Daniel’s reaction. 
 
    “Nothing,” Daniel said too quickly. “He’s—not. We don’t need to worry about Killer 30.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. He certainly looked like someone to worry about. 
 
    “Yeah. It’s… we’ll just go one through twenty-nine.” 
 
    “Whatever you say,” I said hesitantly. “You’re the expert.” 
 
    As Daniel took over looking through the criminal profiles, I picked up a pen and some blank paper—or kayiri, I supposed—from Fiki’s desk and tried to start writing.  
 
    “I think this pen is broken,” I said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There’s no ink.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s because it’s a heat pen,” Daniel said. “You bring the temperature in your fingers up, and that melts the ink inside so you can write. Most pens on Duna are heat pens. It keeps the ink from drying up while you’re not using use them.” 
 
    “But… what if someone who’s not a tajaka wants to write something down?” I asked as I heated my fingers. 
 
    “They go buy special non-tajaka pens, I guess.” 
 
    “That sounds annoying.” I felt liquid loosen in the center of the pen and put the tip to the kayiri to try again. Sure enough, a smooth black line came out and I started to write. 
 
    “What are you doing anyway?” 
 
    “I’m making a list of Killer 31’s abilities—at least the ones we know about.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Writing things down helps me think,” I said. “And anyway, this is just common sense. If we list everything we know about Killer 31—his voice, his powers, all that stuff—then when we go back through these criminal profiles, it’ll be easier to see which group of people could combine to do what he did. That way, we can at least start to narrow down our list of suspects.” 
 
    “That’s… actually not a bad idea,” Daniel said. “Has anyone ever told you that you might make a good detective?” 
 
    Someone had, actually. His dad. I had found it flattering at the time, and a little funny. But now that I thought back on that little exchange of jokes in the Thundyils’ candle-lit living room, I couldn’t help but wonder… had Robin said those things knowing that soon I would be bent over criminal records trying to solve his murder? Had he already known that within weeks, Daniel would be taking up the Firebird persona in his place? Even then, had he already been preparing to die? 
 
    The thought made me sick, and I tried to shake it as we set about surveying the criminal profiles. A month ago, this might have seemed fun to me, playing detective with a bunch of outlandish criminal profiles. But these were real killers; the names listed at the bottom of each profile were actual casualties of their actions. When we solved our case, we might be adding Robin’s name to the bottom of one of these pages. 
 
    “Daniel,” I said as I leafed through the profiles, “I’m noticing that a lot of these criminals are numbered in groups. Like, Three and Four are mother and son. Eight and Nine are these two drug dealers, Ten is their supplier, and Eleven is Ten’s competitor, who… it looks like, murdered him… with a machete,” I said, repressing the urge to gag at the crime scene photos. “Ew. Anyway, then Twenty-two and Twenty-three, Hotah and Talutah Tau, are sibling mercenaries, who apparently worked together to—” 
 
    “I know who the Tau siblings are,” Daniel said. “What’s your point?” 
 
    “My point is, the numbering system isn’t just based on time. It groups people with their family members and accomplices,” I said, “so, if we’re looking for someone who might have been helping Killer 31, wouldn’t it make the most sense to start with Killer 30?” 
 
    A grimace crossed Daniel’s face and he put a hand to his eyes, his fingers squeezing in to pinch the bridge of his nose. “I guess. Whatever. You can do what you want.” 
 
    “What?” What kind of response was that? 
 
    “You know what, I actually have these registration forms for Daybreak.” Daniel stuck an arm in the bag and rummaged around. “Right here.” He produced a crumpled packet of kayiri that sprang flat again the moment it was free of the bag. “We should probably fill these out before we do anything else.” 
 
    “What—are you serious?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He took the binder from me and closed it. “I mean, technically, these forms were supposed to be in, like, a week ago, so—” 
 
    “Since when do you care about getting papers in on time?” I didn’t think I’d seen him complete a single assignment while he was in school with me on Earth. 
 
    “They’re not papers, they’re made of kayiri,” Daniel said, as though that were relevant somehow. “Let’s just get them done, okay? It’s important.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said slowly. 
 
    “You have no idea how hard it was for me to get written copies of the registration forms—I think they’re only really made for deaf students with no computer access—but I thought it would be easier for you.” 
 
    “Thanks, but you really didn’t have to—” 
 
    “It was something to do.” 
 
    “It’s… so what is this exactly?” I asked, looking over the forms. There were a few boxes for age, gender, and contact information that Daniel had already filled in for me. But most of the sizable packet seemed to be made up of a long list of multiple choice questions. 
 
    “It’s a questionnaire,” Daniel said. “Every new student has to fill one out with their registration.” 
 
    “I kafo xanne…” I read the first line aloud. Select your kafo. My options were: manga koro, kele koro, jaseli, numu, fina, and senkuli. 
 
    “What do I do here?” I asked. “Should I… what should I circle? Am I a kele koro?” 
 
    “You can be if you want to,” Daniel said. “You’re an adopted Thundyil and we’re a koro family.” 
 
    “But… all the kafonu have skills, right? So, if I circle kele koro, they’ll think I have kele koro skills. They’ll think I can fight.” 
 
    Daniel shrugged. “You can fight. Maybe not like I do, but you can take on another theonite if you need to.” 
 
    “But what if I don’t want to?” I asked. “What if I think fighting is scary?” 
 
    “Then maybe you shouldn’t circle kele koro.” 
 
    “But… then… I’m not any of these.” 
 
    “So, leave it blank.” 
 
    “I can do that?” 
 
    “You can, actually,” Daniel said. “Most school forms wouldn’t let you, but Daybreak is special.” 
 
    It took me a long time to get through the packet. A lot of the questions seemed like they would be hard for a Dunian native to answer; for me, they were impossible. 
 
    Do you prefer to work with theonites with similar nyamaya to your own or people with differing kinds of nyamaya? I wouldn’t know. I had only just met the first theonites I had ever known, and none of them had powers exactly like mine. 
 
    Do you enjoy mentoring younger theonites? Again, I wouldn’t know. I had never met one. 
 
    Are you most comfortable using your powers in a group or by yourself? I had only ever used my powers alone. 
 
    When I got to the write-in questions, I had to have Daniel take up the pen and write answers for me based on what I said. I may have learned enough Yammaninke to stumble my way through reading it, but I wasn’t good enough to write it yet. And even if I knew how to spell and form proper sentences, my bandaged hands were starting to get sore from holding the pen. 
 
    In the section that asked for a description of my nyamaya, Daniel went well out of the space provided explaining that I was born with taya, jiya, and fonya, as well as control over some solid materials. 
 
    “And what is baseline nyama?” I asked, eyeing the next question down. 
 
    “It’s a rough measure of how powerful you are,” Daniel said, “like, how much fire you can produce, or how much air or water you can move at full power. You’re supposed to have someone measure it officially but—here, I’ll just write in my best guesses.” He took the pen from me and scribbled a number in each of the boxes. “Littiya: zero, sondaya: zero, and let’s say… taya: seven, jiya: seven, fonya: seven.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I’m putting you at a little above average for all of them,” he said. 
 
    “But—what if I’m not?” I asked anxiously. “What if I’m below average?” 
 
    “You’re not,” Daniel said, writing in ‘ability to control metals’ underneath the listed powers and following it with a generous eight. “Trust me. No one with baseline nyama below average would be able to learn as much as you did all on your own.” 
 
    “Oh.” That was nice of him to say. I just hoped it also happened to be true. 
 
    “Now all that’s left is your name,” Daniel said, turning to the final page. 
 
    “They save that for the end?” I asked. 
 
    “I think they like to process all the other information and make their decision before looking at the family name.” 
 
    “Oh. Why?” 
 
    “In most countries on Duna, there are a lot of assumptions and expectations attached to a family name. The Wagadu are powerful rulers; the Kende are strong; the Kuruma are the best innovators; the Balasseke are the best singers; that kind of thing. I guess they just don’t want their ideas about certain clans to affect where they place people.” 
 
    “Okay.” I took the pen and started to write my name in the space. 
 
    “Oh—um…” Daniel stopped me with a hand on the kayiri. “Hold on a second.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Well—there are two things. See, the citizenship documents my—that we set up for you… you’re registered as part of our family, as a Thundyil.” 
 
    “Oh. So, I’m… not Joan Messi anymore?” 
 
    “Of course you are,” Daniel said, “just not in this dimension. Here, you’re Joan Thundyil.” He looked up at me uncertainly. “I hope that’s okay.” 
 
    “I…” I didn’t know what to say. When Robin had told us that he had arranged citizenship documentation for me, I hadn’t realized I was being adopted. Oh my god, I was being adopted. I stared into Fiki’s colored lights for a long moment, trying to figure out how I felt about the idea. The theonite family I had always wanted… I was going to have it. And not just in a figurative sense, on paper—or kayiri, rather—I had a new family. I didn’t know if I could speak. Eventually I managed a lame, “Of course it’s okay.” 
 
    “So, family: Thundyil,” Daniel muttered and wrote it in, but he paused with the pen poised over the ‘given name’ box. “Then there’s the other thing,” he said with a wince. “I um… I don’t know how we should spell your first name in Yammaninke.” 
 
    “Really?” The Yammaninke script was purely phonetic. There was only supposed to be one right way to spell anything. “Isn’t it just ja-o-na?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s how I would spell it, but that…” Daniel put the pen down and scratched his neck nervously. “That might not be the best.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Well… this is kind of awkward to explain, but the word—th-the pronunciation also means… something else.” 
 
    “What? Is it a bad word?” If it was, I hadn’t run across it in my Yammaninke dictionary. 
 
    “Kind of… especially for you.” 
 
    “What do you mean? I thought it just meant ‘who?’” That had been the only definition listed in Robin’s dictionary. 
 
    “It… it does. But it also means something else.” 
 
    “What does it mean?” I asked anxiously. 
 
    “Um… So, you know how the Yammankalu have their kafonu—the koronu, the jaseliwu, the numuwu—” 
 
    “Yeah,” I cut him off impatiently. “What about them?” 
 
    “Well… historically… like, a long time ago—but-I guess not that long ago—in Yamma, there was another, lower kafo. The jonnwu. A member of that kafo was called a jonn… pronounced like your name. A lot of war captives and kidnapped adyns—so, a lot of the white people—who were first brought to Yamma went into that kafo.” 
 
    “So, what were they exactly?” If Yammanka society was already divided into warriors, musicians, and craftsmen, what role did white adyns play? 
 
    “They were slaves,” Daniel said, looking away from me. “Your name—pronounced in Yammaninke—is the old word for ‘slave.’” 
 
    “No…” That was my first reaction. No, that couldn’t be right. “That wasn’t in Rob—in the dictionary I had.” 
 
    “Well, today it’s kind of a derogatory term for non-Yammanka, non-theonite people. Not something you would put in a dictionary you were going to go handing out to white adyns in Hades.” 
 
    “Oh.” No one had told me that my name was a slur in Yammaninke. Why had no one told me? 
 
    “So—um—” Daniel said awkwardly. “I’m just going to read over the forms one more time to make sure we have um… everything else right.” 
 
    He ducked his head and we fell into an awkward silence. As he leafed through the pages of my questionnaire, my eyes wandered to the binder of criminal profiles lying on the carpet beside him. It was well out of my arm’s reach, but the rings inside it were metal. I latched onto the softly humming steel with my powers and used it to slide the collection of files toward me. Daniel either didn’t notice or didn’t mind as I took the files in my hands and cracked them open again. 
 
    Tilting the binder up so that he wouldn’t see the pages, I flipped back to Robin’s entry on Killer 30. The skull-like face at the top of the page was no less terrifying the second time.  
 
    Robin’s caption explained that the image was not, in fact, the face of a monster. It was a mask, an elaborate art project, made of the mutilated remains of the killer’s human and animal victims—hyena skin, bison hair, and a human skull with the incisors of a male baboon fixed in place of the human canine teeth. The mask may have been confiscated after Killer 30’s arrest in 5374, but it matched Daniel’s description of Killer 31. 
 
    So why was Daniel unwilling to look at this file? 
 
    There was a second photo—unassuming next to the monstrous mask—a simple headshot of a middle-aged black man with a broad nose, a square jaw, and black eyes that glared up at me from the page with sharp intelligence and sharper hatred. The photo’s caption, when I managed to sound it out, told me that this was Shumba Sekhmet, the man behind the skull mask. Beneath the photo of the man and the alter-ego, there followed a more comprehensive profile that I slowly began to work through: 
 
      
 
    Name: Unknown Shumba Sekhmet 
 
    Alias: Kalleyso 
 
    Birthdate: Unknown 12th of Sayakalo, 5347 
 
    Gender: Male 
 
    Nyamaya: Taya: 10, Fonya: 7, possible additional abilities, unknown 
 
    Fighting Style: Baxarian jarabolo, Baxarian machete, isandlabali 
 
    Family: Wife (Yun Sekhmet), daughter (Ethica Sekhmet, born 5366), son (Amas Sekhmet, born 5373) ALL DECEASED 5374 
 
    Crimes: murder, domestic abuse, physical and psychological torture, illegal drug trafficking, illegal animal trafficking, assassination, robbery, arson, destruction of public and private property, desecration of human remains. 
 
    Potential Targets: 
 
    Elleen Elden (alias: Hellbat) 
 
    Raoul Arlington (alias: Nightshade) DECEASED 
 
    Police Chief Molly Wagadu DECEASED 
 
    Inspector Mendota Zankare DECEASED 
 
    Inspector Baako DeHaven 
 
    Officer Kibwe Okeke DECEASED 
 
    Robin Thundyil (alias: Firebird) 
 
    Officer Musa Tarore DECEASED 
 
    Councilman Dinga Yamaguchi DECEASED… 
 
      
 
    The ‘Potential Targets’ section went on for most of the page, listing far more deceased civilians, police officers, crime-fighters, and rival criminals than living ones. Out of the twenty-two on the original list, sixteen were crossed out… seventeen if we struck off Robin’s name. This man wasn’t just a killer, he was the most prolific one in the book. 
 
    And Kalleyso’s record only got grizzlier as I turned to the more detailed crime reports—people decapitated, dismembered, dragged behind vehicles, fed to animals—but for all the horrors, the last report was the worst. Nine years ago, Shumba Sekhmet had butchered his wife, his eight-year-old daughter, and his infant son with his bare hands. The motive was unknown. Robin had attached photos and profiles for each of Sekhmet’s unfortunate family members. 
 
      
 
    Name: Yun Sekhmet (unknown – 5374) 
 
    Birthdate: Unknown 
 
    Gender: Female 
 
    Nyamaya: Unknown 
 
    Notes: Most likely an illegal immigrant from Abiria (unable to find any documentation). Died when her husband, Shumba Sekhmet, beat her to death along with their two children, Amas and Ethica Sekhmet. 
 
      
 
    Name: Amas Sekhmet (5373 – 5374) 
 
    Birthdate: 6th of Sibikalo, 5373 
 
    Gender: Male 
 
    Nyamaya: Unknown 
 
    Notes: Killed before the age of two when his father, Shumba Sekhmet, threw him against the wall. 
 
      
 
    The faded photo showed a thin tan-skinned woman cradling the baby boy who had never seen his second birthday. 
 
    The little girl—Ethica—stood alone in a separate photo. Her image was blurrier than the first, like Robin had been unable to find a clearer photo and had been forced to settle for this one. Her hair was lank and black like her mother’s, except for a patch of it that seemed to have gone a shocking white-blonde—although maybe that was just a result of the washed-out lighting; it was hard to tell.  
 
    Her skin was just as bizarre. Unlike her brother, who had come out a pale brown somewhere between his father’s midnight skin and his mother’s fairer coloring, this girl had spots. Most of her body was dark, but there were irregular patches of white across her collarbone and shoulders. One of her rail thin arms was as pale as mine from the elbow down to the fingertips. A patch of white skin surrounded her right eye, which was a faded, haunting blue that contrasted sharply with the blackness of its companion on the left. 
 
      
 
    Name: Ethica Sekhmet (5366 – 5374) 
 
    Birthdate:  22nd of Sayakalo, 5366 
 
    Gender: Female 
 
    Nyamaya: Unknown 
 
    Distinguishing Features: Vitiligo 
 
    Notes: Died at the age of eight when her father, Shumba Sekhmet, ripped out her right eye and part of her skull with his bare hands. 
 
      
 
    There were more notes under the pictures of the Sekhmet family, but for some reason, Robin had blacked them out. I was almost relieved when my scanning eyes ran into the wordless black bars. Once my eyes started reading, they would keep going out of time-ingrained habit, but I didn’t think my soul could bear any more of the gruesome details of Killer 30’s crimes. 
 
    “So, everything looks good,” Daniel said, startling me into looking up from the file. 
 
    “Wh-what?” I said shakily. 
 
    “The forms are all good,” he said.  
 
    “Oh.” Right. The forms. 
 
    “And you know, we can hold off on writing in your first name until we figure something out. We don’t have to decide how to spell it right now.” 
 
    “But I thought they had to be turned in,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, by orientation tomorrow,” Daniel said. “We have the rest of the night to decide.” 
 
    “The rest of the night?” I repeated. “How much longer do you think we’re going to be up?” 
 
    “I told you I wasn’t resting until I solve this case, and I meant it.” 
 
    “Daniel, that’s insane!” I protested. “We don’t have enough information.” I couldn’t help but feel that we were trying to identify the picture on a hundred-piece puzzle with only five of the pieces. Everything here went deeper, stretched further, than we understood. 
 
    “We can do it,” Daniel said with feverish determination, “we just need to try harder.” 
 
    “I think what we need to do is get some rest so that our brains don’t break,” I offered. “You’re injured. Your hands haven’t stopped shaking since we woke up in the hospital. A little sleep will be good for you.” 
 
    “I can’t,” Daniel said shortly. “Not until we identify Killer 31.” 
 
    “Okay, well that was what I was trying to do before you started me on these school forms,” I said, unable to hold back my annoyance, “and I was right to start with Killer 30. Look at this.” I turned the binder around to face Daniel and pointed at the profile. 
 
    Daniel turned his face away. “I told you, I don’t want to—” 
 
    “No, look!” I insisted. “He controls fire and air. That’s two of the things on our list. And it says ‘possible additional abilities.’ And here…” I turned the page to point at a different line. “Here it says he was incarcerated eight years ago in Grotta. If he’s one of the people who just escaped, couldn’t he be our guy?” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about this right now.” 
 
    “You said you wanted to solve the case,” I pressed. “And you also said the face you saw in the smoke looked like a skeleton. That’s what this guy’s mask looks like!” 
 
    “It wasn’t him.” Daniel was shaking his head. “It’s not—it couldn’t have been. Killer 31 attacked us with ice—” 
 
    “Okay, but in this section, it says Kalleyso had lots of loyal followers,” I said, flipping eagerly to a different page to show Daniel, “and some of them were jijakalu. If they were with him—” 
 
    “I don’t care!” Daniel roared in a violent flare of heat. “It’s not him!” 
 
    The outburst startled me into silence, and I found myself staring at Daniel, the binder forgotten in my lap. Now that I was looking into his face, I realized how frantic he was, his eyes wild, his hands curled into fists at his sides. And I felt like an idiot for not picking up on it sooner: Daniel didn’t want Kalleyso to be a suspect.  
 
    He had sworn back in the hospital that he was going to hunt his father’s murderer down and kill him, but for whatever reason, he just didn’t want that murderer to be Shumba Sekhmet. This man in the skull mask was someone Daniel couldn’t face, and that scared me more than anything I had read in Kalleyso’s profile or kill list. Because Daniel could stand against guns, and invisible enemies, and impossible odds without flinching. Daniel wasn’t afraid of anyone.  
 
    “I-I’m sorry.” I closed the binder. “I just… I’m trying to help.” 
 
    “I know,” Daniel said, letting out a breath that made his shoulders slump, “I know, and you have. You’ve helped a lot. It’s just—this has been a long day.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. 
 
    “You should sleep,” he said.  
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “And I…” He sighed, rubbing one of his bloodshot eyes. “I’m going to go buy us the rest of the stuff we need for school.” 
 
    “Wait. Are you seriously not going to rest at all?” I said in disbelief. 
 
    “I’m not tired,” he lied, and stood up on visibly unsteady legs. 
 
    “No.” I was going to put my foot down here. I couldn’t just drop off to sleep knowing Daniel was out there alone, running himself into even more of a ragged wreck. “No. You need to sleep.” 
 
    “I told you I’m not tired,” Daniel insisted angrily. 
 
    “Well, then if you’re not going to sleep, could you at least talk to me? Explain why Kalleyso isn’t a good suspect?” 
 
    “I told you, we’re not talking about that.” Daniel made to move toward the door. “I have to go.” 
 
    “No.” I stood up, blocking his way. “Daniel, I’m getting really sick of this. This isn’t fair!” 
 
    “What’s not fair?” 
 
    “I’m trying to stick with you and help you, but nothing you’re doing makes any sense. First, you’re like ‘now we need to look at these files, now we don’t, now we need to fill out these forms, now we need to go here and then run there.’” Now we’re in this together, now leave me alone. “It’s not fixing anything.” 
 
    “Well then how do I fix it?” Daniel demanded angrily. “How? How do I make everything okay again? Because when you come up with a way, I’d love to hear it!” 
 
    “Daniel, I…” I felt like I was going to scream—or maybe cry. “I’m just trying to help.” 
 
    “Well you can’t, okay?” His voice broke. “Unless you can wave your freaky magic fingers and bring my dad back, you can’t help! So just leave me alone!” 
 
    Anger drove me forward a few steps as my voice rose. “Leave you alone? You brought me here! You got us into all this!” I wanted to be the calm, rational one, I wanted to be in control, but I could feel hysteria pushing my voice to a not-at-all-calm pitch. I was too tired, too sad, too angry. “I’ve followed you all over this space station. I’ve gone along with all your dumb ideas. All I want is for you to listen to me, just this once! You need to rest!” 
 
    “You don’t know what I need.” 
 
    “I know you’re a human being!” I said in exasperation. “If you keep running around like this without stopping, it’s going to kill you. You have to sleep.” 
 
    “No I don’t.” Daniel pushed past me and made to open the door. 
 
    “Daniel.” I grabbed his arm and pulled him back forcefully, despite the spears of pain that shot through my hands. 
 
    “Let me go!” 
 
    And suddenly, we were fighting, bandaged arms grappling against bandaged hands. Daniel’s skin was hot with anger—not hot enough to burn me, but enough to sting. 
 
    “Let go!” Daniel yelled and struck one of my hands away. I don’t know if it was the physical impact of his hand against mine, or the jolt of his overheated nyama through the bandages, but it hurt. Tears of pain sprang to my eyes, a crackle of anger roared through my chest—and all at once my own strength astonished me.  
 
    “No!” I shoved Daniel, slamming him back against the door, pinning him to it. I don’t know if the impact knocked the sense back into him, or if he just ran out of energy, but he stopped fighting, and for a moment we just stayed there, both panting. Aftershocks of agony rippled through my injured hands. Through the pain, I almost didn’t realize that Daniel had started trembling—gently at first, but then harder and harder, his temperature dropping from hot to cool in an alarming chill. 
 
    “Daniel?” I loosened my grip, suddenly terrified I had hurt him. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “No.” He hung his head so that his hair fell over his eyes. “No. I’m tired.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you sleep?” I demanded in exasperation. 
 
    “I can’t,” and there was no more anger in his voice, just defeat. “You don’t understand.” He put his hands over his face, but he couldn’t fool me. I could sense the tears. “You don’t understand.” 
 
    “Then explain,” I said gently. 
 
    “I c-can’t sleep.” His breathing was shallow, driving his shoulders up and down with each unsteady gasp. “I can’t rest, I can’t stop. If I stop and it’s quiet, I—I see it again. I have to see it…” 
 
    And I didn’t need to ask what ‘it’ was. I had been doing my best to push it to the back of my mind, but it was there: the image of Robin’s body lying impaled and lifeless in the wreckage of the Thundyils’ house. It was there, hanging over us wherever we ran. 
 
    “Daniel,” I said softly, letting my hands slide down to grip his arms gently. “You have to sleep some time.” 
 
    “No.” Daniel was shaking his head. “No, I have to keep moving, I have to do something to fix all this. If I don’t… If I don’t…” 
 
    If he didn’t, he would have to face everything: his father’s death, his family, his enemies. Running away might not solve anything, but how could I tell him to turn and face what I could hardly bear to think about? 
 
    “Let me go,” Daniel repeated so softly it split my heart in two.  
 
    My grip went slack. In a moment, he slid from my hands and out of the room, shutting the door behind him, and I was all alone in the lamplight. 
 
    I packed the files back into their bag, and knelt for a long time in the soft circle of lights, feeling tiny and cold. I understood why Daniel was running away. I understood why he didn’t want to look at Kalleyso’s skull mask… but that didn’t change the fact that Robin was dead and Kalleyso was the most likely killer. The truth might be too horrible to contemplate, but it wasn’t going away. And when Daniel finally crashed into it, I was afraid he was going to be so weak it would break him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen:  
 
    The Pankajeet 
 
      
 
    I blinked awake to soft pink and purple. At first, I couldn’t figure out why a butterfly was trying to land on my nose. Then a pair of wide brown eyes came into focus and realized that the colorful shape above me was just Fiki. There was purple across her eyes, overlaid with white and gold dots that made the shape of a butterfly’s wing across one side of her face. 
 
    “Haketo,” she said as I blinked the blurriness away. “I ka kende?” 
 
    “Whu…” I grunted stupidly. 
 
    “You… you are okay?” she said, switching shakily to Lindish. 
 
    “Um… yeah. Hen. I’m okay. What’s going on?” 
 
    “You was sleep for some much time,” she said.  
 
    “Oh—sorry,” I said. “Haketo. Did you need the bed?” 
 
    “No,” Fiki shook her head. “I was just to see if you are feel okay.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, sitting up. “I think so. How long was I asleep?” 
 
    “Ten waatinu.” 
 
    “Oh.” Ten waatinu? What was that? I had never really gotten a handle on Dunian measurement of time? Was it twelve hours? A waati was seventy-two minutes, right? Or was I thinking of a gbaati? 
 
    “Dumini—ni—food is… I have food here for you.” She pointed to the desk, where she had set up some dishes. 
 
    “Oh. Thanks,” I said and then realized I should probably at least try to speak Yammaninke with her. She was doing her best to speak my language. I could at least try to return the favor. 
 
    “I ni ke,” I said. 
 
    “Nnse.” She smiled brightly. “Please, come and eat some things. I’m just to go to Kente’s room, take his chair for you. I will come back fast.”  
 
    I sensed the swish of her nyama leaving the room as I rubbed my eyes. When I got up from the bed, I caught the slightly muffled sound of voices speaking in impassioned Yammaninke. Turning in the direction of the sound, I found a pair of miniature people sitting on Fiki’s desk, arguing back and forth across a small desk of their own. It took me a moment to realize the image was a hologram—part of some kind of movie or news broadcast Fiki was playing at low volume from her info-com device. 
 
    The women, both clad in long robes and elaborate headwraps, were glaring daggers at one another. As I crossed to the desk, the voices got clearer. I started to recognize words—gana: king, fuganama: government—and realized that I was watching a political debate. The language gears in my head shifted to accommodate the Yammaninke pouring into my ears and I leaned in close to listen. 
 
     “He will be the first king in modern Yamma to reign without a woman beside him,” the older of the two women was saying, “so you can understand our concern. For centuries, this country has relied on the balanced rule of a married pair—a woman and a man, like our Great Falleke.” 
 
    “We are of course in agreement there, Jaliba,” the younger woman said with an obviously forced smile. “Yamma has benefitted greatly from its married monarchs, but do you not see the double standard here?” 
 
    “What double standard?” the older woman laughed. 
 
    “Feigned ignorance doesn’t suit you, Jaliba,” the young woman said. “You know as well as I do that if Dinga were a woman, no one would be complaining about his marital status. Queen Mandeya reigned without a husband for thirty-four years and no one ever questioned her decision or her legitimacy.” 
 
    “Yes—well, I think even Dinga’s supporters would agree that he has a long way to go before he earns the right to be compared to Queen Mandeya,” huffed the older woman. 
 
    “Of course we are agreed on that, Jali Kuyasse, but the fact remains that we wouldn’t be having this discussion if our new ruler was a woman. It is taken for granted that a woman can rule unsupported by a spouse; why should we not extend the same confidence to a man?” 
 
    “You are trying to make this a discussion about sexism, jaliden, but that is not the issue here,” the older woman returned. “It is not matter of gender; it is a matter of age and experience. Dinga’s modern predecessors were in their thirties and forties when they ascended the throne. We had confidence in them not because they were women, but because they brought to the throne years of political and military experience.”  
 
    The younger woman made another, faltering attempt to argue her point as Fiki re-entered the room with a second chair, but the older jaseli shut her down. 
 
    “You are not being progressive here, jaliden, you are being manipulative. Personally, I think it is tasteless and irresponsible of you to use a serious issue like sexism in succession in your ploy to distract the public from Dinga’s very real shortcomings. If you truly care about this country, as you claim—” 
 
    “Sorry,” Fiki said, turning the broadcast off. “I like to know what is happens in Yammanka government, but if they just to argue like this, I think it is not so interesting.” 
 
    “But that… what they were talking about?” I said in confusion. “They think that guy—Dinga—is going to be a bad ruler because he’s a man?” 
 
    “Yes, many people think that,” Fiki said, taking the info-com device from the desk and pulling up the two chairs. 
 
    “Oh.” I stared at the blank screen for a moment. “On my world it’s usually the opposite.” 
 
    “Opposite?” Fiki repeated the unfamiliar word. “What means is ‘opposite’?” 
 
    “Oh—um…  kiteren—or teyinne?” Unable to come up with the right Yammaninke translation, I tried to explain. “N’dugu la, yaxare… um…” I had gotten so good at listening to Yammaninke over the past day or so that I hadn’t realized how frustrating it would be to try to phrase my own thoughts in the lilting language. “Moxo ka yogo ye fisa yaxare di miri ye. So, um… Tuma bana bana, tigiwu, a ganawu, a—a moxoba be ye yogonu ye.” 
 
    “Mani?” Fiki looked at me with wide eyes. “Awa, i… You mean, in your world, people thinks men to be better than women?” The idea seemed to fascinate her. “And mens is get all the power?” 
 
    “Tuma bana bana,” I said. Most of the time. 
 
    “You must to be happy you are here then.” She smiled. “In Duna—or in Yamma, anyway—womans have a more easy time to do those things than men.” 
 
    “Hen…” I supposed that was something to be happy about. 
 
    “But why?” Fiki said, still considering me. 
 
    “Muna? Why what?” 
 
    “Why is in your world mens get the power? Why is people do this way?” 
 
    “I—I don’t… N’ma a lon.” I faltered. “How come women have the power in your world?” 
 
    “Because of nyama,” Fiki said as though that explained everything. 
 
    “Um… Mani?” 
 
    “It is an old idea,” Fiki explained, “say that nyama is a soul. The more nyama is make you more strong, more smart, and more kind, and… to be a better person. So, because taya is most times strong in women, this make people to think that womans is better in their souls. I know I’m not say it very well,” she said with an apologetic laugh, “but you understand me?” 
 
    “Hen.” At least I was pretty sure I understood: women were considered to be superior people because the Yammankalu equated strong powers with a strong soul. But by that logic, adyns didn’t have souls at all. “And… Moxo be ka a hankili?” 
 
    “Many people in Yamma think this, yes.” 
 
    “Ani i fana?” 
 
    “Ey? No!” Fiki said, looking almost hurt. “No, I do not think this. I’m always think if you are a woman or you are a man, it should not matter. Everyone is people,” she insisted passionately. “Even if your nyama is weak or strange, everyone is people.” 
 
    We went on that way as we sat down to our meal at the desk, with Fiki speaking her very best Lindish and me speaking my best Yammaninke. To my delight, I found that I could form thoughts—even full sentences—in Yammainke if given time to think. And Fiki was blessedly patient. 
 
    “Nyin toxo di?” I asked, over and over again, pointing to various items on the table. What is this called? 
 
    “That is woroke baraada.” 
 
    “Ani nyin?” I pointed to the mushy oatmeal-like stuff in my bowl. 
 
    “That is moni.” 
 
    “Ani nyin?” 
 
    “That is called makonji,” she said as she took the teapot—or woroke barada—and poured some kind of drink into two cups. 
 
    “Ah—careful,” she added as she handed one of the cups to me. 
 
    “Muna?” I asked. “A kalaman?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “Not so hot. But—uh—it has—um… I don’t know this word in Lindish. Goroji. It has goroji inside.” 
 
    “Goroji?” I didn’t know that word either. “Haketo. N—N’fana ma a kuma lon.” 
 
    “It is a thing… go into the drink thing, make you to be awake, make you to…” She bounced up and down and flapped her hands, mimicking jittery excitement. 
 
    “Oh! Caffeine?” I said. 
 
    “Yes!” She smacked herself on the forehead. “Caffeine! In Yammaninke we say this goroji.” 
 
    “Goroji,” I repeated, mentally spelling the word out so I would remember it. 
 
    “Will you drink?” Fiki asked, tentatively pushing the cup toward me. 
 
    I thought for a moment. At home, I didn’t usually drink coffee or tea, but if this day turned out to be anything like the last, I was probably going to need all the extra energy I could get. 
 
    “Hen, I ni ke.” 
 
    “Good, good.” She smiled. “I think this day is probably to be long. I must to have some too.” 
 
    The tea was delicious. It tasted like flowers and honey and left me feeling warm inside. After finishing our meal, Fiki cleared the table and I went into the bathroom to clean up and get changed. I really needed a shower, but I took one look at the spout-like apparatus over the circular tub and knew I wasn’t going to be able to work it without a manual. Like everything else on this space center, it probably operated on a combination of voice commands and those little finger drumbeats I had yet to learn. 
 
    As I prodded ineffectually at the touchpad beside the sink faucet, it occurred to me that my hands didn’t hurt as much as they had the previous day. When I unwrapped the bandages, I was surprised at how much they had healed. I didn’t know what was in that salve Izumo had used, but it must have been something magical, because the smallest of the cuts had closed up, the larger ones had scabbed over, and most of the pain was gone. The broken nails, I was guessing, would take longer to heal, but at least they were no longer oozing blood. 
 
    Unable to turn the faucet on, I pulled water from the air, gathered it into the sink basin, and used it to rinse the blood from the bandages. When I was satisfied that I had extracted most of the iron particles from the cloth, I used my jiya to suck the water from the bandages, and then blew them dry with short bursts of wind.  
 
    I didn’t do as neat a job wrapping my hands as Izumo had, but as long as the stabbing pains were gone, I didn’t care what they looked like. When that was done, I changed into one of the outfits from Imma Fini. This one was printed with a pattern of overlapping featherlike black, white, and brown leaves. The wrappers that went with it were pale blue. 
 
    I got into the shirt and pants okay and even managed to do the wrap around my shoulders, but I got stuck on the headwrap. I tried twisting it up a dozen different ways, but I couldn’t figure out how Daniel had done it. By the tenth try, my hands were throbbing. I was about to give up when there was a soft footfall at the doorway and I felt warm nyama behind me like butterfly’s wings. 
 
    “You need help?” Fiki asked. 
 
    “Yes.” I looked up gratefully. “Yes, please.” 
 
    “Come.” She had me sit on a chair while she took a strangely-shaped comb and some hairbands from a box by her bed and started to work. “Oh!” she laughed as she ran the comb through some tangles. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your hairs!” she said, still giggling. “Your hairs are… difficult for me.” 
 
    “Oh.” I supposed my hair would be weird to someone who was used to more textured Yammanka hair. “Haketo.” 
 
    “Is okay.” Fiki gave my head a reassuring pat. “I think it is nice.” 
 
    “N’ kunsi ye nogo ye haketo,” I said, conscious of the stiff layer of grease that had built up in my hair as Fiki’s fingers brushed through the strands. 
 
    “It doesn’t feel so dirty to me,” Fiki said. 
 
    “So… we have… orientation today, don’t we?” I said as she gently worked her way through the tangles near the ends of my hair. 
 
    “Yes,” Fiki said. “I think that it will be fun.” 
 
    “I’m nervous,” I blurted out. 
 
    “Nervous…” Fiki repeated the word before recognizing it. “Nuxudusa? Why?” 
 
    “Well, Izumo—this jijaka I met—said orientation is where people find their group, their people.” 
 
    “Yes,” Fiki said lightly, scooping some hair back from my face. “Some people say that. So why you are nervous?” 
 
    “I don’t have ‘people’.” 
 
    Fiki paused, resting her hands on my shoulders. “You don’t?” 
 
    Just then, a sharp chirping sound issued from Daniel’s bag. 
 
    “Oh.” I looked up in surprise. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Someone is try to call you,” Fiki said as the bag chirped again. 
 
    “Oh. But that’s not my phone—or—info-com thingy. It’s Daniel’s. So, should I answer it? I should probably answer it, right?” 
 
    Fiki gave a shrug. 
 
    Getting up from the chair, I dug the twittering info-com device out of the bag and tried to remember the tapping combination Daniel had used to wake it up. 
 
    “I—I don’t know how to—” 
 
    “Like this.” Fiki leaned over and drummed a few beats onto the touchscreen. 
 
    In the next moment, a holographic image sprouted up from the screen. It was a boy about our age, with a handsome pale face, light brown eyes, and sweeping sunshine-blond hair. The hologram gave him an angelic glow, like his hair, and eyelashes, and the fibers of his clothes were spun from threads of pure light. 
 
    “Daniel!” the boy leaned forward in concern. “Daniel, I’ve been trying to get ahold of you all day! Where on Duna are—oh.” He stopped short as the image came into focus. “You’re not Daniel.” 
 
    “No,” I said, surprised that the boy spoke Lindish. “I’m not.” 
 
    “How come you have Daniel’s info-com device?” The boy had a strange accent that sounded almost British… almost. I didn’t think I had ever heard any accent quite like it. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m… my name is Joan,” I said. 
 
    “Joan?” the boy repeated. “Hold on a second, you were in the letter Robin sent to my mum.” His eyes widened in the little holographic image. “You’re… are you the girl from the other dimension?” 
 
    “That’s her!” Fiki said, popping up over my shoulder. 
 
    “Oh—and who is this?” the boy said, looking past me at the cheerful numu. 
 
    “This is Fiki,” I said. “She’s been helping us—me and Daniel—since we got to the space center.” 
 
    “Well, um—hi Joan, hi Fiki,” the boy waved awkwardly. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m one of Daniel’s old friends from Carytha. My name is Lucian.” 
 
    “Oh, Lucian!” I exclaimed, recognizing the name. “He broke your arm.” 
 
    “Oh.” It was Lucian’s turn to look confused. “Yeah… he told you about that?” 
 
    “It made sense at the time,” I assured him. “Anyway, what did you need to say to Daniel? Is it something I could pass on to him?” 
 
    “I just wanted to check on him,” Lucian said. “We’ve all been trying to get in contact with him, but he wouldn’t answer any of our calls.” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry about that.” I must have slept through the muffled chirping. Either that or Daniel had deliberately not answered earlier. 
 
    “Where is Daniel?” Lucian asked, craning his neck as though hoping to see him over my other shoulder. 
 
    “Right now? I’m not sure,” I said apologetically. “He left a while back to run some errands.” Quite a while back, actually. Now that I thought about it, he should have come back by now, shouldn’t he? Oh god, I hoped the police hadn’t gotten him. I tried not to let the worry show on my face. 
 
    “Well, when you see him, could you tell him his uncle’s looking for him?” 
 
    “Oh—so, he is here?” I said. “Daniel’s uncle is here on Dakkabana?” 
 
    “Aye, he’s been here since yesterday, but he’s not been able to get in contact with Daniel to let him know where to meet him.” 
 
    “I don’t think Daniel wants to meet with his uncle,” I said. 
 
    “Really?” Lucian said. “Because his uncle has the rest of the Firebird files.” 
 
    “Oh.” That might change things. “I think he might not have thought of that. I’ll tell him as soon as I see him.” 
 
    “Let him know his uncle was planning to meet him at the ninth waati at the Pankajeet.” 
 
    “At the what?” 
 
    “It’s a fancy hotel in the outer ring of the Disanka sector. Daniel knows where ‘tis.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay. So, are you here in Dakkabana too?” I asked, thinking it might be nice for Daniel to have another friend around. 
 
    “No,” Lucian said. “No, Leah and I are here, planetside, in Livingston. Daybreak is right on the outskirts of Livingston, so mum thought we should go to the smaller orientation closer to home.” 
 
    Mum. That was right: Lucian was the son of Elleen Elden, the greatest littigi Daniel knew. 
 
    “Lucian, I have a weird question.” 
 
    “Aye?” Lucian said. 
 
    “Was your—is there any way your mom could have been on Earth with us?” 
 
    “What?” Lucian laughed. “Like in the other dimension? No. She’s been here at home with us for the whole time the Thundyils were away.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “I mean, she went to get groceries a few times, but honestly, she doesn’t even do that so oft anymore since her leg’s been bothering her. She’s definitely not gone crime-fighting in any alternate realities.” 
 
    “Okay. I guess you would know.” 
 
    “Wherefore do you ask?” 
 
    “Just—um…” I had never heard anyone use ‘wherefore’ in actual conversation. It threw me, and I took a few seconds to answer. “It’s complicated. You probably want to have Daniel explain it. But we were just trying to narrow our list of suspects.”  
 
    “My mum is one of your suspects?” 
 
    “No,” I said quickly. “No, just—there was a littigi who helped us… we think. We were trying to figure out who it might have been, and Daniel said your mom was the only really good littigi Robin knew.” 
 
    “She is,” Lucian said, “at least, as far as I know. But what about the killer?” He leaned forward. “Have you guys identified him?” 
 
    “No. Not yet. The criminal profiles we have stop around the year 5366.” 
 
    “Really?” Lucian said. “That’s interesting.” 
 
    “Why is that interesting?” 
 
    “Well, that’s the year my mum and Robin went to Hades. They were there from 5366 until 5369. 
 
    “Oh.” I thought back to the dates on the criminal profiles I had looked through. “We don’t have any criminal profiles from those years.” 
 
    “My mum might know something helpful,” Lucian said. “She’s out right now, gathering intel on the Grotta breach, but I’ll ask her when she gets back. In the meantime, tell Daniel… our nyama is with him. We hope he’s back with us soon.” 
 
    “I will.” I nodded. “Thank you for calling. And—I guess, hopefully we’ll see you soon.” 
 
    “See you soon,” Lucian said and the hologram switched off, shrinking back down into the screen. 
 
    “Oh boy,” I breathed, looking up at Fiki. “I guess he doesn’t know I lost Daniel.” 
 
    “How do you mean you lost him?” Fiki said. “He will come back?” 
 
    “I hope so,” I said. “Did you see him or hear from him at all while I was asleep?” 
 
    “No.” Fiki considered me for a moment with her intelligent brown eyes. “You and him take care of each other.” 
 
    “Um… yeah,” I said, though I couldn’t tell if it had been a question, “at least recently.” 
 
    “You must be an important person for him.” 
 
    “What makes you say—um—m-muna i ka a kan?” I stumbled. 
 
    “You have the same paint,” she said, gesturing to the elaborate designs on her own face. 
 
    “Hen, a… he… painted it for me.” 
 
    “Oh?” Fiki raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “A-a kodo ye di?” 
 
    “Awa… on Duna this means friendship or… one-ness. Like to say… one heart and one mind. Most times you will only wear the same paint if for to show you are close, close friends, or you are family. And you only to let your important people paint your face for you.” 
 
    “Oh… well, I’m not sure we’re so ‘one heart, one mind’ right now,” I said, feeling myself wilt as I remembered last night’s shouting match. 
 
    “Why?” Fiki asked. 
 
    “I yelled at him,” I said miserably. “He’s already having such a hard time and I yelled at him. He probably doesn’t even want to talk to me right now.” The idea made me feel lonelier than I had thought possible. “He probably hates me.” 
 
    “If he is your friend, he will forgive you.” 
 
    “I don’t think he will,” I said quietly. Daniel hadn’t been particularly rational or forgiving lately. 
 
    “I think you say some stupid things,” Fiki said and I looked up, surprised at her bluntness. “He will come back and things will be right with you two,” Fiki said with the sort of calm confidence that didn’t leave room for any argument. “It will.” 
 
    I had just opened my mouth to speak again when there was a knock at the door. Fiki and I both looked up nervously. 
 
    “Is anyone awake in there?” a familiar voice called. 
 
    “It’s Daniel!” I exclaimed. 
 
    “You see?” Fiki smiled at me before crossing the room and pulling the door open. 
 
    “Hey, Fiki,” Daniel said in hushed Yammaninke. “Is Joan still asleep or—oh.” His eyes fell on me.  
 
    I stiffened. Would he still be mad, or hurt, or— 
 
    “Hi Joan! You look like you slept well!” 
 
    Or he could just act like none of it had happened. I hadn’t considered that outcome. 
 
    “And where have you been?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” A short shrug. “Doing stuff. Look, I got you your own bag, and a set of paintsticks, and an info-com device and some cases for it. I didn’t know if you’d want blue with stars or black with white flowers, so I got them both. Oh, and Fiki, this is for you”—he deposited a huge bag of colorful sweets on the desk with a thud— “to replace the candy I ate.” 
 
    “Were you awake all night?” I asked, frowning. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You’re wearing the same clothes,” Fiki pointed out. 
 
    “Oh…” Daniel looked down at himself, blinking listlessly, and then took another swig of his drink. 
 
    “What are you drinking?” I asked. 
 
    “Triple-goroji hibiscus juice. This is my fifth can, I think. It’s good. You want some?” 
 
    “No—thanks, I’m okay.” I said, although that explained all his energy. “So, you just spent that whole time shopping and didn’t sleep at all?” 
 
    “No. When I was in the candy store, I saw that Yammanka officer Kente told us to watch out for—Zankare—and I had to hide for a really long time on top of a display shelf while she searched the area. It got really boring and I think I fell asleep for a little bit. I must have because I don’t remember falling off the shelf—just hitting the floor. But Zankare was gone by then, so it was all fine. Did anything interesting happen to you while I was away?” 
 
    “Well, Lucian called.” 
 
    “What?” Daniel fumbled, dropped his juice and just managed to catch it before it hit the floor. Good to know his reflexes were still firing at full speed. “Wha—wh-who said what?” 
 
    “Your childhood friend, Lucian Elden,” I said more slowly. “He called.” 
 
    “What—how? You don’t know Lucian. How’d he call you?” 
 
    “He called your info-com device, which you left in this room.” 
 
    “No,” Daniel said, reaching into his pocket. “My info-com device is right—oh… this is a cookie. Have I been carrying this around all night?” He blinked down at the pastry. “Where did this come from?” 
 
    “Anyway, Lucian said your uncle has been trying to get ahold of you. He’s here to take you back to Livingston.” 
 
    “Yeah, well I don’t want to see my uncle. I’m not meeting with him.” 
 
    “That seems a little childish.” 
 
    “I’m not meeting with him,” Daniel growled more insistently. 
 
    “We might have to if we want to find Killer 31. Lucian said your uncle brought the rest of the Firebird files, so—” 
 
    “What?” Daniel gripped my arm with a crazed look in his eyes—like a hungry animal. “He has the rest of the files? Where? Where are they?” 
 
    “Well—I don’t know for sure, but I think your uncle probably has them with him.” 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “He was going to meet you at the ninth waati at some hotel in the Disanka sector…” 
 
    “The Pankajeet?” Daniel said. 
 
    “I—yes.” That was the one. “How did you know?” 
 
    “It’s the fanciest hotel in the sector,” he said, gathering up the bag with the Firebird files in it. “My uncle wouldn’t be seen anywhere else. Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    “What? Where?” 
 
    “To the Pankajeet,” Daniel said impatiently. “It’s almost nine!” 
 
    “But—I thought—you just said you didn’t want to meet your uncle.” 
 
    “We need those files, Joan! They’re our best chance at identifying Killer 31!” 
 
    “Okay.” It wasn’t a great reason for him to go meet with his uncle, but at least he was agreeing to do it.  
 
    “Quick! Let’s go!” 
 
    “O-okay. I guess—bye, Fiki.” 
 
    “Bye,” Fiki said with an understanding smile. “Don’t find too much trouble.” 
 
    “We’ll try not to,” I laughed. 
 
    The train ride to the Disanka sector was short and mostly quiet. 
 
    “So, what were you doing while you weren’t sleeping?” I asked.  
 
    “Some stuff,” Daniel said. 
 
    “So, when your uncle comes, are you—or are we—going to go back to Duna with him?” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere with him,” Daniel said adamantly. “I just need those files.” 
 
    “Okay.” I was really starting to dread this meeting. “Do you know what you’re going to say to him to convince him to give them to you?” Somehow I doubted glaring and growling at him was going to do the trick. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have to convince him. Dad left them to me. They’re mine.” 
 
    “Okay, so this is going to be fun,” I said dryly. As the train raced on, the gravity increased. I knew it must be because we were making our way further from the central engine, but I could as easily have believed it was the weight of my own apprehension pressing down on me. 
 
    “Why do you hate your uncle so much anyway?” I asked. 
 
    “Because he’s a pompous, selfish jerk without a soul.” 
 
    “Great,” I sighed. 
 
    “This is us,” Daniel said as the train slowed. 
 
    I almost didn’t want to get off the train when the doors opened, I had such a deeply bad feeling about this meeting—but I certainly wasn’t going to leave Daniel alone.  
 
    “Wow,” I said as we stepped out onto a brilliant gold floor beneath intricately-crafted gold arches. “Fancy.” 
 
    “Well, it is the outer ring,” Daniel said. 
 
    Walking felt weird. There was weight on all the joints in my body that I wasn’t used to, like I was wearing a backpack filled with bricks. I wondered if this was what it felt like to walk around for a regular Earthling. Did they feel this heavy all the time? 
 
    “You okay?” Daniel asked as I slowed and put my hands on my knees. 
 
    “Yeah.” I breathed slowly, trying to find focus in the fractal-like mandalas on the floor. “I’m just not used to the gravity here.” 
 
    “Most theonites like it,” Daniel said. “That’s why most of the nicest hotels and conference rooms and stuff are in the outer rings.” 
 
    “Theonites like this? Why?” 
 
    He shrugged. “They just think it feels good, relieves tension. And it proves they’re strong.” 
 
    “Okay.” I straightened up, considering the way my weight shifted over my feet and settled there. “Okay.” I rolled my shoulders and felt them pop softly. “I guess this does feel kind of nice. But what about adyns? What about those sub-theonites without extra strength?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not super fun for them,” Daniel said. “Most of them get serious joint pain if they hang out in the outer rings for more than a gbaati or so. If they’re overweight, they can actually break bones.” 
 
    Wait. So, did that mean that some whole rings of the space center—the nicest rings, Daniel said—were functionally off limits to some people just because they weren’t theonites? 
 
    “Come on,” Daniel said. “The Pankajeet lobby is this way.” 
 
    This level of the space center wasn’t very crowded, but I noticed that almost everyone we passed looked rather like Daniel, with straight black hair and skin ranging from dark brown to sandy tan. Even their facepaint resembled Daniel’s, most of the designs centering on a single dot or string of dots on the forehead. These were Disanka people, Daniel’s people. 
 
    I caught snatches of what sounded like Yammaninke as we passed clusters of conversing people, but most of them seemed to be speaking Disanka, which I couldn’t understand at all. Passing near a group of them, I felt the nyama radiating from their powerful bodies. It was every bit as fiery as the nyama I had felt among the Yammanka tajaka in the temple, but it had a different flavor to it. It was smoother, smokier, more like Daniel’s. 
 
    The other thing I noticed was that everyone here was immaculately dressed, in gold-trimmed robes and wraps as richly colored as the walls around them. As nice as my new clothes were, I felt underdressed in these lavish halls. As we passed a pair of women with beautiful black paint around their eyes, one of them muttered something to the other and both turned to look at me with matching disapproval. It was the kind of look people in my town gave someone if their kid was being too loud in a restaurant, or they brought a dog into a place where no pets were allowed. 
 
    “I didn’t wrap my hair,” I said, suddenly self-conscious. Fiki hadn’t figured out what to do with my hair before we were interrupted by Lucian’s call. Not that a hair wrap would do anything to hide my conspicuously pale skin. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Daniel said. “It doesn’t matter if anyone notices. Even the Yammanka police can’t arrest us here. This is the Disanka sector. It’s my turf, not theirs.” 
 
    “But… I look weird,” I said, glancing back at the two women. 
 
    “You look like you,” Daniel said. “It’s fine. Anyway, we’re here.” 
 
    The richly patterned doors to the Pankajeet Hotel looked like the doors to some kind of ancient palace, but they were automatic, parting before us as we approached. As we walked through, I felt my eyes widen. 
 
    I didn’t know anything about Disanka architecture or interior decorating, but it couldn’t get much more spectacular than this. The floor shimmered with flower petal fractals that made it seem like we were walking on an endlessly unfolding blossom. Blue and green glass peacock feathers overlapped one another to form the chamber’s translucent walls. The curving feathers and floor patterns all followed an inward swirl toward the lobby’s centerpiece: a gold and glass fountain in the shape of a lotus. Flames fluttered from the center of the flower and sheets of water tumbled from its petals into a broad basin that caught the firelight at all the right angles. A strategically-placed mirror on the ceiling revealed that, from above, the fountain’s eight petals and sun-like lines of fire formed the same shape as the lotus mandala on the Disanka flags outside. 
 
    “Told you it was fancy,” Daniel said when he saw me gaping. 
 
    On the near side of the fountain, a dark man in a long robe perched on the edge of the basin with a small group of people gathered around him. As we drew closer, I saw that the man was playing some kind of stringed instrument with a long neck and a rounded body with two wooden posts protruding upward from the top. His hands gripped those posts, while his thumbs played at the strings with speed and grace that could only come from theonite hands. I only caught a few trickling notes off the strange instrument before the musician’s eyes came to rest on Daniel and his lightning thumbs stilled on the strings. 
 
    “And he is here,” he said serenely. “They are both here.” 
 
    The listeners turned to face us. Voices filled with relief exclaimed, “Daniel! It’s you!” The musician stood, slinging his instrument to his shoulder, as the others rushed to meet us. 
 
    The group wasn’t at all what I had expected. Including the musician, three of them were dark-skinned Yammankalu in long robes. The rest were white men in matching plain red uniforms. Not one of them looked like they could be related to Daniel. 
 
    “Daniel!” One of the white men ran ahead of the others and directly into Daniel, wrapping him up in a hug. “Thank the Falleke, you’re here! You’re safe!” 
 
    Daniel raised his hands haltingly, his fingers brushing against the man’s sleeves as though considering hugging him back but not quite certain. He ended up awkwardly patting the man’s arms. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, Aaron.” Daniel looked like he wanted to smile but couldn’t quite do it. 
 
    Aaron looked to be middle aged—probably a little older than Robin—with faintly graying brown hair and smile lines around his brown eyes. From the way he looked at Daniel—that distinct mixture of fondness, and sadness, and pride—I got the feeling this man had known him since he was little. 
 
    “Welcome, Thundyil Kama,” the musician said in faintly accented Lindish as the rest of the group caught up. “We’re all thankful you are here with us.” 
 
    “Be you alright?” The white man called Aaron released Daniel to hold him at arm’s length and look him up and down. “You look like you’re injured.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Daniel said dismissively. “But what about you? Why are you here in the outer ring? He didn’t actually make you stay here with him, did he?” 
 
    “No, no,” Aaron said. “Thundyil Kama put us up in a nice hotel in one of the middle rings. We all just wanted to be here for this—for you.” 
 
    “Aaron, you didn’t have to do that.” 
 
    “Yes we did,” one of the other white men said. “Thought you we’d not be here to greet you?” 
 
    The servants spoke in that same halfway British—almost Shakespearian—accent as Lucian, only theirs was thicker. There was something enchanting about it, like I was listening to echoes of a past age. And I had to wonder why they spoke like that. Was there a place on Duna where the Lindish language had frozen in time—or mixed in strange ways to create this hybrid of modern and Elizabethan speech? However it had come to be, it prompted a swell of warmth and familiarity in my chest. It reminded me of my grandpa and the smell of books. 
 
    “Well… thank you,” Daniel said, looking around at the gathered servants. “It’s good to see all of you.” 
 
    “How be you—” one of the men began, but Daniel interrupted before he could finish. 
 
    “Aaron, how are the kids?” 
 
    “It’s—they—they be well, Kama, thank you for asking. But you—” 
 
    “Madison is starting school this year, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Aye.” Aaron gave a smile that was somehow both touched and heart-broken at the same time. “Now, Daniel Kama, saw you a doctor ere you started running about? You look like you be—” 
 
    “Oh, I almost forgot to introduce all of you!” Daniel exclaimed. “Aaron, everyone, this is my new friend, Joan.” He stepped to the side, indicating me. “We’re adopting her.” 
 
    “What?” Aaron said as the others exchanged looks of surprise. 
 
    “She took the name Thundyil on her new citizenship forms and school documents, so she’s technically part of the family now.” 
 
    “She’s—what—so… want we to ask where she came from?” Aaron asked. 
 
    “No,” Daniel said brightly. “Joan, this is the household.” 
 
    “The household?” I repeated. 
 
    “Yeah. These are some of the servants who work at my uncle’s house and put up with him all the time—Aaron, Kanya, Sam, and Bori.” He introduced each of the white people in turn before turning to the three Yammankalu. “Then this is my uncle’s numu, Mani Koumbia. This is Suraya Kuyasse, and his apprentice Sadiki Tirama. They’re my uncle’s jaseliwu.” 
 
    “Oh.” I looked again at the three Yammankalu. The numu wore a dangling steel earring similar to Fiki’s copper earring and Kente’s glass one. The older jaseli—the one with the instrument—was a tall wiry man with an unreadable half-smile. His apprentice, Sadiki Tirama, was a young woman with a frizz of black hair and sharp dark eyes that seemed to take in everything around her with careful scrutiny. Both jaseliwu were dressed in long robes like the performers in the temple. 
 
    Daniel had said that a jaseli’s trade was the voice, so what did that mean exactly? Did these people in their nicely trimmed robes speak for Daniel’s uncle? Did they advise him? Or were they just lavishly-dressed musicians? Kuyasse had that harp-like instrument and a pair of spidery hands that looked like they were made to play strings. His apprentice also carried what looked like an instrument case slung over her shoulder, but when my eyes travelled to her hands, I realized that she couldn’t possibly be a musician; her left hand was deformed, missing half of her ring finger above the second knuckle. The middle finger was bent at an awkward angle, like it had broken and never healed properly. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, child,” the older jaseli—Kuyasse—said to me, drawing my attention away from the apprentice’s mangled hand. “We’ve all heard—” 
 
    “Yeah, you’ll have plenty of time to get to know each other later,” Daniel interrupted, prompting the apprentice jaseli to throw him a nasty look. “Right now I need something from you.” He paused, glancing around the hotel lobby to make sure no one was listening. But strangely enough, there wasn’t another soul in the chamber.  
 
    “No unwelcome ears here,” Kuyasse said in response to the look of confusion on Daniel’s face. “Your uncle rented out the entire hotel so we could speak without fear or distraction.” 
 
    “Of course, he did,” Daniel muttered. “In that case, I need the rest of my dad’s stuff. Give it to me.” 
 
    “Your dad’s stuff?” Kuyasse repeated. 
 
    “You know what I’m talking about,” Daniel said with an impatient but meaningful look at the jaseli. “I need it now.” 
 
    “Now?” Kuyasse said. “You know, Thundyil Kama, the bird who tried to fly the nest without fledging both wings—” 
 
    “I get it. Thanks for your input,” Daniel said coldly. 
 
    “Daniel Kama, that’s no way to speak to your jaseli,” Aaron scolded. “What need you from him that’s so important?” 
 
    “That’s none of your business, Aaron,” Daniel said. “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “Well, whate’er ‘tis, I’m sure it can wait until after the funeral,” Aaron said. 
 
    That was when I realized that Aaron didn’t know. He didn’t know about Robin’s secret identity, or the real circumstances of his murder. Judging from the mixed looks of confusion and concern on the faces of the rest of the servants, none of them knew. That was why Daniel and Kuyasse were speaking in code—birds and fledging—instead of saying anything outright. 
 
    “So, do you have the records or not?” Daniel asked Kuyasse. 
 
    “We have everything he left behind,” Kuyasse said, “all the files you need to make you a pair of wings.” 
 
    “Where?” Daniel demanded. 
 
    “They’re with your uncle. If you want them, he’s the one you’ll have to convince.” 
 
    “They’re not his!” Daniel protested. “They’re mine. Dad wanted me to have them.” 
 
    “He also wanted his son and his brother to have peace with each other,” Kuyasse said calmly. “I think that should come first.” 
 
    “Great. You can go tell him that everything is all good and get the files.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s something you’re going to have to do yourself.” Kuyasse nodded toward the fountain. A man in a dark robe was approaching, rounding the edge of the basin. “He’s here.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen:  
 
    Family Business 
 
      
 
    The man emerged from behind the sheets of water and I felt my breath stop in my throat. It was Robin. Only not. Not at all. 
 
    Rakesh Thundyil’s features may have been identical to his brother’s, but he carried himself with a rigid air of importance that was distinctly un-Robin-like. The corners of his mouth seemed to be drawn downwards in a permanent expression of distaste and the lines of white paint that looked so pretty on some only served to make him look cross. He wore a black robe with bogolan patterns down the front. In the twisting pattern, I found intertwined serpents, the symbol of royalty. 
 
    “Namaste.” The humorless clone of Robin put his hands together and inclined his head slightly towards his nephew. 
 
    “Namaste,” Daniel mumbled, doing the same. 
 
    I waited—everyone waited, holding their breath—for one of them to speak. I was thankful for the rush of fire and water from the lotus fountain. It was the only sound breaking up the tension of what would otherwise have been complete silence as Mr. Thundyil stared down at his nephew and Daniel refused to meet his eyes. 
 
    “Well, one of you has to talk first,” Kuyasse said in a voice as clear and calm as the water. “I will not do it for you.” 
 
    “Sixteen waatinu,” Mr. Thundyil said.  
 
    “What?” Daniel looked up, confused. 
 
    “Sixteen waatinu, you’ve been aboard this space center,” Mr. Thundyil said, “not even a day and you’ve managed to vandalize a hospital room, break half a dozen bones, and get on the wrong side of not one but two law enforcement agencies. Do you have any idea the kind of trouble I’m going to have to go to to clean up this mess you’ve made?” 
 
    “You mean you’ll have to reach into your pocket for two dinmanu to get some money to throw at some important people?” 
 
    “Likely a lot of money. What do you have to say for yourself?” 
 
    “That it was worth it,” Daniel said resolutely. 
 
    “Oh was it?” His uncle raised his eyebrows. “Is that what you think? It was worth it to put your life and the lives of others in danger to protect your father’s idiotic—” 
 
    “Fankama,” Kuyasse interrupted, “perhaps this is not something to discuss right at the moment.” 
 
    “Right.” Mr. Thundyil blinked and looked around as though just now noticing the rest of the group standing there. “Why are all of you here anyway?” he demanded, looking accusingly at the servants. “I don’t remember telling you to come.” 
 
    “We just wanted to—” 
 
    “Get out,” Mr. Thundyil said coldly. “All of you, except Kuyasse, leave us.” 
 
    “Thundyil Kama—” Aaron started, but a single look from Mr. Thundyil silenced him. 
 
    “I never asked you to be here, and I don’t need any of you giving yourself gravity-induced injuries. Sadiki.” He turned to the younger jaseli. 
 
    “Nnse?” 
 
    “See that the servants board a train back to the middle ring. I don’t want anyone complaining that they can’t carry the luggage later.” 
 
    Sadiki looked to Kuyasse, who gave her a short nod. “Yes, Kama,” she said and motioned for the servants to follow her. 
 
    Kuyasse put a hand on Sadiki’s shoulder. “Don’t go far,” I heard him say in a low voice. “I will call if we need you.” 
 
    So apparently, the older jaseli was staying with us as some kind of moderator. That at least made me feel a little better. He had such a calm, kind face, maybe he would be able to keep Daniel from going for his uncle’s throat—though my hopes weren’t high. 
 
    “Good luck, Daniel Kama,” Sadiki said as she ducked past the two of us. 
 
    And why did it feel like Daniel was being sent to the principal’s office for detention? He had just lost his father. Wasn’t his family supposed to support him through that? Or at the very least not yell at him for it? 
 
    As Sadiki and the white men moved away, Mr. Thundyil fixed his disapproving stare on me. “This one too,” he said coldly. 
 
    “No.” Daniel stepped in front of me. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Joan knows all the secrets; she was there. She’s part of the family. If Kuyasse stays, so does she.” 
 
    Mr. Thundyil exchanged a glance with Kuyasse. The jaseli gave him a small nod and he turned his gaze back on me. “Fine. Be as careless as you like with your friends and your secrets. It doesn’t matter to me.” 
 
    “So,” Kuyasse said before Daniel could respond to his uncle’s blatant rudeness, “now can you explain to us? Why were the police after you?” 
 
    “I’m not completely sure,” Daniel said, looking at the jaseli rather than his uncle. “It’s about Dad. Someone reported him missing and—” 
 
    “I reported him missing,” Mr. Thundyil said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That was part of the plan. I reported his absence to the police right after I had my people set up the scene.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Daniel asked. “What scene?” 
 
    “The scene of Robin’s death, of course. It won’t have reached the news reports yet, but police have already found his body on the bank of the Livingston River. No signs of foul play. It seems he simply had a misstep on a poorly-lit bridge, hit his head during the fall and drowned in the current. He never was a very good swimmer.” 
 
    So Rakesh Thundyil had had a fake body and a whole scene ready to go as soon as he heard about his brother’s death? I didn’t know whether I should be impressed or horrified. Maybe a bit of both. It was a clever bit of foresight. Faking a non-violent civilian death for Robin was probably the best way to ensure no one ever found out that he was—or had been—a crime-fighter. Even with Dunian technology, putting together a fake body and autopsy couldn’t be easy. Of course, the moment I tried to picture it, I saw Robin’s real death, his frozen sightless eyes. I found him staring out of his twin’s face and had to look at the floor. 
 
    “Wow,” Daniel sounded as disturbed as I felt. “You really had this all planned out didn’t you? How long have you been planning for him to—to—” 
 
    “To get himself killed?” Mr. Thundyil said. “Since we were six years old, and I’ve had a wide array of fake versions of his death set up since he started fighting crime.”  
 
    “But how?” I couldn’t help but ask—even though I knew I was intruding on an already sensitive conversation. “How do you fake something like that?” 
 
    “We run the country’s biggest law firm, Ms. Messi,” Kuyasse said. “We’ve covered up tougher situations than this for our clients.” 
 
    “You—you what?” 
 
    “You should be thanking me,” Mr. Thundyil said to Daniel as though neither Kuyasse nor I had spoken. “I didn’t have to go to all this trouble to cover up Robin’s real death. I could have just let the missing persons case stretch on indefinitely, but thanks to my efforts, all your father’s secrets will be preserved.” 
 
    “Sure,” Daniel said flatly. “Thanks for keeping a decoy corpse of my dad on standby. That’s not creepy at all.” 
 
    “Wait, wait,” I said, relieved to find an excuse to interrupt before the tension escalated. “You said you guys set it up so there were no signs of foul play?” I looked from Mr. Thundyil to Kuyasse. “It was supposed to look like an accident?” 
 
    “Yes,” Mr. Thundyil said impatiently. 
 
    “And the police would know that right?” 
 
    “Obviously,” he said, looking at me as though concerned Daniel had befriended a complete idiot. 
 
    “Well then how come the police are investigating it like it’s murder?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” Daniel took that as an invitation to turn an accusing glare up at his uncle. “How come the police said I was a murder suspect?” Daniel demanded, and it was his uncle’s turn to look confused. 
 
    “You’re not. You shouldn’t be. We arranged an alibi for you.” 
 
    “Well, apparently you didn’t do a very good job because those jerks are saying I’m suspected of killing him for the inheritance.” 
 
    “We did an airtight job,” Mr. Thundyil frowned. “Tell me where to find these so-called police. I will deal with them.” 
 
    “No,” Daniel snapped. 
 
    “But—Daniel…” I started. Surely Mr. Thundyil, with his scary face, sharp robe, and bottomless resources, could shut down the investigation against us without much trouble. Half our problems would be solved. 
 
    But Daniel just glowered up at his uncle and said, “No thanks. I think we’ve had enough of your ‘help’ today.” 
 
    “And I’ve had enough of your disrespectful tone. You should show a little gratitude. I’ve agreed to shelter you and this little… friend you picked up out of my duty to my family. I will clean up this mess you’ve made here in Dakkabana out of respect for the law enforcement officers and civilians you’ve inconvenienced with your reckless stupidity. I’ve already sold your father’s embarrassment of a house, so you needn’t worry about—” 
 
    “Wait. You what?” Daniel’s hands tightened into fists. 
 
    “I just said that I sold the house.” 
 
    “What do you mean, you sold the house?” Orange flames crackled from between Daniel’s fingers. “You can’t do that!” 
 
    Mr. Thundyil raised his eyebrows. “I’m afraid it’s already done.” 
 
    “Well undo it then!” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous, nephew. I have just done you a great favor by—” 
 
    “You’re not doing anyone a favor but yourself, you greedy jerk! H-how could you just—that’s our house! I grew up in that house!” 
 
    “How dare you!” Mr. Thundyil’s voice rose, as did the general temperature. 
 
    Kuyasse quietly took a few calculated steps back from the angry tajakalu. 
 
    “How dare you!” Mr. Thundyil growled again. “You selfish, ungrateful—” 
 
    “Oh, I’m selfish?” Daniel snarled. “I’m not the one who just sold someone else’s house without even asking!” 
 
    “Stop,” Kuyasse said before the heat rose to flames. “I would rather you discuss this face to face like koronu, but if you can’t do that without coming to blows, I will insist that you do it through me.” 
 
    “Fine by me,” Daniel said savagely, “but I’m not leaving without Dad’s files.” 
 
    “What?” Mr. Thundyil said. 
 
    “Don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about. My dad left his Firebird files to me, but I’m missing some.” 
 
    “I’m aware,” Mr. Thundyil said, “and I have the rest of those files right here.” He reached into the folds of his robe and produced a sleek briefcase-like bag. 
 
    “Great.” Daniel started forward. “Give them to me, and I’ll leave, and we can never talk to each other again.” 
 
    “Not so fast.” Mr. Thundyil held up a hand. “I’m happy to hand over your files—Kiye knows I have no use for them—but I’m going to need you to do some things for me first.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Daniel said indignantly. 
 
    “If you want me to hand over these records, you will apologize to whatever police you have crossed, submit to questioning, and feed them whatever story Kuyasse devises for you. Then you will come back to Carytha with us and act the good, grieving son at your father’s funeral without making any more trouble.” 
 
    “Basically you just want to protect your own precious reputation.” 
 
    “Someone has to protect the Thundyil name with idiots like you dragging it through the mud at every—” 
 
    “What your uncle means to say,” Kuyasse cut in pointedly before Daniel’s mounting rage could turn to flame, “is that we just need to put this mess behind us and lay your father to rest with the dignity he deserves.” 
 
    “You mean with the fake, xuro story the two of you cooked up for the cameras,” Daniel spat. “Well, too bad for you, I’m not going along with any of it.”  
 
    “Then I suppose I’m going to have to keep these files,” Mr. Thundyil said. 
 
    “They’re not yours to keep!” Daniel said angrily. “Dad left them to me! He wanted me to have them!” 
 
    “Your father is dead,” Mr. Thundyil said so bluntly it felt like a fist to the face, “so for once, let’s leave what he wanted out of this.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” Daniel demanded. “You can’t disrespect his last wishes like that! What are you even going to do with those files, anyway? Use them to blackmail people for your rich clients? Auction them off to the highest bidder? After you sold his house, why not his life’s work?” 
 
    “His life’s work?” Mr. Thundyil bared his teeth, his voice filled with anger to match Daniel’s. “His ‘life’s work’ is what got him killed!” 
 
    “He was doing good.” 
 
    “He was chasing a stupid, childish vision of the world that only ever existed in his head. And he made everyone around him suffer for it. He was selfish!” 
 
    “Don’t talk about him that way!” 
 
    “Too thin-skinned to listen to the truth?” Mr. Thundyil said, his cold demeanor breaking into all out malice. “I suppose this is to be expected. Your father also liked to pretend to be brave while turning and running from reality. I see he raised you to be as much of a coward as he was.” 
 
    Daniel started forward with a growl in his throat and fire in his hands. I grabbed his searing arm with both hands, and he stopped just short of springing at his uncle. “My father was not a coward!” 
 
    “Really? I suppose that’s why he left you a letter about his death rather than facing you and telling you himself.”  
 
    It was the cruelest thing he could have said. I felt my own hands tightening on Daniel’s arm in a mixture of anger and apprehension as Daniel went deathly, terrifyingly silent beside me.  
 
    “Your father was so selfish and spineless that he couldn’t even be bothered to look his own son in the face when he—” 
 
    “Rakesh,” Kuyasse cut in. It was the first time I had heard anyone call the man by his first name. It seemed to jar him enough to yank his attention from Daniel to the jaseli. “That is enough!” 
 
    In a split second, all the venom Mr. Thundyil had been directing at Daniel turned on the jaseli. “I didn’t ask you to speak!” 
 
    “You asked me to mediate,” the jaseli said, calm even in the face of Mr. Thundyil’s mounting nyama. “I am mediating.” 
 
    “Don’t talk back to me!” Mr. Thundyil took a threatening step toward the jaseli. “I am the head of this family—its only head now, you understand? You can’t talk back to me in the name of representing Robin anymore. You work for me, only me. That means you speak for me or not at all! Do you understand?”  
 
    I was trying to figure out if Kuyasse was shocked, angry… more than anything he looked sad. “Do you?” he said so quietly it barely registered over the echoing rush of the fountain. 
 
    “Shut up!” Mr. Thundyil snarled. “You don’t get to question me!” 
 
    “Hey!” Daniel exclaimed, now sounding as scandalized as he was furious. “You can’t talk to him that way! He’s your jaseli! What in the Three Realms is wrong with you?” 
 
    “Daniel Kama, don’t.” Kuyasse looked sideways at Daniel with the smallest shake of his head. “You should go.” 
 
    “Not without my files!” Daniel shouted. 
 
    “You should go,” Kuyasse repeated. 
 
    “You’ll speak when I command it!” Mr. Thundyil practically spit flames in Kuyasse’s face. “And you!” He turned on Daniel. “You disrespectful, ungrateful little brat, I’m going to make sure you never see one page of your father’s precious—” 
 
    But at that moment, Daniel darted forward. I wasn’t fast enough to stop him and apparently, neither were the two adults because in a moment, he had snatched the briefcase from his uncle’s unprepared hands. 
 
    “Yeah, nice try!” He turned to smirk at his uncle, the briefcase clutched to his chest. “Dad always said you were the slow one.”  
 
    “How dare you!” Mr. Thundyil roared. “Give those back this instant!” He lunged forward and seized his nephew’s shoulder. He couldn’t have known of course, but that shoulder was still recovering from having ice driven through it. I saw Daniel’s face contort in pain. 
 
    “Get off me!” He turned on one foot and slammed the heel of the other straight back into his uncle’s stomach. 
 
    With an almost comical, “Oof!” Mr. Thundyil stumbled backwards, flailed for a moment, and then fell backwards into the fountain basin with a colossal splash. 
 
    “Ha! Now who’s a lousy swimmer, xayake?” Daniel was at my side in an instant. “Come on!” He grabbed my arm and we raced away. 
 
     “Wait!” Kuyasse called after us, “Daniel Kama, don’t run!” but we were already sprinting for the exit. 
 
    We came up on the hotel’s bedazzled doors so fast we almost crashed into them before they managed to open for us. 
 
    “Jesus, Daniel!” I exclaimed as we careened out into the hall and scrambled past some startled passers-by. “Wha—you—Jesus!” I didn’t know if I was more horrified by his sudden violence or how little he had been exaggerating when he called his uncle a jerk. “You…” I finally came out with, “Did you really have to kick him?” 
 
    “Yes,” Daniel tucked the briefcase under one arm and pulled me off down a narrow side hallway. 
 
    “Was that really the best thing to do?” 
 
    “Made me feel better.” 
 
    “So, what—what now?” I asked. “We’re just going to run away from your family too?” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    “So, what? You’re just going to never talk to your uncle again? How— What are we going to do about the police? Where are you going to live? The funeral—” 
 
    “I don’t care about that right now. We’ll figure it out later.” 
 
    “Daniel, wait.” I tugged at his arm, slowing him from a run to more of a speed-walk as we turned into another hallway. “I don’t think this is right. Yeah, your uncle, he’s—he’s a huge jerk,” I conceded. “I get why you would never want to talk to him again. But those other people back there, it seems like they really want to help you.” 
 
    “We don’t need their help.” 
 
    “But Daniel—” 
 
    “They all work for my uncle. We can’t trust any of them. The servants, the jaseliwu, they all—ahh!” Daniel stopped in his tracks with a start. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, but when I looked up, I saw someone blocking our path. 
 
    It was Kuyasse’s apprentice jaseli, Sadiki. She was winded and a little disheveled, but she had a determined look on her face as she planted herself in the middle of the narrow hallway before us.  
 
    “Sadiki!” Daniel exclaimed. “Wha… what are you doing?”  
 
    “My jakama called to say someone should probably catch up with you two,” she said. Like Kuyasse, she had a hint of a Yammaninke accent, but she spoke Lindish with the ease of a native speaker. “I was the closest, so I came.” 
 
    “But how did you get here so fast?” Daniel asked. It couldn’t be easy to run in those robes. 
 
    Ignoring the question, the jaseli raised her hands. “Listen, Thundyil Kama… I can see that you’re angry—and judging by the way your uncle has been acting, you probably have good reason be. But running away from us is not the way. It won’t help you solve your case, and it won’t make things right with your uncle—” 
 
    “I don’t care about making things right with him!” Daniel spat. “I don’t care if I never see him again. I have what I want. Now, get out of my way.” 
 
    “I’m not going to do that.”  
 
    “Now!” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Thundyil—” 
 
    “Call me Thundyil Kama one more time!” Daniel snarled. 
 
    Sadiki paused but she did not budge. When she spoke again her voice was deliberate and strong. “Whether you like it or not, you are a Thundyil, and this is your family.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be part of this family.” 
 
    “When you come of age, you can move out, far away from your uncle. When you come into your own and build your own circle, you can choose whatever jaseliwu and numuwu you like. None of us will stop you. But until then, Kuyasse Kama and I are your jaseliwu—and your uncle is your guardian. Until then, we are your family.” 
 
    “No you’re not! You’re a bunch of lying scumbags, and I don’t want any part of what you do!” 
 
    “I don’t know what your father tells you about us, Daniel Kama, but we are not criminals. You have to believe me, we are trying to help you.” 
 
    “Wow, you’ve been Kuyasse’s apprentice how long now? Two years? And your skills of persuasion are still that bad? You need to get better at arguing.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to argue with you,” Sadiki said with a touch of annoyance in her voice. “You’re the one trying to pick a fight.” 
 
    “Yeah, you keep telling yourself that.” 
 
    “I don’t have to,” Sadiki said. “You just kicked your uncle in the sternum.” 
 
    “Is that supposed to convince me to come with you?” Daniel said. “So someone can try to arrest me for that too? You really do suck at persuasion. You’d think with a defective hand like yours you’d be a little better at using your voice.” 
 
    Something in Sadiki’s eyes went hard and cold. “Why are you trying to goad me to anger?” she demanded. “I’m no koro; your uncle is not your enemy; there is no one here for you to fight. There is nothing to run away from.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So why are you running?” she demanded. 
 
    Daniel didn’t answer. 
 
    “Please, Daniel, for your father’s peace, come with us. Let us help you.”  
 
    “I don’t need your help.” 
 
    “You know that’s not true, Daniel. You are in danger. Your secrets are in danger. When I was escorting the servants to the train, we ran into some Yammanka guards who asked about you. If you go off on your own, sooner or later, they will catch you.” 
 
    “As if they can catch me,” Daniel scoffed. 
 
    “And our adopted Thundyil there?” Sadiki asked, nodding toward me. “Is she a fighter? Can she run like you can? How does she like being chased and shot at?” 
 
    “She’s strong. She doesn’t mind, right Joan?” Daniel turned to me expectantly. 
 
    “I…” I gave Daniel an apologetic look I knew he wouldn’t accept. “I’m actually with her.” 
 
    “Thank you!” Sadiki said with a flailing gesture of exasperation. “She’s a smart one, Daniel. I’m glad we’re keeping her. Now listen to your smart friend and come with me before—” 
 
    “Daniel Thundyil,” a sharp voice said and Sadiki slapped a hand over her face. “You’re under arrest.” 
 
    “Falleke give me strength,” Sadiki muttered into her hand and dragged it down her face. 
 
    It wasn’t a big group of guards that emerged around the corner, but a solitary figure, a dark-skinned Yammanka girl with her hair done up in pretty loops at the back of her head. She couldn’t be much older than Daniel or I, but there were familiar lines of white paint across her eyes and she wore a Yammanka security uniform. She was a real guard, just a young one. 
 
    “Don’t run,” Sadiki looked sternly at Daniel. “Thundyil Kama, don’t run. She’s law enforcement. We’ll figure this out.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to figure out.” The young security guard’s voice was strong but I noticed the faintest shaking of her hand as it moved to her spear. She was nervous. “He and his friend are under arrest and they’re coming with me.” 
 
    She was tall, bigger than me or Daniel, and broader in the shoulders—but she was still just a kid. Daniel could take her. Maybe. She did look very solid. 
 
    Sadiki, unarmed as she was, seemed less impressed as she looked the girl up and down. “And you are?” 
 
    “Bamako Kiita,” the girl said fiercely. “I’m a Yammanka security guard.” 
 
    “Junior security guard, I’m guessing,” the jaseli said. 
 
    The girl was silent, her jaw clenched. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Sadiki said. “A junior guard doesn’t have the authority to make arrests.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Kiita said, “but I have orders from my superior to apprehend these two if I see them.” 
 
    “And who, may I ask, is your superior?” 
 
    “Lieutenant Binta Zankare,” Kiita said. “She’s on her way up here now.” 
 
    “Good,” Sadiki said.  
 
    “Good?” Daniel repeated, incredulous. 
 
    “Yes,” Sadiki said calmly. “Now we can settle this with real law enforcement like the responsible citizens we are. Koro Kiita, if you could kindly not draw your spear and Daniel Kama, if you could kindly stay put, the four of us are going to wait here until Lieutenant Zankare arrives.” She pulled out an info-com device and tapped at it with lightning-quick fingers as she continued speaking. “I am messaging my jakama right now to request that he join us for a talk with your lieutenant—” 
 
    “No!” Daniel said angrily. “We don’t need his help!” 
 
    “Really?” Sadiki raised her eyebrows at Daniel. “So you have a plan to resolve this situation in a diplomatic, non-violent fashion?” 
 
    “I’m not waiting here for your corrupt jakama,” Daniel growled at Sadiki, “or your crazy lieutenant,” he added with a glare at Kiita. “Come on, Joan. We’re leaving.” 
 
    “If you run, I’ll have to stop you,” Kiita warned with a hungry look on her face like she was rather hoping he would try it. 
 
    “Daniel,” I said in a low voice as he glowered at Sadiki. “Maybe we should just wait here and let them fix this. It’s not like—” 
 
    “No,” he said. “We’re leaving.” 
 
    In a burst of heat, Kiita had darted around Sadiki to block our path down the hall. “You’re not going anywhere.”  
 
    “Koroden,” Sadiki said, “please don’t act rashly. You don’t know what you’re—” 
 
    “Don’t ‘koroden’ me, jaseli,” Kiita snapped. “I don’t tell you how to do your job; don’t tell me how to do mine.” 
 
    “You’re going to want to move, Kiita,” Daniel warned. “I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “Hurt me?” The junior security guard let out laugh that might have been charming if she didn’t have a hand on her spear. “You’re confident, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t, Koro Kiita,” Sadiki said warningly. “I know he doesn’t look like much right now but if you attack him, he will take you apart.” 
 
    It was the wrong thing to say. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Kiita said, brown eyes sparking. “I’ll take my chances.” 
 
    I felt Sadiki’s hand around my arm—surprisingly strong despite the missing finger. “Back,” she said, using that bruising grip to pull me away from Daniel. “Step back.” 
 
    That was all the warning I got before the two koronu sprang at each other. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen:  
 
    The Color of Power 
 
      
 
    The exchange of blows was lightning fast and palpably forceful, shaking the hallway with the clash of nyama against nyama. Sadiki had pulled me clear of any real danger, but the heat still hit me in a blunt wave, rushing up my sleeves and blowing my hair back. 
 
    Kiita’s movements were hard and ruthless. Every one looked like it would shatter bone if it connected. She was fast, but Daniel was faster. He dodged each blow and came back just as hard with fists, knees, and elbows. Somewhere in the blur of movement, Kiita apparently got tired of taking punches and drew her spear. She swung the weapon in a low arc at Daniel, who jumped just in time to avoid having his legs swept out from under him. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we stop him?” I asked, turning to Sadiki. 
 
    “I tried,” Sadiki sighed as Daniel dodged another sweep of the spear and grabbed onto the shaft with both hands. “Koronu will be koronu.” 
 
    Daniel did some kind of twisty move in an attempt to disarm the girl. She put up muscled resistance and the two fighters ended up with their arms tangled up around the spear, locked together. Daniel found good footing, planted, and pushed her back, back until she slammed into the wall. She hit the glass so hard I was sure she must at least be stunned but she bounced back with a vicious head-butt, ramming her forehead into Daniel’s. His head snapped back and she cranked their locked arms around, flipping him over. The move should have landed Daniel flat on his back but, being Daniel, he twisted in midair and landed on his feet. 
 
    There was a crackle of sparks from Kiita’s fingers; she thrust a hand out, and fire exploded from her palm—white, and gold, and hotter than any flame I had ever produced. With Kiita’s fire blazing toward him, Daniel threw his own hand out, countering with his own blast of orange fire. Orange met white and both burst into yellow shreds of flame. 
 
    For a moment, I couldn’t figure out how Daniel had stopped fire with fire. Then I remembered: fonya. There had been a gust of wind behind those orange flames. Kiita used the dispersing fire as a cover, thrusting her spear through the smoke at Daniel. He reacted just in time, side-stepping the spear-tip before it could plunge into his leg. Before Kiita got a chance to pull the weapon back, Daniel brought his foot down on the shaft. With her hands still fastened around the spear, Kiita was pulled down too. As she lurched forward, Daniel brought his knee up, directly into her face. The hard thud made me flinch. 
 
    “Koronu will be koronu,” Sadiki murmured again. 
 
    As Kiita reeled back, dizzied by the impact, Daniel hooked the toe of one shoe under the shaft of the spear and flipped the weapon into his hands. 
 
    “Sorry, n’teriyaa,” he said. “Good fight.” With a deft twirl, he brought the shaft of the spear cracking across Kiita’s shoulders. The girl went down. 
 
    In a moment, he had cast the spear aside and grabbed my arm. “Run!” he said urgently. “Run now!” 
 
    Following him had become more of an automatic response than a conscious decision. At the tug of his hand, my legs started moving, faster, faster, as fast as they would go just to keep up with him. 
 
    “Daniel!” Sadiki’s angry voice rang through the hall after us. “What are you running from?” 
 
    He didn’t have an answer—but run we did. We ran, and ran, and didn’t stop until we were safely aboard a train, speeding away from the Disanka sector. 
 
    “So…” I said when I had regained my breath. “That went well.” 
 
    “It did,” Daniel said, and when I looked at him I was appalled to find him smiling. “We got the files from my uncle and I finally got a good fight.” There was a lump swelling above his eye where the girl’s head had hit his. “What did she say her name was? Bamako Kiita? She was good.” 
 
    “You still took her down pretty fast,” I said, unable to keep the grudging admiration out of my voice. People kept telling me Daniel was a good fighter, but this was the first time I had seen him in combat with one of his peers—and he had destroyed her in barely twenty seconds. As horrified as I was, I couldn’t help but be impressed. 
 
    “She didn’t really stand a chance.” Daniel said, his tone more matter-of-fact than arrogant. 
 
    “Why not?” I asked, confused. From what I had seen, the young guard had seemed as strong as Daniel and nearly as fast, and she had been the one with the weapon. 
 
    “She’s a jarabolo specialist,” Daniel said as though that was supposed to mean something to me, “all grappling and hard punches. It’s an easy enough style to counter if you know your nanjutsu, and no one is ever ready for my isandlabali. But honestly, for a jara fighter, she was solid.” He uttered a breathy laugh that made me worry about him. “Did you see that kick she landed on the inside of my knee?” 
 
    “No.” All I had seen was a vicious blur of blows that hadn’t made much sense to me. 
 
    “Really? She got me really good, see?” He put a foot on the seat in front of us and slid his pant-leg up to show me a rapidly forming bruise just above his knee joint. “See that? Half a koyin higher and I wouldn’t be able to walk right now. This is gonna hurt so much tomorrow.” 
 
    “And you’re smiling about this?” I said. 
 
    “I always smile after a good fight.” 
 
    “You attacked your uncle and kneed a girl in the face.” 
 
    “Yeah, but we got away.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s a good—” 
 
    “Now we just need to find somewhere more private,” Daniel changed the topic, looking around at the few other passengers in the train car. “I need to go through these”—he tapped the briefcase in his lap—“right now. But I can’t do it in a public train car.”  
 
    “Okay. Should we go back to Fiki’s room?” I suggested. 
 
    “No. They’ll be able to follow us there.” 
 
    “‘They’ meaning the police, or Sadiki, or—” 
 
    “All of them,” Daniel said, sliding the leg of his pants back down over the bruise. “We should get off somewhere no one would guess. What’s the next stop?” Putting his leg down, he craned his neck to see the holographic sign at the front of the car. “Mailroom? That’s good enough.” He stood up. “It shouldn’t be too crowded and there’s no reason for anyone to look for us there.” 
 
    The mailroom was a maze of silvery-black transport tubes. They stood in straight banks, grouped by size, stretching up to the ceiling where they became untraceably entangled in what looked like a sprawling serving of quicksilver spaghetti. I supposed the signs hanging from the ceiling at intervals were there to help people navigate the aisles, but I couldn’t read the symbols. As I followed Daniel through the intricate network, I noticed dark flashes of movement in the spaghetti above us—magnet-propelled parcels on their way to their destinations. 
 
    We passed what appeared to be a pick-up area where a few people were tapping numbers into touchscreens and receiving cylindrical black capsules in return, but for the most part, the mailroom was deserted. We found a space far in the back of the mailroom, closed off from the rest of the chamber by a solid wall of tubes. There were no touchscreen stations, so no one had any reason to come back there to send or pick-up mail. And the soft whoosh of parcels through the tubes around us made good cover for a conversation. 
 
    Kneeling down, Daniel set the briefcase before him and opened it up.  
 
    “Come on,” he muttered, turning the pages, “come on, come on…” He flipped all the way through the sheets of kayiri in the briefcase, past dozens of crime scene photos and pages of notes and then slammed his fist against the tubes beside him. “Are you serious!?” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s not here!” he growled. “It starts with 40. Killer 31 still isn’t here!” 
 
    “Let me have a look.” I knelt down and started flipping through the binder. Daniel got out the first set of files, and the two of us went through them all again, page by page. 
 
    “I just don’t get it,” Daniel said. “Why are they missing? Why those ones?” 
 
    “Daniel, look at the dates,” I said with a swell of excitement. 
 
    “What about them?” 
 
    “The criminal profiles cut off here in 5366”—I pointed to Killer 30’s profile—“then they pick up again here in 5369.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So the missing chunk of time is 5366 to 5369. Lucian said that was when your dad was in Hades with his mom.” 
 
    “Oh.” Daniel sat back on his feet and looked down at the files again with a thoughtful expression. “You’re right. I hadn’t thought of that. So… you think maybe he lost them in Hades?” 
 
    “Or maybe he stored them in a different place for some reason,” I suggested. 
 
    “Or it is possible that he destroyed them.” At the sound of the third voice, both of us jumped and looked up.  
 
    Kuyasse, the jaseli, emerged from behind a row of tubes in a swish of blue robes. 
 
    “How did you find us?” Daniel demanded, getting to his feet. 
 
    “Honestly, Daniel Kama, do you think your uncle would carry around something as important as that case without attaching a tracking device to it?” 
 
    “You people are disgusting.” 
 
    “We are thorough.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Daniel asked, his tone softening. 
 
    “Am I okay?” Kuyasse raised his eyebrows. “Yes, I am fine—a little wet from pulling my fankama out of a certain fountain. But he’s the one with the lungful of water and possibly a cracked rib.” 
 
    “Good,” Daniel said, “as long as everyone else is fine.” 
 
    “Daniel Kama, did you think your uncle would raise a hand to me?” 
 
    “I didn’t know what he would do,” Daniel said frowning. 
 
    “None of us are sure what we will do,” Kuyasse said. “That is what makes this time frightening. But as you said, I am your uncle’s jaseli, and a koro doesn’t raise a hand to his jaseli. Even death doesn’t change some things.” 
 
    “Are you seriously defending him?” Daniel said incredulously. 
 
    “No.” Kuyasse said. “I’m just trying to keep peace in this family. I won’t ask you to understand your uncle—” 
 
    “Good,” Daniel said viciously. “I don’t want to.” 
 
    “But I think you already do,” Kuyasse continued as though Daniel hadn’t interrupted, “more than you realize.” 
 
    “I don’t care about my uncle!” Daniel said vehemently. “All I want is to find out who killed my dad, so why isn’t he in here?” He slammed a hand down on the files. “Where are the rest of the killers? 31 through 40! Where are they?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Kama. I don’t have them.” 
 
    “What do you mean you don’t have them?” Daniel demanded. “He—the letter said you would have the rest of the files, that you would know where they were, so where are they?” 
 
    “I have all the files Robin-kama left behind and you will have them all, as he wished. If something is missing from them, it is because your father chose not to keep it.” 
 
    “Fine,” Daniel said, still seething, “then who escaped?” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “Who got free in the breakout from Grotta?” Daniel said. “Look, I know you know. You probably knew before law enforcement even knew, right? So who escaped?” 
 
    “Daniel Kama, I don’t think this is the time. You need to care for yourself before you—” 
 
    “Stop doing that!”  
 
    “Doing what, Kama?” 
 
    “Treating me like some stupid, fragile little kid who needs to be protected. Dad’s gone, so this is my responsibility now. Just tell me, like you would tell him.” 
 
    “Understood, Thundyil Kama,” Kuyasse said. “Twenty-six theonites escaped from Grotta. The ones you would recognize from your father’s work are Solvetta, Hylan Magoza, Dilan Lafont, Shiku Mizumaki, the Tau Siblings, and Shumba Sekhmet. The rest, you’ll have to research individually if you want to catch them.” 
 
    “What?” Daniel took a step back, unsteady on his feet. “Sekh… you said… Sekhmet?” 
 
    “You told me to give you the news as I would give it to your father.” 
 
    Daniel just swayed and then slumped back against the tubes. “This is bad.” 
 
    “It is,” Kuyasse agreed mildly.  
 
    “And it’s on me,” Daniel said. “It’s my responsibility now.” 
 
    “It is good that you understand that,” Kuyasse said, “but understand also that you can seek help. The Eldens will support you. Firebird still has favors he can call in from some heavy hitters—Sheng Biao Long, certain agents of the Jamu Kurankite—” 
 
    “But it can’t be them.” Daniel was wearing an expression of mixed determination and fear. “It’s not the same if people see Biao Long or some foreign Jamuttaana bringing in these killers. If the civilians are going to feel safe, if the criminals are going to stay scared, they have to see Firebird doing what he’s always done. In the end, for everything to hold together, it has to be Firebird. It has to be me.” 
 
    “It has to be you,” Kuyasse agreed softly, “but it does not have to be you alone.” 
 
    “He could do it alone,” Daniel said in a cracking voice. “He could do it.” 
 
    “After many years building his strength with the help and goodwill of others. Firebird’s fellow crime-fighters are there to help you. The whole Thundyil Firm is here to help you. Whatever you need from us—” 
 
    “The only thing I need from you is the rest of my dad’s files. If you can’t help me with that, then you need to take your creepy tracking devices, and your surveillance systems, and leave me alone!” 
 
    “Daniel Kama—” 
 
    “You heard me! Go!” 
 
    Before Kuyasse could respond, there were running footsteps and the middle-aged white servant named Aaron rounded the corner, breathing hard. “Kuyasse Kama, did you find—oh! There you be!” His kind face filled with relief when he saw Daniel. “Wherefore ran you away?” 
 
    “You can ask Jali Kuyasse,” Daniel said, throwing the empty briefcase at the jaseli’s feet. 
 
    Aaron looked from Daniel to Kuyasse in distress. “What’s wrong?” he asked. “What happened?” 
 
    “Nothing unexpected,” Kuyasse said. “Daniel Kama just kicked his uncle into the fountain.” 
 
    “Daniel!” Aaron exclaimed, horrified. “Wherefore?” 
 
    “Again, ask Kuyasse,” Daniel said. “If you heard the things he said about my dad, you’d have kicked him too.” 
 
    “Oh, Daniel.” Aaron put a hand on Daniel’s arm. “I’m sorry about your uncle. I am. I know he be hard to listen to, but… you must let him deal with his grief in his own way.” 
 
    “Grief?” Daniel let out a laugh that hurt to listen to. “What grief?” 
 
    “‘Tis… ‘tis hard to explain,” Aaron sighed. The shape of his brow, his kind brown eyes, reminded me of my grandpa. But he wore a helpless expression that I had never seen on my grandpa’s face. “Sometimes, when adults be sad, they say and do things they mean not. And your uncle… he’s ne’er really expressed his feelings the same way as you or your father, but…” 
 
    “It doesn’t mean he doesn’t feel anything,” Kuyasse finished quietly. 
 
    “Yeah, well maybe I don’t care about his feelings,” Daniel spat. 
 
    “Daniel Kama, that be a cruel thing to say,” Aaron protested. 
 
    “Oh, you think that’s bad? You didn’t hear what he—” 
 
    “He meant it not,” Aaron said gently. “Whate’er he said, you must know he meant it not. He’s not himself. When you’re made to be half of one whole… Losing something like that can do strange things to a man’s mind.” 
 
    Daniel made a rough, “hmm” sound that wasn’t quite disagreement. He wouldn’t look at Aaron. 
 
    “Know you… the finawu say the Child of the Sycamore lost her twin at birth. They say ‘twas that drove her mad—the loneliness and the guilt. ‘Twas that bred the first evil in the world.” 
 
    My grandpa had said the same thing. The first evil was loneliness. 
 
    “The way I remember it, the Sycamore Child killed her twin,” Daniel said darkly. 
 
    “Fine,” Aaron conceded. “Mayhaps, I be no fina, mayhaps I know not the Donkili inside and out, but I know your uncle. I know you.” He let out a sigh. “Look you… methinks an’ Jali Kuyasse be willin’ to arrange it, you needn’t e’en talk to your uncle again ere you head to school.” He looked up at the jaseli. “Kuyasse Kama?” 
 
    “I think that might be a good idea,” Kuyasse agreed. 
 
    “There, see you. Just—worry not about your uncle, take not what he says to heart. You need not e’en see him. Come you with us, let us take care of you like a family should. Come you to the funeral, be you with us to lay him to rest.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What mean you ‘no’?” 
 
    “I’m not going. I have school.” 
 
    “This be more important, Thundyil Kama. You know that.” 
 
    “I just want to go to school,” Daniel scowled. “You can have the funeral without me.” 
 
    “T’won’t be a proper funeral without you,” Aaron protested. “You, more than anyone, must be there. This be your chance to let go—” 
 
    “I don’t want to. I’m not going!” Daniel pushed past Aaron and grabbed my arm. “Come on, Joan.” 
 
    I had stumbled a few steps after him when I found my feet and stopped. 
 
    “No.” I pulled my arm out of his grip. 
 
    He turned a confused gaze back on me. “What do you mean ‘no’?” it was his turn to ask. 
 
    “Daniel, this is stupid!” I burst out, surprised by the emotion in my voice. I didn’t know why I was suddenly so angry at him. Maybe it was the pained look on Aaron’s face. It was one thing to run from questionably legitimate police; these were people who cared about him. Through my grief over my grandpa, through my whole confused childhood, no one had ever held out their hands to help me the way these people were reaching out to Daniel. And he was throwing it back in their faces. “They’re just trying to help you. You’re being a jerk!” 
 
    Daniel took a step back from me, looking stricken. “You don’t…” he started. “You don’t—” but his voice caught like it was suddenly hard for him to breathe and his expression clamped shut, his jaw clenching. “Fine,” he said coldly. “You can stay here.” 
 
    And in a burst of speed, he was gone. 
 
    “Daniel!” Aaron took a few steps as though to run after him. 
 
    “You won’t catch him,” Kuyasse said. 
 
    “I know,” Aaron sighed wearily, and instead of following Daniel, stooped to pick up the files he had left all over the floor. 
 
    “No! Wait, I’ll get them.” Dropping to my hands and knees, I gathered the files into a sloppy pile and clutched them to my chest before Aaron got a chance to see their contents. 
 
    “Oh—thank you, child,” Aaron said.  
 
    “Hold onto those, would you?” Kuyasse said to me.  
 
    It was the first time the jaseli had spoken to me. I wasn’t quite sure how I was supposed to address him so I just nodded and said a lame, “Okay.” 
 
    In the pause that followed, I suddenly felt overwhelmingly awkward. I didn’t know these two men; I didn’t understand their relationship to Daniel or his horrible uncle; I didn’t know how much they knew or what it was safe to say to them, and Daniel had just left me alone here with them. 
 
    “So, you be Daniel’s new friend,” Aaron said pulling a bright smile on over his stress. “I caught not your name.” 
 
    “It’s Joan,” I said in a small voice. 
 
    “It—it’s what?” Aaron looked faintly shocked, as though sure he must be hearing wrong. 
 
    “Joan,” I repeated and, at the look on his face, I belatedly remembered what my name meant in this world. “It—it’s not…” I fumbled, feeling my face going an unpleasant temperature of pink. “Where I come from, it’s a pretty common name.” 
 
    “Where you come from?” Aaron said. 
 
    “She’s from Hades,” Kuyasse lied confidently. “Robin Kama found her while he was visiting Uther Elden in the western provinces.” 
 
    “Oh,” Aaron said, looking at me, “so hail you from the same tribe as the Eldens?” 
 
    “Um—” I thought for a moment. Lucian Elden had sounded British when I spoke to him. I didn’t have the same accent, so it would be suspect to say we were from the same tribe, would it? “No,” I said, hoping that was the right answer. “I’m from a different—um—tribe.” 
 
    “Right.” Aaron smiled. “I suppose that was a silly question, wasn’t it? Obviously, you have not the same accent. You sound almost Carythian. What tribe be you from, child?” 
 
    “I don’t think you would have heard of it,” Kuyasse saved me from having to answer. “According to Robin Kama, hers is a small ethnic group, with few surviving members—hence her unusual eye color.” 
 
    “I see.” Aaron turned back to me, looking at my bright blue eyes in fascination. “So in your native language, that word—your name—means something else?” Aaron asked innocently. 
 
    “Um—y-yes,” I said, finding that it was difficult to get my voice to work. “It means ‘God is Gracious.’ It’s the name of a famous woman in Fr—in my um… ethnic group.” 
 
    “Like from a local folktale?” Aaron asked. 
 
    “Well—she’s actually a historical figure. She was real.” It was only as the words came out of my mouth that I realized they weren’t true. Not in this dimension. Here, Joan of Arc—my whole planet and all it contained—was only real to me. 
 
    “‘Tis good that children like you be in touch with your roots,” Aaron beamed. “I wish I knew which Hadean tribe I came from.” 
 
    “How come you don’t know?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, I be Carythian goin’ back a few generations,” Aaron said. “My ancestors crossed the ocean from Hades during the colonial years, so…” 
 
    He trailed off as though expecting me to fill the blank left by his silence, but I didn’t understand. “So?” I prompted. 
 
    “Aaron is being delicate because I am here,” Kuyasse said more bluntly. “My people stole hundreds of thousands of Hadeans from their homeland during the heyday of Yammanka imperialism. Those Hadeans were put to work in Carytha and Abiria on the assumption that adyns are easier to control than Baxaria’s indigenous people. Whatever names and identities those Hadeans brought with them were systematically stamped out within a few generations.” 
 
    “You… you’re talking about slavery,” I said slowly, and noticed that Aaron was suddenly unwilling to look at me or Kuyasse, focusing instead on his own knees. “The first white people who came to Carytha were slaves?” 
 
    The words felt strange in my mouth. Daniel had mentioned that Carytha was populated mostly by white adyns, but until then I hadn’t really given any thought to how they had gotten there. If Hades was the white homeland on Duna, all those adyns must have crossed the ocean somehow. I supposed, in the back of my head I had just assumed they were either immigrants or conquerors, like the Europeans on Earth. But historically, Duna’s white people hadn’t been conquerors; they had been the conquered. Slaves. The word settled into the back of my throat like a bitter taste, making me faintly queasy. 
 
    “Joan,” Kuyasse said evenly and Aaron twitched at the sound of my name, “are you alright?” 
 
    “Um… yes. I’m just not used to…” but I couldn’t finish that sentence with Aaron there. “I’m fine.” 
 
    I felt like an idiot. I had been in this dimension for two days now, yet I had been so distracted by Daniel’s crime-fighting escapades, my own stress, and the foreign idea of kafonu that I hadn’t taken the time to really consider Duna’s racial hierarchy or my place in it. I had seen Planet Duna out of the train window and turned that glass globe over so many times trying to learn the shape of its countries and continents. But it was only now, standing awkwardly between Aaron and Kuyasse that the human part of Duna really took shape before me. 
 
    Izumo’s descriptions of Duna’s warfare, the white police officers’ anger at theonites, the Yammanka man trying to throw me out of the store… It all made sense when I placed white people at the bottom of this world’s social pyramid. People who looked like me were the slaves, the servants, the least educated, the ones expected to steal from stores. And what did that make me? Standing here—a white girl, with no family name—I was much closer to the servant than I was to the jaseli. 
 
    “In any case, Jo… Koroyaa,” Aaron said, apparently unable to even say my name aloud, “think you not you should change your name ere you start school?”  
 
    “Change it?” I repeated, feeling stung. 
 
    “An’ you were named after a great historical woman, you could change it to Yittinka, or Koronkan or Sansuma,” Aaron suggested. “Mandeya is very popular this generation. You could be Siya or Siyata, after the martyr princess. That’s a classic. Or you could make up a new name that sounds Hadean but doesn’t mean anything in particular, like my name.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “My mother, nyama to her soul, said I had a great grandfather called Aaron, but I don’t know that it means anything. It just—” 
 
    “What are you talking about? Yes, it does!” I exclaimed before I could stop myself. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Aaron is a Biblical name. It means…” I started but I trailed off as a question rose in my mind: did Judeo-Christian religion even exist in this world? When I had mentioned the concept of God and his son to Daniel back on Earth, he seemed to find it bizarre.  
 
    According to one of the language manuals Robin had left me back on Earth, more than ninety percent of Dunians worshipped the Falleke, the union between the Goddess, Nyaare, and God, Kiye. I hadn’t really thought much of it at the time—it seemed like just another crazy part of this crazy other world that was so far away—but now that I turned the idea over in my head, it raised a lot of questions: How could the whole world worship the same two gods? How was that even possible? Had these white-slave-trading Yammanka conquerors just been that good at winning converts? And even if they were, monotheistic religions must still exist somewhere in this dimension. Something as big, and all-consuming, and all-smothering as Judeo-Christian religion couldn’t just disappear.  
 
    “But… there must be some culture or religion Hadean names come from,” I said, looking from Kuyasse to Aaron. 
 
    “There used to be many Hadean religions,” the jaseli said. “None of them have been practiced since the Xoora Senondi.” 
 
    “What? But that… that can’t be right,” I said, shaking my head. “There must be something…” I didn’t know why I was suddenly so desperate to find a shred of Earth religion in this new world. I hated Earth religion. Christianity was half the reason I had been too scared to show anyone my powers growing up. Yet somehow, the thought of it not existing at all left me feeling hollow and stunned, like there was no breath in my chest. Everything I understood about people—their intolerance, their self-righteousness, their kindness, their cruelty—was tied up in Christianity. I didn’t know how to understand a world without it. 
 
    “What about Daniel?” I asked abruptly. Daniel was a Biblical name too. Back on Earth, it had seemed perfectly normal for a dark-skinned Indian-looking boy to have a name from the Bible. But here, in this dimension where even the white people dressed like Yammankalu and had Yammanka names, it suddenly occurred to me how strange it was. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Aaron asked. 
 
    “Does the name Daniel mean something in this—does it mean something in Hades?” I asked. 
 
    “I know not,” Aaron said, squinting his eyes in thought. “‘Tisn’t e’en a name, is it?” 
 
    “What?” I felt my heart sink. What did he mean Daniel wasn’t a name? 
 
    “Well, Daniel’s the name of a place, is’t not?” Aaron looked to Kuyasse, who gave a single nod. 
 
    “Daniel Kama was named for the ravine where his mother gave birth to him,” the jaseli said, “The Valley of Daniel. Where the valley’s name came from, no one knows. It was an ancient place.” 
 
    “What do you mean no one knows?” I demanded. “The names had to come from somewhere—from a culture or a religion…” 
 
    “Of course they did, originally,” Aaron said, looking at me as though worried I might be a little slow in the head, “but knowledge of such things was lost.” 
 
    “Lost?” I repeated blankly. What was that supposed to mean? How did you just lose something like a whole culture? 
 
    “Aaron is speaking of course of the Great Burning,” Kuyasse said, “the price Hades paid for keeping its history on paper.” 
 
    The Great Burning? It took me a moment to realize what the words implied—and when I understood, something in me went cold. Robin had written his last words to us on a piece of Earth’s paper. I would never forget how quickly those words turned to ash in Daniel’s angry hands. If an army of people with that power had marched through this world’s Europe, no wooden church or library would have survived. 
 
    “The intention was to purge the colonies of their false traditions,” Kuyasse said grimly. “King Makundana called it a civilizing mission. It was cultural genocide.” 
 
    My grandpa had had a small library in his house in France. It was there, among those dusty pages and old maps that I had learned to love the planet I lived on—it’s triumphs and tragedies, it’s mysteries—but it had all been on paper. All of it could burn. 
 
    “I understand not,” Aaron said, looking at me in bewilderment. “Wherefore look you so surprised? An’ you grew up in Hades, you must know of the Xoora Senondi.” 
 
    “Her people may have a different word for it,” Kuyasse said before I could make any stumbling attempts to answer, “or she may never have learned about it. There are some tribes who do not speak of it—as many of your fellow white Carythians do not bring up slavery. Some choose to let their ancestors rest in their ashes without giving their suffering new life in words.” 
 
    Aaron nodded sympathetically. “I see.” 
 
    “We Yammankalu are different,” Kuyasse explained, for my benefit more than Aaron’s, I was sure. “We keep our knowledge in the mouths and minds of jaseliwu like myself; a painstaking endeavor, but worth the while. Spoken words are harder to kill than written ones; they have an echo.” 
 
    “An echo?” I never would have thought of it that way. I had always just taken for granted that the written word was the single most powerful way to preserve knowledge. My whole childhood of reading and researching was built on the notion. But Kuyasse had a point, didn’t he? Words someone had spoken aloud could be repeated by anyone who heard them, even after the speaker was dead. And if Duna’s jaseliwu remembered what they heard as well as I remembered what I read, their cultural knowledge could survive hundreds of generations. And it probably didn’t hurt that Yamma’s jaseliwu, being theonites, had to be much harder to destroy than adyns and their books. 
 
    “So Yammanka history—your history—has lasted all this time just in words?” I asked. 
 
    “In words and song,” Kuyasse said. 
 
    Looking up at the jaseli in his intricately decorated robe, it occurred to me that much of this world’s greatness—its glowing glass space cities, instant clothes printers, and big female-dominated monarchies—probably came from something that had been destroyed somewhere in Earth’s past. All those centuries of Earth’s slavery and genocide I had read about, that had always racked me with guilt and sadness had never taken place here. African civilizations had never been ravaged by European colonialism; instead, they had flourished, growing powerful enough to dominate the globe and send cities into space. 
 
    The thought created a moment of lightness in my chest, a powerful relief that almost turned to a smile. It was as though a great weight had suddenly lifted from my shoulders, a leaden guilt piled on layer by layer over a lifetime on Earth, with each paragraph of Huckleberry Finn, each documentary on the Old South or French West Africa, or the Triangle Trade, each school assignment about Martin Luther King. But before the smile could reach the corners of my mouth, before my shoulders could relax, I felt myself tense under a new weight: the thought of a library on fire. And I realized that I preferred the guilt.  
 
    I was used to thinking of these terrible things—discrimination, genocide, and slavery—with a distant sense of guilt. It was sadness, but watered down by miles and centuries of distance, like standing safely behind a thick pane of clouded glass, watching something terrible happen on the other side. This felt so much closer, like a pair of hands wrapped around my throat, around my heart. Everything I had loved about Earth—the great conquests and cathedrals, Shakespeare and Shaw, the written English language itself, all gone—traded in for slave ships and genocide by fire. Picturing it hurt my heart beyond words—beyond breathing.   
 
    “Be you alright?” Aaron asked in concern. “You look pale.” 
 
    “Aaron is a Hebrew name,” I blurted out. I didn’t know why. I just had to say it out loud. To ease the agony in my chest. I needed him to know—even if he couldn’t really understand. “From the Bible. He was the mouthpiece of Moses.” 
 
    “Well,” the Aaron in front of me laughed and looked at me like I was crazy, “I know not what folktale that comes from, but I’m no one’s mouthpiece, obviously.” 
 
    “Obviously?” I repeated, confused. Aaron seemed to do a good enough job speaking for Rakesh Thundyil—as good a job as Kuyasse. 
 
    “Aaron is of course referring to the fact that he has no jaseli blood in him,” Kuyasse said. “You can’t be a jaseli—and therefore can’t serve as a koro’s mouthpiece—unless you belong to one of Yamma’s jaseli lineages. Adyns, like all outsiders assimilated into Yammanka society, are koronu by default.” 
 
    “Oh—I mean—right. I knew that,” I recovered clumsily, but the confusion stayed. 
 
    White people didn’t have theonite strength. If there was one kafo they shouldn’t belong to, it was the fighter kafo. “So—in Carytha… adyns can’t be jaseliwu, or numuwu, or finawu, or anything like that?” I asked, not caring that I was blowing my cover as a native Dunian. I was just so confused. “They can only be koronu?” 
 
    Kuyasse nodded. “With the exception of the very few non-Yammanka families legitimized as specialized kafo families. And that isn’t just the case in Carytha, but most of the world.” 
 
    “Really…?” I thought of the violent clash between Daniel and Kiita—all flame and muscle. If that was how koronu proved their worth, how was any adyn supposed to survive that—let alone succeed at it? I didn’t like remembering it, but I had experienced firsthand how fragile adyns’ bodies could be in the face of theonite power.  
 
    And those weak-bodied people belonged to the kafo of fighters? How did that make sense? If they were barred from the kafonu of spoken words and material crafts, what were they supposed to do for work? Just be servants like Aaron? I supposed, with that bitter taste growing in my throat, that if they were all former slaves, it fit. 
 
    “But surely you knew that?” Aaron said, looking at me in confusion. “Everyone knows how the kafonu work.” 
 
    “As I understand it, the region where Joan grew up is quite remote,” Kuyasse rescued me again. “Much of the knowledge you and I take for granted is probably strange to her.” 
 
    “Oh,” Aaron said, looking apologetically at me. “I didn’t realize—‘tis but—you speak very well for someone raised in a small village.” 
 
    “She was adopted into a good family,” Kuyasse said, “in… northern Pichon, correct?” He looked at me. 
 
    “Um… yes,” I said and realized that Kuyasse was giving me my cover story—my new identity—and I wished I could take notes. “Northern Pichon,” I repeated because that was the best I could do to remember without a pen in my hand. Northern Pichon. And I was adopted. That was a good cover. It meant I never had to explain my powers to anyone; if I didn’t know my real parents, I couldn’t. 
 
    “Her family saw to it that she had an advanced education,” Kuyasse continued, “but Pichon isn’t a very stable region recently. In the interest of keeping her safe, her parents relinquished custody to Robin Kama so she could return to Carytha with him. Am I correct, Joan?” he asked, looking at me with an expression that wordlessly said ‘did you get all that?’ 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. I supposed it was probably part of Kuyasse’s job to make up convincing cover stories for the Thundyils and their clients. And this was mine: an ignorant orphan that Robin had rescued from a third world country. Only it was more than just a cover story, wasn’t it? The world that raised me didn’t exist in this dimension. The sad uncultured orphan Kuyasse had constructed—that was who I was now. 
 
    “Oh,” Aaron said. “Well, if you’re goin’ to school in Carytha, with so many Yammaninke speakers, you’ll definitely want to change your name.”  
 
    “I don’t want to change my name,” I said and found my throat almost too tight to speak. My grandpa had named me. He told me my name was something to be proud of. I was named after a woman who trusted what she knew, who said what she believed even when everyone else doubted and told her different. That wasn’t going to change because the world around me had turned upside down. I wouldn’t let it. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Aaron asked. He said it so kindly—I wanted to punch him right in his breakable face. “Have you not a nickname or aught you can use instead of—” 
 
    “I don’t want to change my name!” I shouted. 
 
    Aaron fell silent, looking both stunned and hurt. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said and found myself blinking hard. “I’m sorry.” I snatched up Daniel’s bag of files. “I… I have to go.” 
 
    And even though it was probably unfair and hypocritical and a bunch of other complicated things I didn’t have the energy to think about, I was thankful that I was faster than any other white person. I made it out of the mailroom before I burst into tears.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen:  
 
    The Lost People 
 
      
 
    Not knowing where else to go, I boarded a train back to the student hotel. At least I thought it was headed for the hotel; I had so much trouble navigating anywhere between the automated voices I could barely understand and the symbols I understood even less. I thought I would be able to pull myself together after I was away from Kuyasse and Aaron. I was always able to get my emotions under control when I found a quiet moment by myself—just me, and the steady strength inside me that had anchored me through all those years of loneliness on Earth.  
 
    But it didn’t work. 
 
    My anchor was gone. The strength I had built up during all those years of study and solitude was supposed to be unshakable. I was strong because I was me. But if I couldn’t be me—if there were no libraries, if there was no France and no America, if there was no Joan—then what was I? I didn’t know. And I couldn’t stop crying. 
 
    The stars outside the train that had been so beautiful the first time I had seen them only made me feel small, and dizzy, and horribly, helplessly alone. I knew people were staring at me as I sat, half-curled around the bag of files, clutching it to my chest and gulping for breath. Gathering my wrapper up to me, I buried my face in the soft blue fabric, gasping, and tried to stop the tears, but in moments, the threads were weighed down with salt. 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” a little boy asked his father in Yammaninke. 
 
    “Hush, Dembe,” the father scolded impatiently. “Don’t stare.” 
 
    The train slowed to a stop at a station that looked familiar enough to be the right one, and I all but bolted from my seat to get out the doors. I kept my head down as I passed the people in the hotel lobby, knowing they all turned to stare. There were still tears leaking from my eyes when I pushed open the door to Fiki’s room. I hoped that she wouldn’t be there, that maybe I could find a corner to bury my head and sit out the storm. 
 
    Instead I was greeted with a pair of concerned brown eyes. 
 
    “Joan!” Fiki exclaimed as my heart sank. “Tana te—you are… okay?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I closed the door behind me, hastily wiping my eyes on my sleeve. “I’m okay.” 
 
    Fiki was sitting at her desk with her fingers resting on the touchscreen of an info-com device. A smaller device before her projected a holographic image—a bulky tree with colored sunlight pouring through its branches. She stood as I took a few steps into the room. 
 
    “You do not look ‘okay,’” she said gently. “Is there—did you meet with any trouble?” 
 
    “No—I mean, w-we did but—it’s over now.” 
 
    “Is Daniel okay?”  
 
    “Yeah, he’s—as far as I know, he’s fine. I’m just…” I tried to think of something to say but ended up looking helplessly at the floor with more tears gathering in my eyes. Why couldn’t I stop crying? 
 
    Fiki considered me for a moment, but she wasn’t cruel enough to just stand and stare at me as I fell apart. 
 
    “Sit,” she said, pulling her extra chair up to the other side of the desk. “Let yourself to breathe.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I sniffed, sinking into the chair. “I don’t know why I’m like this. I’m not usually—” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Fiki said, sitting down opposite me. “I am not doing important things, just making my art.” Through the semi-translucent hologram, all I could really see of her were her soft brown eyes. She became part of the image, her butterfly facepaint mixing with the dappled shadows beneath the tree. The picture was as bright and crisp as any digital art, but there was something ancient about it, like its roots plunged deep into a time long before me or Fiki. 
 
    “You made this?” I said, looking with new amazement at the ageless image. 
 
    “Just for some fun,” Fiki said, touching the info-com device to dab a vein of light along one of the tree’s branches. “It was in me for a long time.” 
 
    “It was in you?” I repeated hoarsely. 
 
    “Like some people have fire in them, some people have words, or songs, or dances—and if they don’t let them out they will become sad and sick. It is my nyama.” 
 
    “It’s beautiful.” And suddenly, I felt insanely, overpoweringly envious of Fiki—sitting, calmly painting with a smile on her lips, completely at ease in her world and her skin. 
 
    As I watched, she switched the hologram over to work on a different painting—a darker image, swimming with blue-gray shapes. Among the smoke-like curls of shadow, I made out a tilted figure with grasping limbs—a human falling, alone, in the dark. There was no face on the figure, no expression, but I could feel his mouth open in horror. I could feel his scream inside me. 
 
    “Fiki, what do I do?” I asked abruptly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m just—I…” I felt tears in my eyes again. “I don’t know what I—I’m just so confused.” 
 
    Fiki’s fingers stilled and she looked at me, her eyes bright and unreadable between the swirls of blue. “Why are you confused?” she asked softly. 
 
    “I never fit in in my world,” I said in a rushed effort to explain. “Because I had powers, I was always different from everyone else. No one—the world didn’t really have an explanation for me, so I never felt like I really knew who or what I was. I thought—I really thought that would go away when I came here.” Admitting it set fresh tears spilling down my cheeks. I hated it. I hated that she was seeing me cry, but the words wouldn’t stop any more than the tears. “I thought that if I went to a world full of people with powers, I would just magically belong somewhere but…” my lip trembled, “but I’m more confused than ever.” 
 
    “Why is it more confusing than before?” Fiki asked. 
 
    “I-I don’t—Aaron said I shouldn’t keep my name but—but it’s my name!” I babbled. “I’m terrible at Yammaninke, and everything smells weird, and I just—I’m not used to the way race works on this planet, or gender, or—or any of this kafo stuff. We don’t have kafonu on Earth, so I don’t have a kafo. I got adopted by the Thundyils, so I guess that makes me a koro? But I don’t know how to fight. I don’t know if I want to. I don’t think I would like it.”  
 
    “Awa,” Fiki said, her voice slow and calm as she held me in an intent stare. “What do you like to do?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” I gulped. “I—I like history, I guess, and I’m an okay musician, but those are jaseli things, right? And they said white people can’t be jaseliwu. And none of the history is the same here anyway. I just—I don’t know what I am—or what I’m supposed to be.” 
 
    “So just be you,” Fiki said. “I like you.” 
 
    She made it sound so simple. Was it? Could it really be that easy? Fiki seemed to read the distress on my face.  
 
    “I’m want to tell you some story, some history of Yamma,” she said after a moment. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, my voice still tremulous.  
 
    “I am not a jaseli,” she said. “I think this will not bother you.” 
 
    “No.” I found a shaky smile tugging the corner of my mouth. “No, it doesn’t.” Were jaseli supposed to have a complete monopoly on storytelling? That just seemed ridiculous. 
 
    “Then I will tell you some history of Numu Kante Ba,” Fiki smiled, “but I think maybe I don’t have the words to tell it in Lindish. Is it okay that I tell it in Yammaninke?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, wiping my eyes on my wrapper. “I’ll try to follow.” 
 
    “Most Yammanka children know this story, but you are not from this world, so I think probably you didn’t hear it before.” 
 
    I managed a smile. “Probably not.” 
 
    “I ka Yammanka kafonu famun wa?” she asked. 
 
    It took me a moment to switch gears to Yammaninke and process her words. Do you know the Yammanka kafonu? 
 
    “Oh—yes,” I said. “Hen. Let’s see, there are the koronu, who are fighters, the senkuliwu, who are glassworkers, the numuwu, who are blacksmiths, and the jaseliwu, who um… sing and keep the history, right?” I looked at Fiki, who nodded. “Then there are the finawu, who are religious, and the… what’s the last one?” 
 
    “Manga koronu,” Fiki said, drawing a swathe of brown across the hologram before her, “the kafo of kings and queens. Those are the six. The first three—the koronu, the jaseliwu, and the numuwu—were there at the founding of the Yammanka Empire. The rest are almost as old. Great men and women all through history have told us, our society was built on these kafonu; they are the bloodlines that hold Yamma together.” 
 
    As Fiki spoke, I realized that I really was getting used to listening to Yammaninke. Not just the words themselves, but the rhythm. There was a musical lilt that carried from the beginning of a phrase to the end. Fiki’s speech had an intense elegance to it, not quite as smooth and softly confident as Kuyasse’s speech, but there was music to it. It was nice. 
 
    “They tell us that kafonu are as natural as the division between earth and air. A kafo is genetic; it is part of a person’s nyama as much as their taya. Like all we tajakalu are born with fire in us, a jaseli should be born with song in him, a manga koro should be born with a desire to lead, a fina should be born with heightened spiritual sensibility, a numu should be born with a desire to create.” 
 
    Her eyes didn’t leave the hologram as she spoke, her fingers nimbly rearranging the colored shadows as, behind them, her face settled into a frown. 
 
    “So, every child in Yamma—and now the whole world—is born into one kafo and may not step out of it. By law, no one is allowed to hold an occupation outside their kafo, no one is allowed to marry outside their kafo.” 
 
    “Really?” I said in surprise. It seemed kind of extreme. 
 
    “They say it is for our own safety.” Fiki’s eyebrows pinched together as she made a long, harsh stroke of shadow down the middle of the image. “So a natural craftsmen does not cause herself too much stress by trying to assume a position of political power, so a fragile fina does not hurt himself trying to fight, so a jaseli does not lose focus on his work by trying to be financially independent of his fankama, so a senkuli never marries a koro and produces a child who is confused.” 
 
    “Then, in the year 5330, there was a numu from the Kuruma clan named Kante. He was the son of Numu Mori Kuruma and Numu Sibi Dumbaya, the founders of Kuruma Steel. Kante was more of an intellectual than an engineer or a laborer, and he had many questions. He wanted to know why his mother, who could produce hotter fire than any other tajaka in the region, was barred from military service. He wanted to know why his father, who had almost single-handedly engineered and organized the biggest steel production plant in the world, had to hand all the profits to his koro fankama instead of controlling the money himself.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said, confused. “Kante’s father founded the steel plant, but his koro got all the money?” 
 
    “Yes,” Fiki said. “That’s how kamaya works.” 
 
    “Kamaya?” I knew I had heard the word before. Like so many things, I just couldn’t figure out what it meant. 
 
    “Our traditional system,” Fiki said, “a powerful koro or manga koro surrounds herself with jaseliwu, numuwu, senkuliwu, and lesser koronu who all serve her in return for her care and protection. Numuwu or jaseliwu without koronu to care for them have to get by selling their own works or services on the street. Some succeed at it, but it is a hard way to live. Most would say it is better to have an affluent koro who likes your work so much that she will provide for your needs while you do it. In those cases, the numu is sheltered, clothed, and protected, but it’s the koro who controls the money.” 
 
    “Oh.” Was that the relationship Kuyasse and Sadiki had with Rakesh Thundyil? They made music, and coordinated, and mediated situations for him while he provided for them? 
 
    “In Kante Kuruma’s time, it was against Yammanka law for an independent numu or jaseli to make more than a certain amount of money and keep it,” Fiki explained. “If a non-koro wanted to make a profit from a large endeavor—like a steel production plant—she had to do so under the patronage and control of a koro.” 
 
    “Why?” I frowned. “That seems completely unfair.” 
 
    “That was what Kante Kuruma thought. That was what spurred his research. It happened that Kuruma had a close friend who was a powerful jaseli in the capital, Namudana Tirama. Kuruma’s questions intrigued Tirama, who decided to help him research it. With his insider influence, Tirama had access to the deep histories of Yamma—the history behind the history that is kept hidden from everyone but the highest jaseliwu in the country. Tirama broke a sacred taboo. He brought what he had learned to Kante Kuruma—an outsider, a member of another kafo—without permission from the master jaseliwu who had shared it with him. 
 
    “Together, Kuruma and Tirama decided that what they had found should not be a secret, that the people of Yamma had a right to know it. It was unconventional back then for anyone other than a jaseli to speak on the radio, but in the morning of the third of Namikalo, 5331, Kuruma spoke alongside Tirama on a nation-wide radio station and told the people what they had learned.” 
 
    “And what was it?” I asked. “What did they say?” 
 
    “They told all of Yamma what only a few jaseliwu had known for over a thousand years: that the koronu, the numuwu, and the senkuliwu were not one people before the formation of Yamma. The ancestors of the numu and senkuli kafonu had been a militant clan called the Suna that fought the Yammankalu for control of the river region for almost a hundred years. Their powerful taya and their skill in metalworking made them nearly impossible to conquer, despite Yamma’s superior numbers.  
 
    “When the Yammankalu finally won the war and established their first real empire, the numu kafo was officially founded to give the defeated Suna clan a place in the new society without the risk of them ever rising against Yamma again. It was a stroke of genius on Yamma’s part, really. It ensured that the former Suna people would keep making their unparalleled swords and spears, but only the Yammanka-born koronu would ever be able to use them. You see, in traditional law, the penalty for a numu—or any non-koro—wielding a weapon is death. So, what Tirama had revealed was that the numu kafo was a very creative thousand-year-old form of slavery.” 
 
    “Wait, and the jaseliwu just kept that secret for all that time?” I said in disbelief.  
 
    “They did,” Fiki said, idly brushing a few strokes of color into the image before her, defining the arch of the falling man’s spine. “Before Kante Kuruma and Namu Tirama spoke out, no non-jaseli knew that a clan called the Suna had ever existed.” 
 
    “Wow.” It was hard to imagine a secret history being that airtight. “The jaseliwu knew all that and not one of them ever told any numuwu?” 
 
    “Probably some of them did,” Fiki said with a shrug, “but there have always been crazy jaseliwu saying crazy things. This was the first time a high-profile jaseli from a trusted family had brought forward the complete story. The respectable, high-powered jaseliwu—the core of the kafo—kept it a secret, as they do many things.” 
 
    “Okay but why? Why would they keep something like that a secret for so many years?” 
 
    “Well, if you think about it, the powerful jaseliwu with access to the secrets didn’t really stand to benefit from financial independence from the koronu. Not in the way that a numu or a senkuli did. No offense at all to jaseliwu,” she said hastily. “What they do has great value. It just isn’t really tradable like weapons, jewelry, or tools. And this was before widespread commercial distribution of music, so even very popular performing jaseliwu didn’t have a chance at a fantastic financial future without the support of their koronu.”  
 
    “Okay,” I said, trying to understand. “So, they didn’t tell anyone about the numuwu being an oppressed kafo because they wanted everything to stay the same? So they could keep relying on their koronu to support them?” 
 
    “Well, that and jaseliwu are traditionally committed to keeping the peace in society. The jaseli community as a whole kept the numuwu’s origins a secret—like they do many things—because they agreed that if the public were to know, it would cause more harm than good. And they weren’t wrong. Within a waati of Kuruma and Tirama’s broadcast, there were riots across the country. People were panicking, people were crying. Jali Tirama didn’t live long after that. I think it was less than a week later that he and his uncle, who hosted the broadcast, were both found dead.” 
 
    “What happened to them?” 
 
    Fiki just shook her head. “You can’t make yourself a traitor to your whole kafo and expect to live. You just can’t.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying the other jaseliwu had him killed? But I thought jaseliwu didn’t do violence.” 
 
    “They don’t kill with their own hands,” Fiki said, “but we’re talking about people with great nyama in influence, easily enough to hire an assassin, drum up a mob, or call in a favor from one of the government’s masked orders. Either way, things got even worse after the two Tiramas were killed. There was chaos between the kafonu on a level that no one had ever seen. People started to choose sides. Some numuwu stuck closer than ever to their koro fankamanu. Some turned against them. No one knew who to trust. 
 
    “Kante Kuruma was the one who spoke up then,” Fiki said, and a smile spread across her face. “He was the one who managed to calm the angry numuwu and get them to organize. He said,” and her voice took on a deep, powerful edge, “‘Fellow numuwu, Jali Tirama and I have not told you this to take away your faith in your country or its koronu. We have not told you this to take away your pride in what you do. We have told you so that you know that you have a choice—whether you will be a craftsman or not, whether you will serve a koro or not, whether you will give up the money from your labor. It should be your choice. 
 
    “Kuruma became a rallying point, a leader, for all the angry numuwu who had abandoned their koronu to protest. Some koronu, mostly the disenfranchised—the immigrants and former slaves—joined him too. And there were also other kafoka—senkuliwu, finawu, and jaseliwu—who wanted the potential to be self-sufficient, or take up different work, or marry outside their kafo. 
 
    Some of the people who aligned with him in the beginning were quite violent. Those who felt truly betrayed by their country said that the whole system of kafonu was tantamount to slavery and should be destroyed. But that wasn’t Kante Kuruma’s ideology. He never encouraged hatred. ‘My intention was never to destroy the fabric of Yamma’s bloodlines,’ he said, ‘but to make it stronger.’” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” I said bluntly. “How does shattering a whole kafo’s perception of themselves and throwing the country into chaos make it stronger? 
 
    “We stand now in Kriba’s First Fire, in Sibi’s Kiln,” Fiki said with dramatic intonation that told me she was still quoting Kante Kuruma, “‘Our nation will emerge whole, and beautiful, and strong, as it was always meant to be.’ You see, Kuruma didn’t want to destroy the traditional relationships between the kafonu. He wanted them to flourish.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked as I watched Fiki’s fingers move decisively over her info-com device. “Why did he want non-koronu to stay in a position where the koronu could exploit them like that?” 
 
    “He didn’t.” Fiki was adding rough strokes of brown and purple around the falling man. I wasn’t sure what they were, but he wasn’t alone in the space anymore. “He wanted them to choose. Because Kuruma believed—I believe—that people are strongest when they are bound together by love, and not force. A soldier will fight the hardest when she fights out of love. A jaseli will serve best when she serves out of love. A craftsman will do her best work when she works out of love. Kuruma wanted the laws constraining the kafonu lifted so that all Yammankalu could be free to work, and serve, and bond with one another out of their own passion. So Yamma could be its strongest.” 
 
    “Oh.” It was a nice idea—a beautiful idea. “But did it work?” I asked. “Did Kante Kuruma get the change he wanted?” 
 
    “He didn’t,” Fiki said. “The generations that followed after him did.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “His movement went on for almost ten years. By the end of it, hundreds of people had died, including Kante himself.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked, surprised at how much the thought upset me. “What happened to him?” 
 
    “No one is certain,” Fiki sighed. “He was in jail for the fifth time. They say he fell sick.” 
 
    “You think he was murdered?” I asked. 
 
    “I think…” Fiki paused halfway through a stroke of blue and swept her finger back the way it had come, erasing it. “It’s just one of those stories,” she said finally. “Every jaseli tells it differently, depending on which side they supported. In any case, it was not long after Kante’s death that his and Jali Namudana Tirama’s dreams became a reality. Non-koronu in Yamma were granted the same rights to business and land ownership as koronu, and the death penalty for them bearing weapons was lifted.” 
 
    “Wow. So it really worked!” I said in surprise.  
 
    “It was always going to work eventually,” Fiki said. “When the numuwu and senkuliwu went on strike in those numbers, they were basically holding Yamma’s economy hostage. The country couldn’t afford to lose any more of their labor. So the queen finally decided it was worth shifting a whole bunch of wealth from one kafo to another to get the country’s glass and steel production up and running again. Under those new laws, full ownership of the Kuruma steel plant passed to Kante’s father, and then to his children, who expanded it into the single biggest manufacturing company in history. Today, the Kuruma make everything—non-automatic weapons, kitchen appliances, heat pens, info-com chips, even space pods. They’re one of the richest families in the world.” 
 
    “Wow...” Come to think of it, our pod was a Kuruma space pod, wasn’t it? I wondered what Kante would think if he knew that one day, his family’s company would produce a device so advanced it could leap into a dimension where kafonu didn’t exist at all. 
 
    “So, Joan,” Fiki said, switching back to her awkward Lindish. “I wanted to tell you this because of some words I keep in my heart—some words Numu Kante Ba said to the crowd before the steps of the palace at Kolunjara.” 
 
    “What are the words?” 
 
    “Anger comes from shame, and shame lives in the soul. The koronu would like you to think the power to make you feel shame is theirs. Someone will always want you to think it is theirs. But all the words, and spears, and hammers in the world are nothing to strength of the soul. People can say what they want, but only you can make you feel shame.” She reached through the hologram to put a hand on my shoulder, her eyes locking with mine. “Only you can make you feel shame.” 
 
    I swallowed, appreciating the gentle weight of her hand on my shoulder. “I like that.” 
 
    Fiki’s painting had changed as we talked. She had added a sea of flowing lines alongside the falling man. Some of them had even started to form the shapes of other bodies. 
 
    “In our history… I think… many people have tried to push other people down,” Fiki said, adding a last flick of color to the image. “Many people have tried to kill or crush down other people, thinking it will make them strong. I think people are strong when they are good to each other.” 
 
    She tapped a few beats on the info-com device in her lap and the hologram zoomed out to display the complete picture. Blinking in surprise, I realized that she had never switched paintings—only zoomed in. The figures she had been painting weren’t floating in an empty void. They were positioned at the base of the tree. They were the base of the tree. And the figure wasn’t falling, he was leaning. One person leaned against another, against another, their bodies twined gently together to form the single hand. The curled shapes at the top of the painting weren’t tree branches, they were fingers, outstretched, reaching for the light above them. Hopeful. 
 
    “No person can stand up alone,” Fiki said with a soft smile, her eyes alight behind the hologram. “Even the strangest person should not be alone.” 
 
    But I had always been alone, I thought, looking achingly at Fiki’s tree of tenderly interlocking bodies. I had never really figured out how to be friends with people from my own planet, in the middle of a culture I actually understood; how was I supposed to connect with people in a world that was completely incomprehensible to me? 
 
    “Your paint is smudged,” Fiki commented, interrupting my thoughts. 
 
    “What? Oh.” I touched my face. “Is—how bad is it?” 
 
    Fiki made a series of tapping commands that changed the holographic display into a mirror, facing me. 
 
    “Oh,” I said, surveying the streaks where my tears had run blue lines through the white. “That’s actually not as bad as I thought it would be.” 
 
    “The paint is strong,” Fiki said. “People wear it while they work, and fight, and sleep, so it will stay through most things. But if you cry for a lot of times, the salt can make it to break apart.” 
 
    “Oh…” I hoped there was enough paint left to cover my embarrassed flush. “I guess I did cry a lot.” 
 
    “Will you let me to fix it?” Fiki asked tentatively. 
 
    “What? My paint? Yeah, if you could.” 
 
    “Good.” She beamed and ducked under the desk to pull out a set of paintsticks much more expansive and worn out than Daniel’s. Picking out the right shade of blue, she rolled the center of the stick between her fingers. “Close your eyes,” she said in Yammaninke. 
 
    I let my eyelids fall shut and felt Fiki put the stick to my skin. Starting at the bridge of my nose, she worked her way beneath each of my eyes, retracing the pattern Daniel had painted the day before. Her nyama was warm and energetic like Daniel’s, but it felt so different right up close to my skin. It was calmer, tenderer, more confident. Her strokes were smoother.  
 
    “I will finish this quickly,” she said, “since we should to go soon.” 
 
    “Go where?” I asked as she brushed the tip of the paintstick gently over my eyelids. 
 
    “I told Kente I will go for meet with him. Then we will go together to the um…” Fiki had to pause for a moment before thinking of the word. “Orientation. We must go to orientation.” 
 
    “I don’t want to go.” I knew I sounded like a baby, but I didn’t care—I had done too much caring lately and I was exhausted from it. “I don’t know where Daniel is; I don’t have a group to go with—” 
 
    “So you will go with me,” Fiki said, “and Kente. I want that you should go with us.” 
 
    I opened my eyes. “But—I’m not part of your kafo or your… anything, really. I probably don’t belong—” 
 
    “Do you want to know one other thing that Numu Kante Kuruma said at Kolunjara?” Fiki asked, snapping the blue paintstick back into its case. 
 
    “I—um—okay.” 
 
    “He said to his followers, ‘I would rather choose my friends by their souls than their title.’ You are worried because you don’t have a group. I would be happy to be your group.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked, genuinely baffled. All I had done since meeting Fiki was take up space in her already cramped room, complain hysterically, and cry all over her desk. 
 
    “You are a strange person,” Fiki said brightly. “I like strange people. I don’t care how your name sounds funny to me. I don’t care if you are a koro, or a jaseli—or if you don’t know. All these things don’t matter to me. I like you. I think I would like to know you better, so I want that you should come with me.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Now, you stop saying silly things.” Standing, Fiki took my arm and pulled me from the chair. “Let’s go get our senkuli.” 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter Seventeen: 
 
    Fire, Meet Ice 
 
      
 
    “Kente!” Fiki rapped on her friend’s door. “Kente, are you ready to—” 
 
    “Yes!” The door sprang open to Kente’s beaming smile. He had painted his face in big orange and gold diamond shapes that echoed the diamond symbol I had seen on the senkuli banner in the shopping center. But the brightness of the paint was nothing to the ecstatic nyama buzzing from him. “This is so exciting!” he said, bouncing on the balls of his feet, his glass earring clinking cheerfully with his movement. “Fiki, you won’t believe what happened when I was on my way—whoa!” Kente started abruptly when he saw me, and darted behind Fiki. 
 
    “What’s the matter with you?” Fiki asked. 
 
    “It-it’s her!” Kente said, gripping Fiki’s arm to peer over her shoulder at me with widening eyes. “It’s the alien!” 
 
    “I did tell you she was staying in my room,” Fiki said. 
 
    “Right,” Kente said, still staring at me as though my blue eyes might shoot lasers at him any second. 
 
    “She doesn’t bite, you know,” Fiki said in amusement, kind enough not to mention that until a few moments ago, I had been a sniveling lump in her room, “and you can stop calling her an alien. She’s a regular person, just like you and me.” 
 
    “Is she? I-I mean, are you?” he asked turning to me. 
 
    “Last time I checked,” I said wryly. 
 
    “Oh.” Kente looked disappointed. “I thought you might have some kind of cool superpowers or something—you know, because you’re from a parallel dimension and—” 
 
    “Kente!” Fiki hissed, looking around to make sure none of the other people in the hallway had turned to look in our direction. “You can’t just go blabbering about that in public. It’s a secret remember?” 
 
    “Oh.” Kente winced. “Sorry! We’ll talk about the superpowers later,” he whispered with a conspiratorial nod at me. 
 
    “Kente, I wanted to ask,” Fiki said, changing the subject, “what happened with Chief Koma?” That was right. I had completely forgotten. Kente had gone back to the Yammanka security headquarters to see if he could talk the chief into dropping the search for Daniel. “How did it go?” 
 
    “Oh, it was terrible,” Kente said dismissively. “Koma said I was double-fired, and that she actually let Zankare expand her task force, and that I should never try to work on this space center again, but who cares? Because you know what?” 
 
    “What?” Fiki asked as I stood, horrified. Zankare was expanding her task force? There were going to be even more spear-wielding Yammanka guards chasing us through the halls? What news could Kente possibly have that made that better? 
 
    “On my way back, I ran into Siya again!” he exclaimed happily. 
 
    “Siya?” Fiki said. 
 
    “Yeah, Siya Wagadu? Remember? The manga koro who saved us from the police guys when Daniel was here.” 
 
    “Yes, I remember Siya.” 
 
    “Well, she was really happy to see me and do you know what she said?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She said we could go with her to orientation as part of her group!” Kente said, seemingly on the verge of igniting with excitement. 
 
    “Oh,” Fiki said blankly. 
 
    “Isn’t that great!?” Kente all but squealed. “She said you could come too! And our other friends!” He turned to me. “So, you can come too, which—by the way, it’s nice to meet you.” He reached out and clasped my hand in his. “I mean, I know we sort of met earlier, but that was really fast and before I knew you weren’t going to kill me, so it’s nice to meet you again! This is amazing! I’ve never met an alien before! I’m sorry I’m talking a lot, I’m just really excited!” 
 
    “I can see that,” I managed in Yammaninke. 
 
    “Hey, you speak Yammaninke!” 
 
    “A-a little bit.” 
 
    “That’s cool! And—where is Daniel?” Kente looked around hopefully. 
 
    “A—um… a boli… he ran away again,” I said, too tired to figure out how to finish the sentence in Yammaninke.  
 
    “Oh.” Kente only looked disappointed for a moment. “Well, maybe he’ll meet us there.” He perked up. “Anyway, Koro Siya said to meet her on the train platform. Let’s go!” He took my arm in one hand and Fiki’s in the other, and pulled us off down the hall. “Isn’t this amazing?” he said, looking excitedly between the two of us. I didn’t really know what he was so amazed about, so I didn’t respond except to smile.  
 
    Fiki didn’t smile at all. She just pressed her lips together with a tight, “Mm.” 
 
    “Come on, Fiki, you don’t have to be like that!” Kente whined. “Think about it. A manga koro—a real, legitimate manga koro with a reputation—asked us to go to orientation with her! This is a big deal!” And he went skipping on ahead, calling for us to hurry up. 
 
    “So, what is he so excited about?” I asked. 
 
    “When Daniel was hiding from the police in my room, some older students—a manga koro and her jaseliwu—stepped in and helped us convince them to leave,” Fiki said. “The manga koro’s name is Siya. She’s a member of the Wagadu clan, one of the most powerful families in the world.” 
 
    “So… I still don’t get it. Why is Kente so happy?” 
 
    Fiki sighed. “Kente very much admires powerful koronu. He has always dreamed of growing up and attaching himself to one of them, so he gets a little over-excited when anyone of status notices him.” 
 
    “Oh. But he’s still so young.” When Fiki had talked about numuwu, jaseliwu, and senkuliwu serving powerful koronu, I had been picturing all working adults like Rakesh Thundyil’s entourage. It didn’t occur to me that kafoka might start looking for their groups as young as thirteen. 
 
    Fiki seemed to understand my confusion. “It is true that craftsmen don’t really need a fankama to serve until they are adults, leaving the care of their parents. But school is good practice for that time.” 
 
    The group that greeted us on the train platform was overflowing with so much tajaka nyama that I felt it roll over my skin before I even saw them. There had to be at least twenty of them, ranging from kids our age to tall, powerful figures who had to be in their later teens. There were craftsmen with their glass and metal earrings jangling from their ears, finawu with their heads draped in black fabric, jaseliwu in their long robes with their instrument cases slung over their shoulders, and koronu with their sleeveless tops showing off their muscles. 
 
    It only took a few seconds to figure out which one was Siya. She wasn’t the tallest of the koronu or the most beautiful. If anything, she was a little stocky, with wide hips and thick arms. But somehow, everyone on the platform seemed to revolve around her. I couldn’t quite explain it. No one faced away from her; they all pressed in toward her, like they were plants and she was the nourishing sun. Siya held herself like the glow of all that attention was normal for her, with her shoulders back and a relaxed smile on her painted face. 
 
    The only other figure who seemed to be drawing as much attention as Siya was the impossibly big young man at her shoulder. He didn’t smile like she did and didn’t seem particularly interested in talking to anyone around him. Amid all the bustling conversation, he held his face in a steady serious expression, a motionless wall of solid muscle in the middle of the milling group. 
 
    Siya Wagadu and the muscular boy behind her didn’t look like they could be older than sixteen, but they had an entourage as impressive as Rakesh Thundyil’s. 
 
    “Kente Ekwenzi,” a girl in pretty purple jaseli robes at us. “Glad you could make it! And you brought your friend—sorry, I’ve forgotten your name, numuden.” 
 
    “Zithathwa,” Fiki said stiffly, “Fikile Zithathwa.” 
 
    “And who is this?” The jaseli looked at me in open surprise. I supposed there was no point pretending it wasn’t weird; I was the palest person on the platform by most of the visible light spectrum. 
 
    “This is um—this is our friend,” Kente said, clumsily avoiding using my name. 
 
    “Lovely.” The jaseli gave me a smile that glittered with sparkling facepaint. “I’m Siya Wagadu’s jaseli, Kyanga Gesseke.” 
 
    “Kente!” Siya exclaimed, her voice cutting through the chatter around her. “You brought another friend with you!” 
 
    She covered the distance between us in two long strides and, to my awkward surprise, took my face between her hands. She was taller now that she was right up in front of me. And her nyama—the sheer power radiating from her—was insane. Deep waves of heat rolled from her arms, stirring my loose bangs. Her fingers were so hot on my skin I almost flinched but managed not to as she turned my face upward. And now suddenly, all the attention that had been centered on Siya—those dozens of dark, fiery eyes—were turned toward me as well. And I wished, for the second time that day, that I had a baggy Earth-style sweatshirt to disappear into.  
 
    “Was this the one you were trying to hide from those so-called police?” she asked Kente. 
 
    “Um—no, koroyaa,” Kente said. “We weren’t actually trying to hide anyone.” 
 
    “Sure.” Siya smiled without taking her eyes off my face. 
 
    “That seems like an interesting story,” one of the black-robed finawu said. 
 
    “Later,” Kyanga told her with a smile.  
 
    “And what is your name, little one?” Siya asked me.  
 
    “Um…” I fumbled stupidly. “I-it’s… u-um…” 
 
    “Sorry,” Kente cut in. “She doesn’t speak much Yammaninke.” 
 
    “Oh.” Siya released my face and gave me a short pat on the cheek. “Well, that’s alright. Kyanga can introduce you to our group here.” 
 
    “Of course,” the jaseli said. “This, as I’m sure you’ve heard, is Siya Wagadu, first-ranked female fighter in all of Daybreak and Yammanka military trainee. This is Kyanga Gesseke, my cousin and fellow singer for Siya, and this is Siya’s numu, Bori Kuruma.” 
 
    She swept over to the heavily-muscled young man with the serious face. “This here is Siya’s boyfriend Naxato Kende, first-ranked male fighter in all of Daybreak. These are Naxato’s jaseliwu, Seku Tirama, Nana Tirama, and Bintu Balasseke, his numuwu, Jamari Koumbia and Siramori Kuruma, and his senkuli, Tura Zilazen. The other koronu over here are Segu Tarore, Kela Tarore, Kinta Wagadu, and little Aboka Oba.” 
 
    “You get all that?” Siya asked turning back to me. 
 
    “I… I think so,” I managed to say in Yammaninke. 
 
    “Oh, she is adorable, isn’t she?” Siya said with an amused look at Kyanga. “Can we keep her?” 
 
    “Siya, come on,” the other jaseli, Mbali, prompted. “The doors are opening.” 
 
    The group of people surrounding Siya and Naxato was so big that we took up an entire train car. Their nyama flooded the closed space amid a mixture of smoke, twanging strings, and clinking earrings. The jaseliwu started singing a casual song, and before long, the numuwu and koronu were chorusing back in unison. Kyanga produced a small bell-like instrument that looped around her finger and struck up an up-tempo beat. A few people got up from their seats and started dancing in the decreasing gravity. As the dancers stomped their feet and threw their heads back, people started clapping in time with Kyanga’s bell. 
 
    It was so loud, and the heat was so overpowering, that I couldn’t even decide if I liked the sound of the song. Voices rose to a celebratory shriek as Kyanga’s little piece of metal started ringing louder, faster than any instrument ever could in adyn hands. And Jesus, how did people even hit notes like that without breaking their vocal cords? I supposed tajakalu probably did have stronger lungs than adyn singers. I couldn’t help feeling a rush of relief when we reached our stop. 
 
    “Where are we?” I asked Fiki as we stepped out onto the glass tile platform. The patterned lights here were tinted blue, giving the chamber an open, airy feel. The gravity had lightened. “Are we still in the Yammanka sector?” 
 
    “Yes,” Fiki said. “This level is mostly fancy banquet halls that Dakkabana rents out for big social events. I think Daybreak always rents this big one for orientation.” 
 
    On the platform, we were joined by even more tajakalu. They flocked to Siya, their groups mixing with hers. 
 
    “Koko!” Kente exclaimed happily, waving down one of the people drawn in toward Siya. “Over here!” 
 
    “Kente?” The girl turned to the sound of the senkuli’s voice. Her face broke into a smile and she excused herself from her group of friends to come over. “Kente, i ni kiye!” she exclaimed. “I haven’t seen you in the monitor room all day. I was so bored! Where have you been?” 
 
    “Oh, the other guards didn’t tell you?” Kente let out a self-conscious laugh. “I got fired.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “It’s—um—it doesn’t matter,” Kente said hastily. “Right now, I want you to meet my new friend, Joan. Joan, this is Koko. She got assigned to security for her work program, like me. Only she’s a koro, which means she gets to do the cool stuff like carry a spear, and go on patrol, and—” 
 
    “We’ve met, actually,” I said, looking past Kente at the girl. She looked different without the security guards’ paint cutting triangular spear-points down her face. But there was no mistaking those broad, powerful shoulders, and the braided loops of hair; this was Bamako Kiita, the junior security guard who had tried to arrest Daniel outside the Pankajeet. 
 
    From the way her eyes had fixed on me, I could tell she recognized me too 
 
    “Wait—what?” It seemed to take Kente a moment to process the Lindish words that had come out of my mouth. “You’ve already met?” He looked from me to Bamako Kiita—or Koko, I supposed must be her nickname—in confusion. 
 
    “Yes,” Koko said bluntly before I could fumble to answer in my awful Yammaninke, “we have. I tried to arrest her and another boy in the Disanka sector.” 
 
    “Another boy? You mean Daniel Thundyil?” Fiki said, suddenly interested in the conversation, eyeing Kiita warily. 
 
    “Yes, that’s the one,” Koko said congenially. “He’s quite the fighter.” She said it with the same inexplicable enthusiasm I had heard in Daniel’s voice when he had talked about her fighting. 
 
    “But—why were you even going after him?” Kente asked, looking more impressed than concerned. “Apprentice security guards aren’t supposed to pursue anyone—definitely not alone.” 
 
    “Usually not,” Koko said, drawing her shoulders back in undisguised pride, “but I’m on the lieutenant’s task force now.” 
 
    “What?” Kente exclaimed in dismay. “Koko, why?” 
 
    “I was tired of patrol duty,” Koko said defensively, “and monitor duty was so boring without you around. I begged the lieutenant to let me join her team. That idiot, Usumbe Wagadu, had just gotten thrown off the task force for some reason—no one would tell me why—so there was an opening.” 
 
    “Bamako,” Fiki said seriously, “you’re not going to tell Zankare that Joan is here?” 
 
    “Well…” Koko looked past Fiki at me. “I’m not on duty right now. So, technically, it isn’t my job to tell her for…” She pulled out her info-com device and checked the time— “another two waatinu when my next shift starts.” 
 
    “I’m not joking, Bamako,” Fiki said coldly. “You can’t tell the lieutenant.” 
 
    “Doni doni, Numu Fikile,” Koko said in exasperation, “I won’t.” 
 
    “Zankare should not have put you on any task force in the first place,” Fiki said disapprovingly. “One of the conditions of Daybreak’s work programs is that they don’t put student workers in dangerous—” 
 
    “I’m a koro, Fikile,” Koko said with a condescending laugh. “I know how to handle myself without getting hurt.” 
 
    “Really?” Fiki said, unimpressed. “Then what’s with your face?” 
 
    Until Fiki mentioned it, I hadn’t even seen the bruising. Koko’s dark skin masked the discoloration and she had arranged the lines of her facepaint to conceal the swelling. But now that I looked closely, there was an impressive bruise over her left cheekbone, skirting the bridge of her nose, all the way up over her eyebrow. 
 
    “So the boy got a knee in.” Koko shrugged. “So what? It was fun. Good fight. Where is your friend, anyway?” Koko asked, looking around us. “Daniel Thundyil. Is he here?” 
 
    “No, he’s—he had something else to take care of,” Fiki said. 
 
    “But he is going to be at Daybreak with us?” Koko asked eagerly. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good.” Koko smiled. “He had some great moves. I wanted to ask who trained him. Do you know?” She turned to me. 
 
    “A—a fa,” I said haltingly. His father. 
 
    “Oh. And what style? Isandlabali, I’m guessing?” 
 
    “Um—hen.” I nodded. 
 
    Kiita’s lips curled into a smile. “Cool.” 
 
    “You think it’s cool that a boy kicked you in the face?” Fiki said in a flat tone that made me relieved that I was not the only one who thought this whole casual fighting business was a bit insane. 
 
    “No.” Kiita’s eyes flashed with a fiery intensity that reminded my entirely too much of Daniel. “I think it would be cool to have a rematch.” 
 
    “Well, that one’s a koro to her core,” Fiki muttered as Koko went to rejoin her friends near Siya’s inner circle. Coming out of Fiki’s mouth, it didn’t sound like a compliment. 
 
    Now that the last of the train cars had emptied onto the platform, Siya and Naxato started to lead their army of thirty-some followers onward. Everyone seemed to be moving toward the arch of a great glass doorway that I assumed led to the orientation banquet hall. Unlike the Yammanka shopping center or the Kaigenese food court, where almost everyone had been the same race, this crowd was a mixed bag of different colored skin, hair, and eyes. I even saw some other white people, with their faces painted and their hair wrapped like the Yammankalu’s, moving around in small clusters. 
 
    Even from a distance, I could hear the cheerful echo of hundreds of voices issuing from inside the hall, some conversing excitedly, some shouting over heads to friends, and the loudest of them singing. As we pressed closer, the piercing voices of the singers reminded me of the performers in the temple—rising and falling in pitch and pace in short ripples and long waves, calling and responding—only these voices were competing with one another. As soon as one voice rose, another would pitch itself over the first, ringing louder, rapping faster. 
 
    “What’s going on in there?” I asked Fiki. 
 
    “The jaseliwu just to introduce the most importantest students in the school, make everyone to be impressed.” 
 
    “Oh.” I still didn’t really get it. The students from the jaseli kafo were competitively singing about other students to try to impress everyone? How did that make sense? “So, they’re singing about other people, not themselves?” 
 
    “Of course,” Fiki said. “The jaseli way is to show their skill by building up the spirit and feelings of someone else. This is their power. But really these ones just to get an excuse. They just to show off their nice voices,” she muttered, leaning in close like she was saying something she shouldn’t. “Just wait. These two will be very, very loud,” she said with a nod at Mbali and Kyanga. “And the koronu heads will get so big with nyama, they will dance, dance, dance.” 
 
    “They—they’ll what?” 
 
    “Welcome!” a Yammanka boy with a wide smile was greeting people at the doorway. “I ni kiye, koronu ba! Welcome to the Daybreak orientation banquet! Please find a table and make yourselves comfortable!” 
 
    His voice was somewhere between a shout and a song, and I noticed that his sky blue robe was cut in the same style as Kuyasse’s and Sadiki’s. He was a jaseli. 
 
    “Siya Wagadu!” he exclaimed when he saw us. “Manga Koroyaa, it’s good to see you!” He reached out and clasped her hands in his. “You passed the rainy season well?” 
 
    “I did, Jali Yura, thank you.” 
 
    “I must believe it!” Yura exclaimed with a smile. “You look even more beautiful than you did when I saw you last, and I didn’t think that was possible!” 
 
    “Yura, don’t tease!” Siya laughed. 
 
    “But it’s true!” 
 
    Uncomfortable, I looked at Naxato to see what he made of this smooth jaseli sweet-talking his girlfriend. Strangely, Naxato didn’t seem to mind. If anything, the hulking koro looked quietly pleased as Jali Yura went on to compliment Siya’s hair, her muscle tone, and the radiance of her nyama. Mbali, on the other hand, had her painted lips pursed in annoyance. 
 
    “So, Jali Yura,” she cut in after a moment, “If you’re so deeply impressed with Siya’s power, and so informed of all her qualities, maybe you’d like to have the honor of introducing her to the hall?” 
 
    Yura’s friendly smile wavered. “Any jaseli would be proud to sing for Siya, but I’m afraid I can’t.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right,” Mbali said, “because you’re working for the school now, making your living saying what the school officials tell you.” 
 
    “I make my own choices, Jali Mbali,” the jaseli said calmly. “I say what I mean to—” 
 
    “Welcome, koronu,” Kyanga cut him off, mocking Yura’s high, clear voice. “Welcome, people I don’t know or care about! Enjoy this totally rehearsed event. Please like me. See, I’m cute because I’m trilingual. Please like me! Please like me!” 
 
    “Watch! I can flip languages as fast as I flip sides!” Mbali added. 
 
    “Watch me use the same two lines and smile I’ve used on every nyamaless koroyaa from here to Kaigen!” 
 
    “Awa, ladies, that’s enough,” Siya said, although she was laughing heartily. “Leave the poor boy alone. He has lots of other guests to greet.” And Siya sauntered past Yura, followed by Naxato and the rest of her crew.  
 
    Yura continued greeting guests—“Koronu, numuwu, huan ying! Welcome!”—but his smile wasn’t as wide or as bright as before. 
 
    I had just opened my mouth to ask Fiki what the jaseliwu’s exchange had been about when Mbali let out an “AAAAAIIIIIIIIIEE!” so loud I had to refrain from clapping my hands over my ears. 
 
    “SIYA!” she called out, cutting through the mess of voices filling up the hall. “Siya is here! You know who she is! You’ve heard her name! This is SIYA!” 
 
    “WAGADU!” Kyanga chimed in on a higher note. “Fiercest of fighters, greatest of queens!” 
 
    “Siya, she could stand beside any of them!” 
 
    “Our Siya, she could stand beside any of them!” 
 
    “Truth!” A whole chorus of voices answered and oh my god, I hadn’t realized a whole choir of jaseliwu had converged on our group. Where had they all come from? And where had the drums come from? Who just carried a drum around with them? And now Naxato’s jaseliwu had started singing for him and there was a whole ensemble of them too, taking it in turns with Siya’s girls and their backup. 
 
    “KENDE! Kende means power, which is all you need to know!” 
 
    “This is Naxato Kende whose back has never touched the ground!” 
 
    “Kende means power, which is all you need to know!” 
 
    At this point, most everyone in the chamber had turned to stare at Siya and Naxato in all their glowing glory. I could hear the air clearing, competing songs dropping out of the mix, as the jaseliwu in the chamber either joined the Wagadu-Kende song or fell silent. 
 
    “I think maybe this is too loud for you?” Fiki asked, putting her mouth right up next to my ear so I could hear her. 
 
    Struck dumb by all the noise, I could only nod. 
 
    “Awa.” Fiki took my arm and guided me out of the knot of jaseliwu. At the fringe of the group, some of Siya’s and Naxato’s singers had engaged in what I could only describe as rap battles with opposing jaseliwu—at least I assumed they were opposing from the way they furiously tried to out-sing each other. I tried to make out the words, but they were coming too fast. Did theonite tongues move at super speed, like the rest of their bodies? How did these people freestyle so fast? 
 
    “You see?” Fiki said as we passed some people engaged in some kind of furious dance-off. “Everyone want to show off.” 
 
    Not all the people singing and dancing were even Yammankalu. Some of them were lighter shades of brown; some looked Kaigenese; some were white. Apparently, this was just what people did in this dimension. It was like Mean Girls in the form of a haphazard rap-based musical in a language I barely understood… I was never going to survive Dunian school. 
 
    “Joan,” a voice said, and I turned to see a familiar blue kimono and big black eyes. 
 
    “Izumo!” I exclaimed, relieved to see someone I knew—someone quiet. “Hi! How have you been?” 
 
    “I’ve been good,” he said, getting up from the table where he had been sitting, away from the loudest of the singing. “Ayumi and I are just waiting here for my brothers and the rest of the jijakalu from our village.” 
 
    “I ni kiye, Joan-san!” Ayumi turned around to greet me, looking a lot more cheerful now that she was in a big lively chamber full of people. 
 
    “How are you?” Izumo asked. “How are your hands?” 
 
    “They’re good,” I said honestly. “They feel much better.” 
 
    “And Daniel?” 
 
    “He’s… well, he’s um…” 
 
    “Is he here?” Izumo looked around. 
 
    “No,” I sighed. “He’s hiding from his uncle.” 
 
    “Oh. Why?” 
 
    “I don’t—It’s a long story. Oh—and—Izumo, this is Fiki.” 
 
    “Koro Fiki,” Izumo said, switching to Yammaninke, “it’s a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    “Oh…” Fiki fidgeted uncomfortably. “Oh—thank you but—not that it really matters but—I’m actually a numu.” She tapped the earring dangling from her right ear. 
 
    “Oh!” Izumo’s eyes widened and he went a violent shade of pink. “I-I’m so sorry! I didn’t see—It’s nice to meet you, Numu Fiki. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. And it’s nice to meet you too…” Fiki looked Izumo up and down with a smile. “Koro?” 
 
    “Yes,” Izumo said shyly, still blushing from ear to ear under his white and blue paint. “K-Koro Matsuda Izumo.” 
 
    “Matsuda Izumo,” Fiki repeated taking Izumo’s hand and touching his knuckles to her lips. “Numu Fikile Zithathwa.” 
 
    “Numu Fikile Zithathwa,” Izumo said and returned the gesture as gently and awkwardly as humanly possible.  
 
    As Fiki and Ayumi exchanged friendly introductions, I made a mental note to include kafo and last name the next time I introduced two people—since it seemed to be so important to them. 
 
    “And who is your friend there?” Fiki asked, nodding to a third person hovering awkwardly behind Izumo and Ayumi. 
 
    The girl was so unassuming that I hadn’t even noticed her until Fiki pointed her out. Her head was down, her face covered by a sheet of lank black hair that looked badly in need of washing. She was probably about Izumo’s size, but the way she huddled into herself made her look positively tiny and the ragged coat she wore engulfed her. For a brief moment, her gaze flicked upward to meet mine—she had huge, sad eyes as faded as her coat—but she quickly looked back at the floor. 
 
    “Oh.” Ayumi glanced over her shoulder at the girl, her smile vanishing. “That’s not our friend. That’s Kazeko.” 
 
    At the sound of her name, the girl flinched and shrank deeper into her coat. That was when I realized that it wasn’t just the girl’s size and posture that made her seem invisible. There was no nyama coming from her. If she had powers, they were locked up tight under layers of caution and control—like mine. 
 
    “Oh—” Fiki looked from Ayumi to the girl called Kazeko in confusion. “So, who—” 
 
    “Don’t worry about her,” Ayumi said firmly. 
 
    “Awa…” Fiki said. There was a confused silence before Izumo changed the subject. 
 
    “So, I assume Fikile is one of the people who helped you and Daniel hide?” he said, turning to me. 
 
    “Yeah, she and Kente, who is… here somewhere…” I searched the throng for a moment before I found him, still in Siya’s entourage, happily clapping along with her jaseliwu. 
 
    “I can try to extract him from the rest of the tajakalu,” Fiki offered. “You two want to join me?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “Izumo?” 
 
    “Yes—well—I would like to meet him,” Izumo said shyly. 
 
    “Great, let’s go,” Fiki said. 
 
    “Izumo, nani shitenno?” Ayumi said, sounding annoyed. “Doko e—” 
 
    “Koko de mattete ne,” Izumo told her quickly and followed Fiki and me across the floor. 
 
    To get to Kente, we had to navigate an obstacle course of shifting dancers and deafening singers. When we finally reached him, Fiki tugged on his sleeve and had to shout his name just to be heard above all the noise. 
 
    “What? Oh! Fiki! Hi!” He smiled. “Where were you?” 
 
    Fiki took a handful of his sleeve and pulled him out of the crowd of singers and dancers before she even tried to answer. “Joan and I were just meeting up with her friend Izumo here.” 
 
    “Oh, hi!” Kente grinned, looking past Fiki at Izumo. “I’m Kente!” 
 
    “You’re not really going to stay with these people through the whole orientation, are you?” Fiki asked. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    “Well because—” Fiki started, but she stopped abruptly. 
 
    “What?” Kente looked confused, but I had felt it too; a distinct ripple of cold had pierced the tajaka nyama all around us to prickle across my skin. 
 
    “Izumo,” a voice said. 
 
    When I turned to the source of the chill, I thought I was looking at Hiroshi. The boy’s face, his frown, and the restrained, frigid feel of his nyama were so like Hiroshi’s that it took me a moment to realize he was a different person. He was shorter than Hiroshi, his face a little rounder, his hair a little longer—though the two were certainly cut from the same hunk of unfriendly ice. So this had to be the middle Matsuda brother, Nagasa.  
 
    “Nii-san,” Izumo offered the older boy a nervous smile. “Mina—” 
 
    “What are you doing with these people?” the older jijaka demanded, and I noticed that he used Yammaninke so Fiki, Kente, and I couldn’t miss his disdain. 
 
    “Joan,” Izumo said wearily, “I don’t think you’ve properly met my brother, Koro Matsuda Nagasa.” 
 
    “Oh—hello,” I said lamely. 
 
    “Naga-nii-san, this is Joan and Numu Fikile—” 
 
    “I didn’t ask for their names,” Nagasa snapped. 
 
    “Sorry, I was just—” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be here,” another voice said and there was a new wave of nyama, so cold it sent goosebumps crawling up my arms. Hiroshi. The oldest Matsuda brother appeared at Nagasa’s shoulder with a cluster of other Kaigenese students. He had exchanged his security uniform for a plain kimono, but he was every inch as intimidating as he glared down at his brothers. 
 
    “Both of you, come,” he said. “We’re going.” Nagasa and the other Kaigenese turned to follow Hiroshi without question. 
 
    “But—” Izumo started. 
 
    “Now,” Hiroshi said without looking back at him. 
 
    Izumo made to join his brothers but just then, a dark hand descended on his shoulder, making him flinch. 
 
    “Matsuda,” Siya said, pulling Izumo back a step. “Did you lose this little one over here? Or did you just drop by to say hello?” 
 
    At that, Hiroshi stiffened and turned to face the tajaka. His eyes met Siya’s and the atmosphere changed like the crack of whip. The air bristled with the force of nyama against nyama—hot against cold, both terrifyingly, shudderingly powerful. I wasn’t sure when the jaseliwu had stopped singing—if their voices had trailed off when the jijakalu walked into the group or just now—but suddenly, we were standing in a circle of dead silence. 
 
    “I think you’ve surrounded yourself with enough self-congratulatory noise without our greetings,” Hiroshi said evenly. “We were just leaving, so if you’ll kindly release my brother—” 
 
    “Your brother?” Siya burst out laughing. “You mean this little thing is related to you? You never brought up another sibling. Though I can see why.” She favored Izumo with a pitying look before nudging him back toward Hiroshi and Nagasa. “I didn’t think they made jijakalu any shrimpier than you. Good to see your village has dredged up a fresh handful of undersized weaklings.” 
 
    “And I see you’ve dredged up a fresh handful of little girls,” Hiroshi spat as Izumo scurried back away from the tajaka. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Koko demanded, looking affronted. 
 
    “It means exactly what it sounds like, koroden,” Mbali said, patting the younger girl’s shoulder. “Matsuda here is a backward, small-town sexist. Old news. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “Honestly Matsuda,” Siya said, “if everyone back in Kaigen still thinks the way you do, it’s no surprise your empire is in a state of collapse.” 
 
    Hiroshi’s expression barely changed except for a tightening of his jaw—but the air was suddenly prickling with needles of cold. 
 
    “Matsuda-san.” One of the other, older jijakalu said in a low voice. “Don’t. Konna tokoro de, kohaitachi ni abuna— 
 
    “Calm down, Senpai,” Hiroshi said dismissively. “Tada no onna nara, abunakunai desu yo.” 
 
    Nagasa sniggered. 
 
    “You know, you boys can stick your noses up at our female fighters all you want,” Mbali snapped, “but those fighting women are the only reason your crumbling empire still exists.” That prompted a whoop of approval from some of the other Yammankalu and a drop in temperature on the jijaka side. “You should be thanking Yamma.” 
 
    “Your Yammanka army never did much for our village,” Nagasa returned angrily. 
 
    Siya snorted. “It’s hardly Yamma’s fault you jijakalu are too weak and undisciplined to defend your own peninsula.” 
 
    “At least we aren’t so defenseless that we train little girls to shield us from danger,” Hiroshi said. “Our men can actually fight.” 
 
    Fists clenched and the heat spiked among the tajakalu. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Siya said. “That’s probably why a single battalion of Yammanka females could do what two thousand jijaka men couldn’t.” 
 
    The temperature on the jijaka side plummeted. Water molecules quivered in the air, itching to move. 
 
    “Shall we test that right here?” Hiroshi said. His white fingers twitched and the air around him glimmered with suspended drops of water that shivered eagerly in the light of Siya’s fire, ready to spring into formation. It would have been beautiful if I weren’t overcome with terror. Siya’s nyama was so powerful, it was hard to draw breath under its weight, but I had seen how fast Hiroshi could cut the air with his Whispering Blade. If the two of them clashed, I was certain someone would die. 
 
    Others among the tajakalu and jijakalu looked just as worried.  
 
    “Are we really doing this, Siya?” Naxato asked in a low voice. 
 
    “Yes,” Siya said impatiently. “Just back me up—or don’t. I don’t care. It’s not like I’ll need it.” 
 
    “Wait.” Another boy put a hand on Siya’s arm. “Siya, please, just let it go. Save it for the circle.” 
 
    “Oh, calm down,” Siya snapped, pushing him aside. “This won’t take long.” 
 
    “No.” Hiroshi’s smile was jagged ice. “It won’t.” 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter Eighteen:  
 
    The Heroes are Dead 
 
      
 
    On Earth, I had referred to nyama as the Hum. And back then, it really had been just a hum—a sweet, soft, aching frequency that never rose to a scream. The suburb where I grew up was tidy and quiet, no big crowds, no loud noises. Every day, I woke up and went to the same school, with the same boring, nyamaless adyns. If I wanted to talk to someone, I had to wrench conversation from my disengaged mother. Often whole days passed when I said no more than a few words to a living person. If I wanted to feel nyama, I had to open my hands to the quiet world and strain for it. 
 
    If the past few days hadn’t been enough of a sensory overload, in the past half hour, I had been bombarded with a dozen new names, and faces, and the terrifying, smothering nyama that went with them. There had been times—very few times—in my life when I felt like my body wasn’t strong enough to contain the power inside it. This was the first time it felt like it was going to buckle under the power around me. The force of Daniel’s nyama against Koko’s had shaken me; the force of Siya’s against Hiroshi’s felt like it could crush me to pieces. 
 
    Hiroshi curled the fingers of his right hand, the air glinted with the shape of a blade, and blackness rushed up into my vision. Flames bloomed from Siya’s palm—and my knees gave out. 
 
    “Whoa!” Izumo’s hands grabbed onto my shoulders, barely managing to hold me upright. “Joan? Hey Joan, are you okay?” 
 
    “I…” I tried, putting a hand to my chest, but I couldn’t get any air into my lungs. I couldn’t breathe. There was too much crackling, and bristling, and pressing in around me, like firecrackers in my ears. 
 
    “Hey!” an unfamiliar voice shouted. “That’s enough!”  
 
    Something new—a clear, sharp strain of nyama I didn’t recognize—broke through the tension between Siya and Hiroshi. The moment the thread snapped, the weight of their nyama lifted from me, allowing me to breathe. The blackness retreated from my vision and I saw a girl—a white girl, tall and lanky, with hazel eyes and a loosely-pinned bun of untidy dark hair.  
 
    “Alright, all of you stop it!” Shoving her way in where no one else dared, the newcomer planted herself between the tajakalu and the jijakalu with her hands raised. “This is the one time of the year you’re supposed to pretend to get along, so just stop.” 
 
    Her nyama had disrupted theirs, scrambling the stark contrast between hot and cold—but somehow replacing it with something else, neither hot nor cold but just as tense. That was weird; I had never felt nyama like that coming from a white person. It was just like theonite nyama. 
 
    “We don’t take orders from you, half-breed,” Nagasa snapped. 
 
     “Oh, Matsuda,” the girl laughed through a smile that was more clenched teeth than anything else, “I missed you. It’s not everywhere I can get down home old Empire racism like yours.” 
 
    “You need to stay out of this, Heidrich,” Kyanga said sourly, “for your own safety.” 
 
    The girl narrowed her eyes at the jaseli. “I’ll take Matsuda’s slurs over your condescension, thanks.” 
 
    “Please, Heidrich,” Naxato said in his deep, quiet voice. “You don’t want to do this. Step aside.” 
 
    “Only if all of you can promise you’re not going to break into a fight before we even get to school,” the girl said fervently. “This is orientation. It’s supposed to be a place of safety.” 
 
    “Since when do you care about rules or sanctity, Heidrich?” Mbali sneered. 
 
    “I’m just trying to keep the peace.” 
 
    At that, several of the older students on both sides burst out laughing.  
 
    “Trying to play Jamuttaana now, are we, Heidrich?” Nagasa sneered. “Your kama has you well-trained.” 
 
    Her eyes turned as icy as his. “Watch it, Matsuda.” 
 
    “Or what?” Mbali let out a mean-spirited laugh. “You’re going to take on a full-blooded jijaka with your dinky excuse for nyamaya?” 
 
    “When I need a singer’s expertise on fighting, I’ll ask for it, Balasseke,” the pale girl snapped. “And if any of you doubt my ability to hold my own against a full-blooded theonite, I would remind you that last time—” 
 
    “Excuse me!” a clear voice rang out over the crowds, amplified by a speaker system throughout the room. “If I could have your attention! The presentation is about to begin! Everyone please find your seats!” 
 
    “Oh, look at that!” the hazel-eyed girl exclaimed, not bothering to hide her relief. “It’s time to sit down. Bye, everybody!” 
 
    “We’ll finish this later, Matsuda,” Siya said and I realized that she hadn’t spoken one word to the newcomer. Through the whole exchange, she had been uncharacteristically quiet, letting her jaseliwu make the snide comments for her. 
 
    As the tajakalu and the jijakalu moved away from each other, the tension left the air like relaxing muscles. Koko and the rest of the young tajakalu followed Siya and Naxato away, throwing resentful glares back at the jijakalu—all except Kente and Fiki, who stayed where they stood. Of the jijakalu, only Izumo hesitated. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked me. “You looked like you were—” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said hastily. Truth be told, I still felt dizzy and vaguely sick. I just didn’t think I could handle anyone pressing in on me with their concern. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Izumo added earnestly, switching to Yammaninke for Fiki and Kente. He looked mortified. “I didn’t realize my brothers would—I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “You’re not the one who should be apologizing,” a voice said and we turned to see the tall hazel-eyed girl looking down at us. “None of that was your fault, little… Matsuda, I take it?” 
 
    “Y-yes,” Izumo said nervously. 
 
    “I’m Alexis, by the way.” 
 
    “Alexis Chiba-Heidrich…” Izumo said, looking warily up at the girl. “I’ve heard of you.” 
 
    “I’m flattered,” she said with a dry smile. 
 
    “You… you’re the—” Izumo stopped short, clamping his mouth shut. 
 
    “The half-breed,” Alexis finished for him. “I think that’s what your fellow Kaigenese like to call me?” 
 
    “Is... is it true what they say?” Izumo asked. 
 
    “You’re going to have to be more specific,” Alexis said. “That I’m the rare theonite born of a white woman who didn’t have the decency to die in childbirth? That I inherited my mother’s face and my father’s nyama? That I’m an abomination against Nami and the Falleke? That I’ve been arrested six times? That I’m a corrupting influence on all the nice pure-blooded theonites I meet?” she rattled off with a smile. “The answer is yes. Guilty of all charges. I would stay away from me if I were you.” 
 
    “Is it true that you’re so strong?” Izumo clarified. 
 
    “Well, if I were a weak little nobody, my blood wouldn’t be a topic of discussion, would it?” 
 
    “Please find your seats!” the voice echoed through the chamber again. 
 
    “If you kids need somewhere to sit, and you don’t mind consorting with a godless criminal, you’re welcome to come with me,” Alexis offered. “There’s plenty of space at my table.” 
 
    “Oh…” Kente looked from her to the retreating group of Yammankalu. “But…” 
 
    “I’m going with her,” Fiki said brightly. “Bye, Kente.” 
 
    “What—hey—wait, wait for me!” he said, not that it was necessary. A few bounds of his quick legs and he was at Fiki’s side again. 
 
    “Are you coming, little Matsuda?” Alexis asked Izumo. 
 
    “I—um… I can’t,” he said, though he was still looking up at the half-jijaka like there was more he wanted to ask her. “I should go with my people.” 
 
    Alexis didn’t look upset with him. “I suppose you should,” she said gently. “It was nice meeting you. Go on then, and enjoy the speakers.”  
 
    Izumo nodded. “Goodbye, Joan. I ni kiye, Kente, Fikile.” And he hurried after his brothers. 
 
    “That was weird…” Kente said, looking in the opposite direction at the retreating Yammankalu. “I don’t think I liked that.” 
 
    “I told you you didn’t want to attach yourself to koronu like them,” Fiki said. “It’s better to work for yourself than to work for koronu like that.” 
 
    “Don’t say that, Fiki!” Kente said, scandalized. “We have to find ourselves koronu to work for eventually.” 
 
    “Why?” Fiki said with a frown. “What’s wrong with working for yourself?” 
 
    “Well, Na would kill me, for one thing.” Kente said with a smile, and Fiki’s face broke into a grin too. 
 
    “Hen, I suppose she probably would.” 
 
    Alexis turned to look at Kente and Fiki as she led us on. “If you’re looking for a great koro to follow, you’ll find plenty at Daybreak—strong ones, fast ones, loud ones. If you want to feel right with yourself, you’ll pick one that you would follow no matter how fast, or strong, or loud they were. Good friends are a better place to start than flashy strangers.” 
 
    I studied the wiry upperclassman, still unsure what to make of her. Now that I knew she was half jijaka, half adyn, her appearance made more sense. Despite her brown hair, hazel eyes, and smattering of tiny brown freckles, the angular shape of her face was rather Kaigenese-looking. She had a stylishly unkempt look about her, with asymmetrical facepaint, loose hair falling down over her face, and an oversized green coat hanging off her slender form. For someone who proudly admitted to being a criminal and a bad influence, she seemed like the sanest person we had met in this orientation hall. 
 
     “Sorry, Koro Heidrich—what were you doing back there?” Kente asked as she led us around the edge of the chamber. “Were you actually going to fight all those koronu?” 
 
    “What? No!” Alexis laughed. “I’m not stupid. I like my flesh uncooked and my limbs attached.” 
 
    “Oh.” Kente made a face at her graphic choice of words. “Then—why—” 
 
    “I read the itinerary. I knew I only had to stall them for a few dinmanu before everyone was called to their seats.” 
 
    “Okay, but why?” Kente asked. “If you don’t like any of them, why not just let them beat each other up?” 
 
    “Kente!” Fiki exclaimed. 
 
    “No, it’s a fair question,” Alexis laughed. “While I certainly wouldn’t have minded seeing those idiots beat each other senseless, I have friends—nice, upstanding friends—who put a lot of work into today’s presentation. I didn’t want their day ruined by some koronu’s stupid personal squabbles. That’s all. That’s as far as my nobility goes.” 
 
    Now that the song and dance had died down and most of the people were seated, I had a clearer view of the banquet hall as a whole. It was huge, easily three times the size of the gym at Crawford Middle, with a much higher ceiling. At the center of the room stood a raised circular stage, similar to the performance platform in the temple. The low glass tables were all in the shape of crescent moons, with their rounded hollows facing the center of the chamber so that everyone who sat down was facing each other, as well as the stage. 
 
    When we reached Alexis’ table, it was mostly empty. Three of the chairs had bogolan cloths draped over them, like they were reserved. 
 
    “Why all the covered seats?” Fiki asked. 
 
    “I told you, my friends are presenting,” Alexis said. “They’ll join us later.” 
 
    “So, your friends are all jaseliwu?” Kente asked. 
 
    Alexis shrugged. “Some of them.” 
 
    The only person already sitting at the table was a stocky girl with a pair of twisty brown pigtails, who smiled at us as we sat down. 
 
    “My table was full,” she explained, jabbing her thumb at a neighboring table filled with white students, all talking amongst themselves. 
 
    The pigtailed girl wasn’t white… at least not entirely, though I found it difficult to place her race as she struck up a friendly conversation with Kente. She spoke Yammaninke with an accent like Daniel’s—exactly like Daniel’s when I listened closely—so I assumed she was Carythian. Her skin was a cool tan that warmed at the cheeks underneath a pair of beautiful brown eyes with the longest eyelashes I had ever seen. 
 
    “I’m Rajani,” she said, when Kente introduced himself, “Rajani Allegre.” 
 
    “And where are you from?” Kente asked, clearly entranced. 
 
    “Carytha,” the girl said, and I mentally gave myself a point for having gotten it right on the first guess. 
 
    “Oh. Wh-what… what—um—” 
 
    Rajani seemed to anticipate his next question. “My mom’s a Disanka tajaka, Dad was a white sondatigi.” 
 
    “Oh… and which—whose powers did you inherit?” Kente asked curiously, prompting Fiki to elbow him in the ribs. Sure, it might not have been polite, but I couldn’t blame him for being curious. It was impossible to guess the girl’s powers just by looking. She had paler skin than any tajaka I had seen—well, except myself—but she did carry a hint of that fire-like glow. And this room was such a mess of different-flavored nyama, it was hard to pick out just one person’s. 
 
    Rajani’s face split into a magical grin. “Both.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Kente looked just as excited as I was. “You’re a tajaka and a sondatigi? You can control fire and sound waves?” 
 
    “Well enough, yeah,” Rajani said with a confident smirk. 
 
    “That’s amazing!” Kente exclaimed. “I’ve never met a sondatigi before!” 
 
    “Kente, don’t be rude,” Fiki muttered, elbowing him again. “Sorry about my friend,” she said, turning to Rajani. “We’re from a small town. He gets excited about this kind of thing.” 
 
     As Rajani laughed it off and the three continued their conversation, I looked at the glass table before me and found that I was still dizzy. Breathing in deeply, I tried to ignore the faint scent of tajaka smoke invading my lungs and fought the urge to put my head down on the table and cover it with my arms. If the whole dimension was like this—with the nyama, and the fighting, and the noise—I was never going to make it on Duna.  
 
    In my dizziness, I would have given anything for the clear, simple hum of metal, but like most of the upscale chambers in Dakkabana, the banquet hall was constructed entirely of glass. Not wanting to double over and draw attention, I tilted my head up to the blueness above me. The soaring ceiling was made of big pieces of blue and clear glass. With clear light streaming through them, they brought to mind an open sky. I hadn’t realized how much I missed the sky—not stars outside the window, but real blue sky. I thought that if the sky was the same in this dimension, everything would be okay. If the snow and rain felt the same, if I could still look up and see that bright shade of blue, I might be okay. 
 
    My thoughts of sky were interrupted by a hard drumbeat that brought my attention down to the stage. Gold lights above and below the circular platform gave it a sun-like glow that set it apart from the gentle blues of the rest of the chamber. A woman was standing on that platform now, flanked by two drummers. The musicians looked like they were probably students, but the woman was older, at least middle-aged, judging by the lines on her face and the gray streaks running the length of her long black braid. From her impressive red robe, with its multiple layers and intricate gold and tan trim, I assumed she was a jaseli.  
 
    “If I could have your attention please!” Glittering like a living flame in the gold lights of the stage, the woman lifted a hand. “Past, present, and future Daybreak students, your attention!” 
 
    As she spoke, the words resounded from speakers all over the room, but her voice was so strong and clear, I got the feeling it would have cut through the noise without any amplification. The chamber quieted, all eyes drawn to the stage. 
 
    “I am Jali Wulenkaba, head of the history department in the Redwood Tower at Daybreak.” There were whoops and trills of approval I assumed came from student jaseliwu scattered throughout the crowd. “Now, I am going to be perfectly frank with you, I hate serving as master of ceremonies at events like this.” A wave of chuckles rolled through the chamber.  
 
    “You little ones laugh,” Jali Wulenkaba said with a weary smile, “but my older students know that I truly despise noise and spectacle. Usually, the role of kumantigi at orientation falls to one of my showier, more dramatic colleagues. But since Jali Harper is out with the flu, and Jali Tirama had a family emergency back in Abtya, you lucky ducks are stuck with me.” 
 
    More laughter and cheers from the crowd. 
 
    “I asked if I could shove this off on my student apprentice, Yura Kuyasse here, who I assure you would have given you a spirited and beautiful introduction to the school, but no,” Jali Wulenkaba sighed, “tragically there is a stupid rule stipulating that a teacher or graduate has to serve as kumantigi, so bear with me. I am going to use my sacred powers of speech to be as concise as possible before turning this presentation over to my apprentices.” 
 
    I hadn’t realized that Daybreak Academy students could apprentice with teachers. Was that something all the students did? Or just some of them? Was that why Siya’s jaseliwu had accused Yura of working for the school instead of a fankama? But Jali Wulenkaba didn’t give me much time to ponder the issue. True to her word, she dove right into her introduction. 
 
     “For those of you who are new to Daybreak and our unique style of education, here’s how it works: Daybreak Academy itself has five towers: the Obsidian Tower, housing those who aim to be in positions of political or military leadership; the Granite Tower for those seeking careers in sports, the military, or any other physical training; the Redwood Tower for those pursuing the study of orature, music, history, and religion; the Fieldstone Tower for those specializing in architecture, crafts, mechanics, and engineering; and the Limestone Tower for those pursuing careers in business, medicine, science, or visual arts.” 
 
    Business, medicine, science, or visual arts? That seemed like kind of a random grab bag of subjects. 
 
    “Na says Limestone Tower is for the rejects who don’t fit in anywhere else,” Kente whispered to me. 
 
    “Oh.” So, it was whatever was left once you took out all the kafo specializations. 
 
    “It’s likely that you’ve heard the Daybreak Towers described in terms of Yammanka kafonu,” Jali Wulenkaba said, as though reading everyone’s thoughts, “and it is true; we have a tower mostly filled with manga koronu, one mostly filled with kele koronu, one mostly filled with jaseliwu and finawu, and one mostly filled with numuwu and senkuliwu.” 
 
    At the mention of each tower, a cheer went up from the group in question, the jaseliwu and finawu being by far the loudest. 
 
    “But unlike other educational institutions, Daybreak does not divide its students along the lines of traditional Yammanka society. We do not automatically place students in one of the five towers on the basis of their kafo. The tower you live in will be based on the answers you gave on your registration forms. The questionnaire—which many of you were no doubt annoyed to discover goes on for over fifty questions—is designed to place you on the educational track best suited to your skills, goals, and personality, with the people who will help you most along the way. For many of you, that will correspond to your kafo; for many, it will not.” 
 
    “Tunyale!” people shouted from the crowd. Truth! 
 
    “Daybreak also does not operate on an absolute separation of its five smaller schools,” Jali Wulenkaba continued. “All of you, regardless of the tower you live in, will take some classes in all four of the others. Our curriculum is designed to give all of you a foundation in an area you might choose to pursue in the future. When Damina Biraye founded Daybreak in 5147, he wanted to create a place where students could freely study whatever they felt they needed to study to better their world, regardless of their nyamaya, gender, or kafo, where people could celebrate and share their traditions without being limited by them. 
 
    “I may not have made a particularly friendly or exciting introduction for you—and I am sorry for that—but believe me when I say that you are about to receive the greatest education this world has to offer. I would not have gotten up on this stage and spoken for anything less. Now.” She stepped back. “Here to say some words about our school—with hopefully more enthusiasm than I could muster—is one of my apprentices, Koro Makamadi Biraye.” 
 
    “Wait. Koro?” Rajani whispered in confusion. “The kumantigi’s apprentice is a koro?” 
 
    “Manga koro,” Kente added in a disbelieving whisper. “She’s a Biraye!” 
 
    “Hush,” Alexis said. 
 
    “I didn’t even know that was allowed,” Kente said in confusion. “How can a koro—” 
 
    “Just listen,” Alexis said, not taking her eyes from the stage. “Listen, and you’ll understand.” 
 
    Amid the confused whispers of the crowd, a new speaker mounted the stage. She was tall and dark-skinned, with a cascade of rope-like braids and a loose asymmetrical top that showed off her tightly muscled midriff and shapely arms. Basically, she looked like all the other pretty teenage koronu I had seen on Dakkabana—only there was something different about her. It took me a moment to figure out what it was…  
 
    She wasn’t wearing any paint.  
 
    Almost everyone I had seen aboard Dakkabana—from the store clerks, to the security guards, to the little kids on the train—had some kind of paint adorning their faces. Even though some didn’t wear that much, there was always something—a strip across the eyes, a string of dots across the forehead, a delicate dab on the lower lip. This girl was the first person I had seen without so much as a speck of paint on her skin. I hadn’t realized how much I missed being able to look into someone’s face without any bright shapes or colors getting in the way. It made her so beautiful. 
 
    “Thank you, Jakama,” the girl said and turned to smile at the crowd with a pair of soft, dark eyes. “Daybreak students, i ni kiye!” she shouted. 
 
    I knew from listening to the finawu in the temple, the jaseliwu in the train car, and just now Jali Wulenkaba, that the crowd was supposed to shout some kind of response to her greeting. But there was no response, just more confused murmurs. 
 
    The girl stood unfazed before the audience and continued, “I am Makamadi Biraye, though those of you I have the pleasure to know in person call me Maadi.” 
 
    Again, the crowd barely responded. That was when Alexis slammed a hand down on the table and stood, punching the air with both fists.  
 
    “NSE!” she screamed into the confused chamber, her non-jaseli voice raw with the effort. “BIRAYE! Oldest and greatest! BIRAYE!” 
 
    Rajani looked up at Alexis in confusion before giving a shrug, standing up and shouting with her. “BIRAYE!” 
 
    And I thought my eardrums might be broken. Rajani’s yell shook the air, the table, my heart in my chest. It exploded through the chamber, startling a few people to their feet. I sat for a moment, stunned, trying to figure out how such an earth-shattering sound could come from such a small person, before I remembered that Rajani was a sondatigi. She could control sound. 
 
    “BIRAYE!” she shouted again and more people were on their feet, shouting with the two girls. 
 
    “BIRAYE! Oldest and greatest! BIRAYE!” It wasn’t a majority of the chamber—barely a quarter—but it was enough to create a chorus. 
 
    On stage, Maadi Biraye covered a laugh. “Thank you. I know for many, it is strange to see a manga koro up here playing jaseli’s apprentice. It’s a little strange for me too. But you see…” she made a vague gesture in our direction, still laughing, “that’s one of the nice things about Daybreak. If you decide to do something seemingly crazy, like say, apprentice with a jaseli when you have no previous vocal training, there will always be another crazy person ready to support you—for better or for worse.” 
 
    That prompted actual laughter and several cries of, “Tunyale!” from the audience. 
 
    “Although, new students, I can guarantee you, you will see stranger things at Daybreak than koronu giving public speeches.”  
 
    The crowd bubbled with laughter and more appreciative shouts of, “Tunyale!” 
 
    “In fact, you needn’t listen far back in history to find that manga koronu speaking in place of jaseliwu is actually an age-old tradition in Yamma. Queen Mandeya Wagadu, nyama to her soul, was beloved for speaking directly to her people. And long before her time, Queen Sansuma Zankare and King Mori Wagadu were quite the speech-makers. Of course, the oldest and most famous speech ever given by a manga koro was delivered by my own ancestor, Dingana Biraye. 
 
    “Prideful manga koronu are known for trying to emulate the greatest of their ancestors. But I will tell you now, I am not here to live up to King Dingana Biraye’s legacy. Just the opposite, actually; I am here to live it down.” 
 
    At that, there were shocked gasps from some parts of the audience. 
 
    “Is she serious?” I heard a tajaka at a nearby table hiss under his breath. 
 
    “How can she say that?” someone else whispered. 
 
    “Who does she think she is?” 
 
    Maadi didn’t shrink from the disapproving murmurs. She drew herself up and deliberately strode around the stage so that she could sweep her calm gaze over as much of the audience as possible. 
 
    “Dingana Biraye stood before the population of the First Empire—his own people and others—and told them their place in his kingdom. Like many manga koronu to follow, he ascended the throne claiming to know the order of the universe. Presumptuous people, my ancestors.” Maadi let out a small laugh. “When Dingana set down the social order that would come to define the lives of hundreds of generations, he said ‘It is simple. The order of the world is simple,’ and this is where I would have to disagree with the father of my clan. To say that the order of the world is simple is to say that human beings are simple. And convenient as that would be, it is not the truth.  
 
    “We have all run into people that we can’t understand, people who don’t fit into the ‘order of the world’ as we perceive it. We are all born with things inside us that we don’t understand—that the people around us may not understand. If we are unable to open our hearts to accommodate these things, we will never be at peace with ourselves. We will never be at peace with each other. And we must have that peace,” she insisted, clenching her fist. “If we are to survive the coming centuries, we must make peace with each other.  
 
     “Understanding other cultures and traditions is no longer an entertaining pastime for intellectual jaseliwu; it is a necessity for all of us. Because those people we don’t understand are no longer a sensationalized folktale from across the sea; they are real and they are standing in front of us. They are sitting next to you right now. You have touched their hands and felt their nyama. They are our teachers and classmates; they are our neighbors and co-workers; our wives and husbands. One day, they will be our children. 
 
    “Whether Dingana Biraye was right or wrong in saying that the order of the world was simple, the world he inhabited was smaller than ours. It didn’t include jijakalu, fonyakalu, sub-theonites, or adyns. It didn’t include non-Yammanka conceptions of family, or love, or religion. It didn’t need to, because my ancestor knew his people and he built his system for them. But the world has gotten more complicated—it continues to get more complicated. And it is only by expanding our understanding that we have a hope of keeping up with it. 
 
    As the manga koro spoke, she prowled the edge of the circular stage, cat-like in her grace, taking it in turn to face each section of her audience, to look them directly in the eye. I became fascinated by the way she moved, so powerfully—not so much walking as flowing from one part of the stage to another. Her gestures were emphatic and full of passion; her rippling muscles suggested enough strength to smash through concrete. Yet she carried herself with such gentle precision that I would have trusted her to cradle a bird’s egg without breaking it. 
 
    “When I was young, I would have liked nothing more than to grow up in Dingana’s image, the perfect Biraye,” she told the crowd. “Then, as I got older and my worldview changed, I tried to take my example from Queen Mandeya, and later on from Broken Spear, but even then, I was missing the point. We’ve all defined ourselves by our ancestors and the heroes of our kafonu. But here’s the thing… our heroes may have been great, but they are dead. The world they inhabited is gone. Their answers will not be our answers, because the questions have changed.” 
 
    The chamber had fallen silent, watching her. The call and response seemed to have fallen off after the first bout. No one seemed to know where she was going with the speech, so they didn’t know what to call out. The quiet didn’t seem to bother Makamadi, who continued to face the crowd with a smile. 
 
    “Many of you probably know the story of the first great map maker—Yang Cheng of Old Kaigen—who set out to map the world two thousand years ago. He set out to prove that the Kaigenese Empire was the center of the universe. But once he had travelled as far as any ship could carry him, once he had seen the kingdoms of Old Yamma and Abtya, walked the fields of Biladugu and traded on the shores of Old Malusi, he realized that Kaigen, for all its glory, was not the center of the universe at all, but one piece of a greater world full of more color and variety than he ever realized. 
 
    “At Daybreak, we are all Yang Cheng, venturing beyond our borders to greater understanding. If you let it, Daybreak will give you the capacity to see the world in ways you never thought possible. It will give you the ability to see that the things you thought were the most important—what you thought was the center of the universe, might not be the center at all. That can be scary. It can be terrifying—so terrifying that many would choose never to face it—but it also opens you up to the possibility that the world might be bigger than you thought, and the most important things in it might be brighter and better things than you ever imagined.” She came around to our side of the stage, and I thought she looked directly at us—at me—with warm black eyes full of fire and honesty. “They might still be out there ahead of you, in the dawn coloring the horizon. 
 
    “Many of you sitting in this crowd are unsure where you will fit into the world. That wasn’t the case for me. When I came to orientation four years ago, I was sure of everything—my kafo, my identity, my loyalties. I sat proudly alongside the other Yammanka koronu without it ever occurring to me that I might find the closest friendship and deepest meaning anywhere else.” 
 
    Her face softened, her liquid black eyes filling up with love and sadness for a moment before she turned to face a different part of the audience with a bright smile. 
 
    “So, to those of you in this crowd feeling lost, wondering where you belong and what you might want to do with your abilities, I congratulate you! You’re already farther along than I was four years ago. 
 
    “Find your people,’ my friends and family told me over and over before I left for Dakkabana my first year. ‘As soon as you arrive, make sure you find your people. Know your people, stick with your people.’ So I found people who shared my name and kafo, people who shared my skin color, my language, and my skills, and I thought, ‘Here is my group, here are my people.’ But sharing a name doesn’t mean you share a soul; sharing a kafo doesn’t mean you share natural abilities; sharing a language doesn’t make you able to understand another person’s heart; sharing a skin color doesn’t make you one people.” 
 
    Having stalked around the circumference of the stage, she came back around to our side, sweeping the crowd with that earnest, open gaze. 
 
    “Let me save you my frustration by telling you now that the most important connections you make at Daybreak will not be based on kafo or the color of your skin. The people who keep you the same as you always were are not your people. The people who change you—who inspire you to passion and greatness—these are your people, your tribe, your circle. The people you look at and think, ‘I would change for this person, I would learn from this person; for this person, I would make myself stronger.’” 
 
    She paused for a moment, drawn up tall against the golden light, looking in our direction with an unreadable expression. 
 
    “I am not here to follow in Dingana’s footsteps and tell you where you fit in the world, because the truth is, the order of the world is not simple. You will not find your people with a quick glance at how someone is dressed. You have to speak and listen, experience and explore, grapple and give—sometimes for years—before you can be certain of your people. At the end of your voyage, all that exploration might lead you right back to your doorstep. It might lead you someplace you never knew existed. You’ll never know unless you venture beyond the edge of your map.” 
 
    There was a pause. Then someone I couldn’t see shouted, “Biraye!” from the other side of the stage. “She speaks well! She speaks the truth! Biraye! BIRAYE!” 
 
    Makamadi Biraye blinked out at the crowd and for the first time, she seemed less than perfectly, invincibly composed; she looked surprised. 
 
    “Biraye!” another voice joined the first. “Tunyale! BIRAYE!” 
 
    And this time, the chant didn’t need Rajani’s help to rise to a roar.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen:  
 
    The Wrong Crowd 
 
      
 
    “Now!” The young manga koro stepped back with a dazzling smile, her braids swinging in the golden light. “The head of the Daybreak staff, our esteemed Principal Mogo, would like to say a few words!” 
 
    Turning, Maadi held out an arm to the person mounting the stage—a bent wobbly figure in a long black and brown robe. 
 
    “Principal Mogo!” Jali Yura shouted out, prompting the crowd to cheer and call back in Yammaninke. “Head of our school for over fifty years this dry season!” 
 
    As Maadi helped the principal up the last steps onto the stage, I leaned forward to get a better look at his face. However, when he turned toward us, there was no face to see; it was covered in a featureless metallic mask that flashed in the golden light. 
 
    “Yes, yes, head of the school, fifty years,” Mogo slurred in a voice as wobbly as his gait. “They get it, I’m very old. No need to rub it in.” 
 
    “Sorry, Koroba,” Jali Yura muttered as half-smothered laughter rose from a few of the tables. 
 
    “And take this off.” The principal fumbled at the front of Yura’s robe and pulled off what must have been—from the amplified shifting sounds over the speaker—some kind of concealed microphone. “You’re plenty loud already.” 
 
    “Sorry about that too,” Yura’s voice could just be heard through the principal’s neighboring microphone. 
 
    The principal made a dismissive sort of, “Fah!” sound and cast Yura’s microphone aside, treating the audience to a deafening thud as it hit the floor. 
 
    Flinching at the sound, Rajani leaned over to Alexis and whispered, “Is he okay?” 
 
    “Well, apparently he’s always been a bit of an oddball,” Alexis said. “Most Daybreak principals are. But Mogo is also getting really old. Of course, no one knows how old he really is, but he’s been promising to retire since my first year.” 
 
    “So… I had some things to say.” The principal pulled an info-com device from his robe and started poking at it with withered brown hands. “Let’s see—I made some notes—Falleke damn it all, why can’t I ever see right out of this thing?” 
 
    “Principal Mogo!” Jali Yura’s voice just registered as he hissed at the principal. “Don’t swear in front of the kids!” 
 
    “I’m sure they’ve heard worse.” Mogo waved him off. “Now, I can never work one of these things…” 
 
    “It-it’s upside down, Koroba” Jali Yura said, taking the device from the principal, turning it around, and handing it back to him. 
 
    “Oh, so it is!” Mogo exclaimed happily. “I knew we had you up here for something.” He made to pat the young jaseli’s shoulder, missed, and ended up swatting at his nose. 
 
    “Why does the principal wear a mask?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s tradition,” Alexis whispered in Lindish, “and also kind of a safety thing.” 
 
    “How is it for safety?” 
 
    “Well, one time—actually a couple times—in the past, people have tried to assassinate the Daybreak principal.” 
 
    “Why? Who would want to assassinate the principal of a school?” 
 
    “A lot of people,” Alexis laughed as though surprised by the question. “There used to be—there still are—people who object to different kinds of theonites being taught together. There are people who object to sub-theonites attending school with ‘real theonites,’ like their equals.” 
 
    “And there are people who think it is bad that some numuwu should learn to fight,” Fiki added in a whisper, “or that some jaseliwu should learn to use their taya, or this kind of thing. Daybreak always to teach some things that is illegal in other places. So if you are the one at the front of the school, it is dangerous for to have a face.” 
 
    “So, nobody knows who he is?” I asked. 
 
    “No.” Alexis shook her head. “We don’t even know his name. Since the second assassination attempt, every Daybreak principal’s gone by a fake name.” 
 
    “Wait. So, he’s Principal Mogo?” I asked. 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Doesn’t Mogo just mean ‘person’?” 
 
    “Okay, he was lazy with the name…” Alexis thought for a moment. “I guess he was a little crazy when he started.” 
 
    Up on the stage, Principal Mogo—or, I supposed that wasn’t his real name—was bumbling through some generic words of welcome. 
 
    “And I am so happy to see so many new faces out in the audience—at least I would be happy to see you. The numu who made these eye holes was not his craft’s master, I tell you. But Jali Wulenkaba tells me we have more new students this year than we have had in a long time, so this makes me happy. I am so happy to be here with you bright young people at this lovely event. You all have so much promise and I… weren’t we going to have some food? And music? Where’s the music?” 
 
    “It’s ready to go, Koroba,” Jali Yura said. “Just as soon as you’re done with your speech.” 
 
    “Oh, is that all?” The principal perked up. “Very good then. Speech over.” He turned and hobbled enthusiastically for the steps. “Enjoy the music everybody!” 
 
    “Oh.” Jali Yura looked up in surprise, his hand going to the front of his robe. “B-but… you took my—” 
 
    Wordlessly, Maadi Biraye unclipped her own microphone and handed it to Yura with a sympathetic smile before turning to help the principal down the steps. 
 
    “Principal Mogo, everyone!” Jali Wulenkaba shouted. 
 
    The crowd cheered back. 
 
    “And now, please enjoy this performance of the Daybreak ensemble, led by Jali Yura Kuyasse and Jali Maka Gesseke!” 
 
    As Jali Yura and the musician jaseliwu broke out into song, waiters appeared with trays, not full of food, but sets of ornately patterned glass bowls filled with water. Making their way around the tables, they placed a bowl in front of each student. As I watched, Fiki dipped her hands in the bowl and scrubbed them over one another, rinsing them off. Everyone else at the table did the same, and I followed suit, not wanting to appear too confused. The water was tinged with some kind of disinfecting chemical that smelled vaguely of lemons. When she had finished rinsing her hands, Fiki dried them with a flash of red fire that turned the clinging sheen of water to steam. Kente did the same while Alexis shook the water from her hands with a flick of her jijaka fingers. The waiter handed me a towel. 
 
    “Oh—thank you,” I said, taking the cloth and using it to dry my hands. 
 
    A different waiter tried to hand a towel to Rajani. 
 
    “No thanks,” Rajani said cheerfully and dried her hands with her own pointed burst of fire. When everyone had cleaned their hands, the waiters took the bowls and towels, and returned with trays of food. 
 
    I didn’t recognize any of the dishes and a lot of them smelled strange, but I found that I was hungry enough not to care. The breakfast I had shared with Fiki had been a long time ago and I had expended a lot of energy running—and crying—since then. 
 
    I looked around for silverware, but as the rest of the table started eating, I realized they were all using their bare fingers. The broad black spoons the waiters brought out were used only to serve from the communal dishes being passed around the table. Everyone started by serving themselves a heap of fluffy white stuff that looked a bit like mashed potatoes, and then putting an assortment of meat, vegetables, and sauces alongside it. 
 
    “I don’t know what any of this is,” I whispered to Fiki. 
 
    “I know. It’s okay,” she said, passing me the giant bowl of white stuff. “Just take some fufu.” 
 
    Digging the spoon in, I found that the white stuff—the fufu—was heavier than my mother’s mashed potatoes and much thicker, almost like glue. 
 
    “Okay, now what else do I get?” I asked. 
 
    “Whatever you want,” Fiki said. She must have seen the utterly blank way I looked at the rest of the dishes because in a moment, she came to my rescue. “Chicken with plantain.” She pushed a plate of fried brown stuff at me. “And peanut sauce.” A smaller bowl full of soupy orange stuff. “Everyone likes this.” 
 
    “What—really?” It seemed like a weird combination to me. Weren’t plantains like bananas? Who ate bananas with chicken? 
 
    “Really, really,” Fiki said cheerfully. 
 
    I watched Rajani scoop up a bite-sized portion of the white stuff, use it to dab up some sauce, and pinch it together with some meat and vegetable before bringing it to her lips. Alexis and Kente ate less delicately, shoveling their food into their mouths without putting much thought into the composition of each mouthful. 
 
    Trying to imitate the others, I took a little bit of piping hot fufu, a shred of chicken, and a slice of plantain, dipped it in the sauce, and gingerly slid it into my mouth. Wholly expecting it to taste terrible, I bit down and— 
 
    “Oh my god, that’s good!” I exclaimed around the dense mouthful. 
 
    The fufu didn’t taste anything like mashed potatoes. I didn’t care. I didn’t care if I never saw a potato again, just as long as Duna had more of this peanut sauce. I finished my helping almost as fast as Kente. Then I finished another one. 
 
    The waiters were just coming around with a second set of hand-washing bowls for everyone’s fufu-covered fingers, the music up on the stage winding down, when I heard Kente give a soft, “Oh no.” 
 
    “What is it?” Fiki asked as the two of us turned to him, but he was looking past us to the main archway leading into the chamber. 
 
    “Zankare.”  
 
    “What?” Fiki whispered, turning to follow his gaze. Sure enough, a grumpy-looking Yammanka security guard with heavily muscled arms and a spear strapped to her back was standing in the chamber doorway, her eyes scanning the seated crowds. There were more guards behind her—enough that it would be difficult to get out without them noticing. 
 
    “What is she doing here?” Fiki said in a panicked whisper. “I thought she and Chief Koma said you were fine as long as you didn’t bother them again.” 
 
    “I don’t think she’s here for Kente,” I said with a sudden sinking in my chest. “She’s here for me.” 
 
    “Then we have to get you out of here,” Fiki said. 
 
    “No, I—you can’t do that,” I said. “You two are only in the clear because they think you weren’t helping me and Daniel. If you try to help me and we get caught, you’ll be arrested too.” 
 
    “Yeah sure, but we’re not just going to let Zankare take you away,” Kente protested. “She’s awful.” 
 
    Alexis must have noticed our terrified expressions because she leaned over and said, “Hey, are you guys okay?” 
 
    “Um—” The three of us exchanged lost looks. Should we say ‘yes’? ‘No’? Should we try to explain to her? How much could we explain without giving away anything about Firebird or the fact that I was an alien? Alexis seemed like a nice person, but we had barely known her for an hour. There was no way to know if we could trust her. 
 
    Just as our silence was stretching beyond suspicious, Alexis looked up in surprise. 
 
    “Sadiki!” she exclaimed, “Sadiki Tirama, is that you?” 
 
    A hand with two missing fingers touched the table before us, and when I looked up, I saw Kuyasse’s apprentice jaseli standing over us. 
 
    “Yes.” She smiled at Alexis. “Heidrich, right? Little Alexis Heidrich? Bemba’s Bones, you got tall!” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve heard from you at all since you graduated,” Alexis said, standing up to take Sadiki’s good hand and touch it to her lips. “How have you been?” 
 
    “Pretty good. After Daybreak, I got an interview with a notable family in Carytha and I’ve worked for them ever since.”  
 
    “Wait, I thought you went back to Yamma,” Alexis said. “Everyone did. But you’ve been in Carytha this whole time and you’ve never mentioned this? Never gotten lunch with any of your old friends?” 
 
    “I apologize,” Sadiki said. “My job requires a certain level of secrecy. I’ve been careful to avoid contact with anyone who knew me at Daybreak.” The two intact fingers of her left hand shifted on the table. “I’m only here now because my fankama has a child—well, two children actually—starting school soon and they’re in a bit of trouble.” Her eyes came to rest on me. “From the look on your face, I’m guessing you’ve already noticed the Yammanka guards waiting for you at the door. Don’t look so scared. Thundyils don’t get scared. I’m here to get you out.” 
 
    “Them too,” I said, gesturing to Fiki and Kente. “They need to get out of here too.” 
 
    Sadiki stood for a moment, considering the numu and the senkuli. “Fine,” she said, not looking particularly pleased with the arrangement, “all three of you then. You will have to do exactly as I say.” 
 
    “Yes, Jaliyaa,” Fiki said as Kente nodded seriously beside her. 
 
    “Wait, so what’s going on?” Rajani asked, looking from us to the jaseli in confusion. 
 
    “Yeah, are these little ones in trouble with the police?” Weirdly, Alexis looked more excited than worried, more amused than disapproving. “What did you guys do?” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Sadiki said before any of us could try to respond. “I’ll tell you all about it over lunch. Right now, I need to figure out a way to… hey.” She turned back to Alexis as a thought seemed to occur to her. “You still like playing pranks, Heidrich?” 
 
    “Of course!” 
 
    “What about messing with law enforcement? Do you still do that?” 
 
    “Respected jaliyaa!” Alexis exclaimed, putting a hand to her heart as though stung. “I am shocked! Shocked and offended that just because I’m white, you would assume that I’m some kind of rabble-rousing—” 
 
    “So, do you want to make some trouble?” Sadiki cut her off. 
 
    “Yes,” Alexis conceded, dropping her hand with a sigh. “Damn you, you sneaky jaseli, you’ve talked me into it. I’m just no match for your silver tongue.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” Sadiki smiled.  
 
    “So… what is going on?” Kente asked, apparently unable to follow the older girls’ Lindish. 
 
    “Well, I was going to berate Joan here for falling in with the wrong crowd as early as orientation,” Sadiki said with a weary look at Alexis, “but since we’re on the wrong side of the law today, it might be a lucky thing after all.”  
 
    “I don’t get it,” Kente said blankly. 
 
    “As she might have bragged to you already, Alexis Chiba-Heidrich is not an upstanding student or citizen,” Sadiki said. “In fact, getting around law enforcement is an old specialty of hers.” 
 
    “So, where is my expertise needed, Jaliba?” Alexis asked, leaning forward in her chair. “What’s the prank?” 
 
    “Don’t look now,” Sadiki said, “but there’s a group of Yammanka security guards skulking at the doorway to your right. By this time, they’ll have covered the other exits as well. These three”—she indicated me, Fiki, and Kente—“need to leave this hall without any of the guards noticing.” 
 
    Alexis’ hazel eyes flicked from one exit to the next. “Okay… I think I can swing that.” 
 
    “Can I help?” Rajani asked brightly. 
 
    “Oh.” Alexis looked at her. “Thank you for offering, little one, but orientation seems a little early for me to be dragging younger students into criminal activity. I don’t want you to get arrested or—” 
 
    “I grew up near North End Livingston,” Rajani said in indignant Lindish, “looking like this.” She pointed to her light tan face. “I’ve been arrested before.” 
 
    “Falleke, I knew not you and I had so much in common!” Alexis laughed. “Fine. What can you do?” 
 
    “I can make a smokescreen.” 
 
    “Really?” Alexis raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “What?” Rajani said defensively, holding her chin high. “Thought you just because I was half I couldn’t—” 
 
    “That’s not what I thought at all,” Alexis smiled. “I was just thinking again, we have a lot in common. An’ you hate your parents as much as I hate mine, I might try to adopt you.” 
 
    “Done,” Rajani said cheerfully. 
 
    “Oh.” Alexis looked at the younger girl with a frown. “That was supposed to be a joke. Now I feel bad.” 
 
    Just then there was a rustle nyama so warm and strong that it made me feel like all my muscles had melted. Alexis’ frown immediately turned to a smile. 
 
    “Maadi!” She turned to greet a tall tajaka with a head full of rope-like braids. “You did it!” 
 
    The newcomer was easy to recognize, being the only person in the hall without any paint obscuring her smile. It was Makamadi Biraye, the manga koro who had given the speech after Jali Wulenkaba’s opening. I had thought her impressive appearance might have come from being wreathed in the golden lights of the stage, but she was every bit as stunning up close in the crisp blue light—more so, because now I could feel her nyama. Like Siya’s it filled the space overwhelming every other sensation, but unlike Siya’s it didn’t feel like it would crush me. It just held me, like an embrace. How did nyama so powerful feel so gentle? 
 
     “Well,” Maadi smiled, brushing a few long braids back over her shoulder, “no one threw anything at me.” 
 
    “They loved you!” Alexis said, standing up from her chair. Tall as she was, she still came up an inch or two short of the more muscular tajaka. “And you were nervous to speak!” 
 
    Alexis took Maadi’s dark hand in her pale ones and pressed a kiss to the knuckles. It was similar to the gesture I had seen others make in greeting—but different somehow. Her lips stayed a few moments too long on Maadi’s knuckles, and after it was done, she didn’t let go of the hand, but held it between hers, playing idly with the tajaka’s powerful fingers. 
 
    “Anyway, I’m glad you’re here,” Alexis said. “You were just about to miss the fun.” 
 
    “What fun now?” Maadi stopped beaming at Alexis for a moment to look past her at the rest of us. “Sadiki Tirama?” she said, her dark eyes squinting faintly in confusion. “You… Didn’t you graduate a few years ago?” 
 
    “I did,” Sadiki said, her own eyes narrowing in an unreadable expression as she stared at Maadi. “It’s good to see you again, Manga Koro Biraye. Have you been well?” 
 
    “I have, thank you.” 
 
    “I admit, this is… a surprise, Biraye,” Sadiki said, looking from Maadi to Alexis in confusion. “Last I saw you, you were—” 
 
    “A nice, upstanding, manga koro,” Maadi said with a laugh. “Yes. I’m afraid, in recent years, I’ve fallen in with the wrong crowd. And you, Jali Tirama?” I noticed her eyes flick for just fraction of a second to Sadiki’s damaged hand before returning to the jaseli’s face with a strained look. “How are you—” 
 
    “I’m doing quite well,” Sadiki said with a tight smile. “Fabulously wealthy fankama, a Kolunjara Kuyasse for a mentor, living the dream, you might say. I’m in the middle of some important work right now, actually.” 
 
    “That’s why she’s here,” Alexis said. “She needs us to help these three first year students get away from some Yammanka security guards who are after them.” 
 
    “Alexis”—Maadi looked down at the other girl wearily—“isn’t it a little early in the year to start breaking the law?” 
 
    “I considered that,” Alexis said, still playing absently with the fingers of Maadi’s hand, “but I did keep the peace for you before your presentation started, even when everyone else wanted to fight. I was good. You owe me this one.” 
 
    The fingers of Maadi’s hand curled in except for one, which she put under Alexis’ chin to tip the other girl’s face upward. “One,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “Hold on…” Sadiki was staring at the two teenage girls with a wary, uncomfortable look on her face. “A-are… are you two—” 
 
    “Hush, Tirama,” Maadi said in a light voice that instantly silenced her. “Not in front of the children.” 
 
    Alexis turned and winked at the jaseli. “Over lunch,” she said. 
 
    It was a little surreal, watching the three older girls sit down and plot out an escape plan, like dodging armed police was something they did on their weekends. Rajani joined the conversation eagerly—and Kente and Fiki seemed to follow along okay—but I got lost in the quick Yammaninke back-and-forth filled with terms I didn’t understand. Was this a koro thing? Did members of the warrior kafo just pick fights with other people for fun? 
 
    “Can we actually trust these people?” Fiki whispered to me and Kente at one point. “Any of these people?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I breathed. “Do we have a choice?” 
 
    “What are you talking about? That lady is one of Daniel’s family jaseliwu, right?” Kente said, nodding at Sadiki. 
 
    “Hen,” I said. 
 
    “So, of course we can trust her!” Kente whispered emphatically. “And Alexis just saved our lives.” 
 
    “That’s… kind of a stretch,” Fiki said. 
 
    “Well she helped us,” Kente insisted. “She kept a bunch of koronu from fighting. Shouldn’t that make her your favorite person in the world?” 
 
    “We’ve barely known any of these people for a gbaati,” Fiki said. 
 
    “Yeah—well, we haven’t known Joan very long either,” Kente returned stubbornly. 
 
    That made Fiki pause. I could see the conflict straining her bright brown eyes. “You’re right,” she said finally. “But I don’t like all this. I don’t like—” 
 
    “Fighting, I know,” Kente said impatiently. “But Joan’s just trying to help us. These people are all trying to help us.” 
 
    “Actually,” a new voice whispered as Rajani leaned in with a twinkle in her eyes, “I’m just doing this because it sounds like fun.” 
 
    “Oh!” Kente looked at Rajani in confusion. “I-I didn’t… You heard all that?” 
 
    “Bit of advice, you guys,” Rajani said, “don’t try to whisper behind a sondatigi’s back. We have ears like bats.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Fiki said hastily. “We didn’t mean to be rude.” 
 
    “I know you didn’t,” Rajani said with what seemed like a genuine smile. “So…” She leaned in closer. “Who is Daniel?” 
 
    “Koro Allegre.” Alexis interrupted. It seemed that she and the two older girls had finished plotting. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Ready!” Rajani jumped to her feet, her pigtails bouncing. 
 
    “Remember, I won’t move as fast as you, koroden,” Sadiki said. “Wait until I’m in position.” 
 
    “Got it, Jaliyaa.” 
 
    “Awa. Let’s go.” Sadiki turned and left the table. 
 
    “Wait—so—wh-what’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    “You three gonna to wait for my signal,” Rajani answered me in Lindish. “When you see it, you’re all gonna go out the middle exit.” 
 
    “What signal?” I asked. 
 
    “You’ll know it when you see it.” She grinned. 
 
    “And we will be with you,” Maadi said to me. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    The tall tajaka’s Lindish was surprisingly just about perfect, even better than Kuyasse’s or Sadiki’s. Except for the tiniest hint of a Yammanka accent, she sounded like a native speaker. 
 
    “I’m Maadi, by the way,” she said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t get your names.” 
 
    “I’m Joan,” I said after taking a moment to find my voice. “This is Fiki—or—sorry—Numu Fikile and Senku Kente.” 
 
    “Pleased to break the law with you,” Maadi said cheerfully. “Speaking of which, what did you kids do to get on the wrong side of Dakkabana security?” 
 
    “Apparently, it’s classified,” Alexis said, “but they’re with Jali Sadiki, so I figure it’s safe enough to trust them.” 
 
    “You figure?” Maadi laughed an exasperated breath. “Or you just wanted an excuse to get us all into trouble?” 
 
    “Me? Get us into trouble?” Alexis said sarcastically. “Ridiculous!” 
 
    “You kids are lucky,” Maadi sighed. “You ran into the one upperclassman who dodges police for a hobby—and is good at it.” 
 
    Across the chamber, Sadiki had struck up a lively conversation with the two Yammanka security guards manning the leftmost exit. It was impossible to hear what she was saying at this distance but whatever the conversation was about, she had managed to maneuver both guards so that their backs were to the chamber. 
 
    “I think it’s your time now, koroden,” Alexis said to Rajani. 
 
    “Remember,” Maadi said, “if anyone gives you trouble, yell loud. Alexis and I will take care of it.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Rajani said, and headed off for the exit to our right. 
 
    “Don’t get up yet,” Maadi said to Fiki, Kente, and me, “but be ready to move.” 
 
    I watched Rajani cross the chamber toward the middle exit, picking her way between waiters, tables, and wandering students. When she had almost reached the doorway, she did a strange thing: she spun. As though about to start dancing, she turned in a graceful circle—then fire flared from her hands. It wasn’t like the bright hot blasts I had seen Daniel produce in combat. This was shadowy, red fire that bloomed like petals around Rajani for mere seconds before turning to smoke. Within moments, black clouds had engulfed Rajani and the police near her, filling up the doorway. 
 
    Murmurs of surprise went up around the chamber as all eyes turned toward the dark cloud. The security guards at the other two exits reacted immediately, abandoning their posts to sprint for the smoke. 
 
    “Now we move,” Alexis said, tugging me from my chair, and leading on toward the right-hand exit. 
 
    “Not too fast,” Maadi said catching Kente’s sleeve before the bouncy little tajaka could sprint for the open exit. “We’re just normal students heading out of orientation early.” 
 
    Walking fast—but not too fast—the three of us moved toward the archway. I held my breath as I watched it get closer. The plan made sense now. Rajani’s smokescreen would make the guards think we were trying to leave through the middle exit. Meanwhile, we would sneak out the right one without anyone noticing.  
 
    Hazarding a glance to my left, I saw the Yammanka guards running blindly into the smoke, waving their arms in attempt to disperse it. A group of curious student spectators had converged on the cloud to watch, adding to the confusion. We were almost there. Then, out of sheer bad luck, one of the officers turned around—and saw us. 
 
    “Hey wait!” he called out to his fellows. “That’s her there!” 
 
    “Oh dear.” Alexis didn’t sound worried, even as I felt my heart drop through the floor. 
 
    The Yammanka guards might be dupable, but they moved fast. In moments, a group of them had bounded across the chamber to bar our way out. 
 
    “You there!” One of them drew a spear. “Senku Ekwenzi, you and this Hadean girl are under arrest!” 
 
    “Step back, n’denwu,” Maadi said softly, shifting to put herself in front of me and Kente while Alexis stepped out ahead of the rest of us. 
 
    “Sorry—I’m not understand,” Alexis addressed the police in broken heavily-accented Yammaninke. “Why I’m be arrested?” 
 
    “Not you,” the guard said impatiently. “The Hadean girl behind you. Step aside.” 
 
    When he stepped toward her, Alexis jumped as though surprised, her hands shot out before her. I felt the temperature drop, felt water vapor turn to ice, but I didn’t realize what she had done until the officer slipped and fell to the floor. His fellows moved to help him, but as soon as they moved, their own feet shot out from under them and they found themselves on their backs. Alexis had used the moisture in the air around us to form a slippery sheet of ice over the glass tiles. She had turned the floor beneath the security guards into a skating rink. 
 
    “Great Falleke, I’m so sorry, Officers!” Alexis exclaimed, clearly enjoying herself. “I doesn’t mean to—Goddess, I’m so stupid! I’m only half jijaka, sometimes I have trouble controlling my powers.” 
 
    “Here.” Maadi stepped forward. “Let me take care of that for you.” She threw her arms forward and the hottest fire I had ever felt poured from her hands.  
 
    “Wait, don’t!” one of the police officers shouted but it was too late. The moment the blue and orange flames hit the floor, the ice exploded into clouds of steam. 
 
    “I think this is where we run,” Fiki said. 
 
    Careful to go around the thickest of the steam where the floor might still be treacherous, the three of us slipped through the archway and out into the hallway outside. Somehow, Sadiki was already waiting for us. 
 
    “You’re quick,” Maadi said, stepping out of the steam. 
 
    “I have a quick tongue,” Sadiki returned, straightening out her robes. “Thank you for this,” she said earnestly. “I owe you—both of you.” 
 
    “You can pay for lunch,” Alexis smiled, sticking a leg out to trip a guard who had come stumbling out of the steam. “We’ll call it even.” 
 
    “I’m a jaseli, Heidrich,” Sadiki said. “I don’t pay for lunch.” 
 
    Maadi and Alexis exchanged a look. “Sure you don’t.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Sadiki replied more stiffly. “We should be running now.” 
 
    “Of course,” Maadi smiled. 
 
    Motioning for me, Fiki, and Kente to follow, Sadiki set off down the hall, managing a decent pace in her long robes. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Kente asked. “The train station is the other way.” 
 
    “I know,” Sadiki said without breaking her stride. 
 
    “They’re koronu,” Fiki said anxiously. “They’re faster than we are. They’ll catch us if we don’t board a train or some—” 
 
    “They can run as fast as they like,” Sadiki said. “Where we’re going, they can’t follow.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty:  
 
    In the Hall of Absolute Truth 
 
      
 
    Sadiki didn’t take us far. A few decisive turns brought us to a pair of glass doors with a holographic sign above them that read: Jalido, and beneath that, in bright Yammaninke letters ‘Conference in progress. Do not disturb.’ 
 
    “Wait—so—why are we here?” Kente asked, eyeing the sign warily. 
 
    Sadiki didn’t answer. She just tapped her fingers on a touchpad beside the doors in a complex series of beats. She must have been entering some kind of rhythmic code because a moment later, the glass doors parted, allowing her to stroll through. I followed her without question, but Fiki and Kente hesitated on the threshold, suddenly tense. 
 
    Sadiki turned back to them with an exasperated look on her face. “Come on, you two. There isn’t actually a conference in progress. That’s just a cover.” 
 
    “But—but—” Kente stuttered, “but that’s a jalido. We can’t go in there. It’s sacred.” 
 
    “Your small town piety is cute, senkuden,” Sadiki said, “but a jalido is only sacred when there’s a conference of jaseliwu in it. Right now, it’s just a big empty room.” 
 
    With her words, a memory resurfaced in my mind: Daniel backing away and shaking his head when I tried to hand him a viola in strings class, like he was afraid it might burn him. It was only now that his behavior started to make sense. There were some things that belonged to one kafo and no other. Stringed instruments, it seemed, belonged to the jaseliwu, so Daniel had felt wrong putting his hands on one—like Fiki and Kente felt wrong stepping into this jaseli’s hall. 
 
    “Listen,” Sadiki said when Fiki and Kente still didn’t move, “I promise there are no traps rigged to eject non-jaseliwu into the vacuum of space. I checked.” 
 
    “But w-won’t we… I don’t know… poison it?” Kente said uneasily. 
 
    “Not if you have permission from a master jaseli.” 
 
    “But—you’re not—” 
 
    “I didn’t mean me,” Sadiki said impatiently. “I’m talking about my jakama, whom I represent. Now, hurry up. He’s waiting for us inside.” 
 
    The senkuli and the numu exchanged a half-frightened, half-excited look. Fiki gave Kente a small nod, and the two of them stepped over the threshold. This chamber wasn’t as big as the banquet hall or the temple, but there was something fascinating about the way it was constructed, almost like a reverse of those spaces. Instead of a level floor surrounding a raised stage, the circular chamber was made of two-foot-high steps that descended toward a flat circle at the center. A few hundred people could have sat—or stood—on these steps, all facing each other, all facing the center. 
 
    Most of the rooms on Dakkabana were made of some kind of colored glass that cast its hues and patterns over everything in it. Not this place. The glass here was as perfectly transparent as water. With the sun-like light shining through the ceiling, it felt like we were standing beneath the surface of a clear stream. 
 
    “Falleke,” Kente breathed, as Sadiki closed the doors behind us. “I’ve only ever seen places like this in movies.” 
 
    Fiki’s hands were over her heart, her lips parted as though all the breath had just fled her body. She looked like she might cry. 
 
    “I…” She turned in a circle, taking in the chamber with her brown eyes so wide I could see the ceiling reflected in them. “I never thought I would see a place like this from the inside.” 
 
    “So, where are we?” I whispered. 
 
    “The jalido—the first one ever built in space,” Fiki said without taking her eyes off the ceiling. “This is the neutral ground where the greatest jaseliwu in the world meet every seven years. This is where the fate of nations is decided.” 
 
    Following Fiki’s gaze upward, I noticed the chamber’s minimal decoration. Etched into the walls above the steps, spiraling all the way up to the glass pyramid ceiling, were lines of text. Parts of it resembled the Yammaninke script I knew, but it was infinitely more complex. I looked for some kind of repeating thread in the writing, but trying to find patterns in the script was like trying to find patterns in river rapids. 
 
    Where the Yammaninke script was made mostly of hard, straight lines, with a simple loop here or there, this writing fluctuated wildly between swooping arcs, tight coils, and multi-layered fortresses of straight lines. Where the Yammaninke script used a few dots as tone markers, the dots here came together and burst apart in all different constellations, flinging long strings between characters, idling under arches and clustering inside loops. Some of the characters almost seemed to form pictures—a cat’s face, a bird’s beak, a bent figure with a baby on her back—but none distinct enough that I could be sure. 
 
    “The Nyankuma Syllabary,” Fiki whispered beside me. 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “Jaseli script.” She raised a hand as if to touch the engraved swirl of text nearest to us, but pulled up short, her fingers trembling. “It was created over a thousand years ago to keep the secrets of empires, the history beneath the history. It takes a lifetime of study to learn to read it and only master jaseliwu can really understand its nuances. It’s…” She blinked rapidly as though slightly frightened, but too mesmerized to look away. “It’s not for our eyes.” 
 
    “You know, your voices won’t poison this place either,” Sadiki said. “You don’t need to keep whispering.” 
 
    With Sadiki herding us along, Fiki, Kente, and I walked along the topmost step, following the curve of the wall to where Kuyasse stood at the far side of the chamber. He stood by himself with his back to us, so still in his blue robes that he might have been a part of the chamber itself. His long-necked instrument stood up in its case, leaning against the wall beside him, as though he had been playing it. 
 
    “I ni kiye, children,” he greeted us as we approached, “I’m glad Sadiki found you safe,” though he didn’t turn to look at us. His gaze was still on the wall, tracing the lines of text before him, and the way his eyes moved—that subtle flick from one line to the next—was unmistakable; he wasn’t just admiring the calligraphy like Fiki and I had; he was reading. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Jakama, but that’s the only good news,” Sadiki said. “The police on both sides are serious about this investigation and we’re still missing a Thundyil.” 
 
    “Then it seems we have some work to do.” Kuyasse turned at last to smile at his apprentice and the rest of us. 
 
    “I talked to the Carythian police—well, I had Aaron talk to them, to avoid any mistrust,” Sadiki said. 
 
    “A good idea,” Kuyasse said. 
 
    “From Aaron’s report, they don’t seem very legitimate.” 
 
    “We’ll investigate them when we get back home,” Kuyasse said. “For the time being, we need to placate them.” 
 
    “Not to be a pessimist, Jakama, but I don’t think that’s going to be possible,” Sadiki said. “These particular police are really convinced that Daniel had a hand in his father’s murder—at least that’s what they keep telling everyone. But it doesn’t make sense, based on the evidence available to them.” She shook her head in confusion and looked up at Kuyasse. “Do you think they have some other motive?” 
 
    “Undoubtedly,” Kuyasse said lightly. “But that’s something for us to deal with back in Carytha. What have you heard about the Yammanka security personnel? Why are they chasing our young fankama?” 
 
    “I didn’t have very long with them,” Sadiki said, “but the officer I spoke with said that Daniel had attacked and disarmed one of their security guards.” 
 
    “That’s not true!” Kente protested. “Daniel never attacked anyone. I did.” 
 
    At that, Sadiki burst out laughing. She put her hands over her mouth, but couldn’t stop the sound from reverberating around the empty hall. 
 
    “What?” Kente asked. 
 
    “Well, that explains it!” Sadiki exclaimed. “Somehow it got out that a Yammanka guard was attacked and disarmed. Security had to have some story; I suppose telling people your man was bested by a koro child is infinitely less embarrassing than telling them he was bested by a senkuli child. And now they’re chasing other police.” She shook her head. “I had no idea Dakkabana security was so incompetent!” 
 
    “The Abirian rebels have been more active lately,” Kuyasse said. “It’s put some of our more bigoted countrymen on edge, made them prone to poor choices.” 
 
    “Well,” Sadiki said, “regardless of whether they’re paranoid or just bad at their jobs, this is a real problem. The Yammanka guard told me there are a dozen security personnel searching the center for Daniel and Joan.” 
 
    “Who decided that many security people needed to be deployed to find two children?” Kuyasse asked. 
 
    “Someone called Lieutenant Binta Zankare,” said Sadiki, “I don’t know who she is yet, but—” 
 
    “Bad,” Kente interjected. “She’s bad. She told me she would rip my earring out if she saw me again.” 
 
    “Falleke!” Sadiki raised her eyebrows. “If she said she was going to do that you, I hate to think what she’ll do to our obnoxious little koro when she finds him.” 
 
    “Sadiki—” Kuyasse began. 
 
    “Sorry, Jakama,” Sadiki held up her hands hastily. “I know. I shouldn’t speak ill of our patron family behind their backs. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “What? No,” Kuyasse said with a laugh. “Daniel Kama treated you terribly back in the Disanka sector. As far as I’m concerned, you can call him whatever you want. I only wanted to know if you’d come any closer to finding him.” 
 
    Sadiki shook her head. “I’m so sorry, Jakama. All of us split up to search and ask around the most likely places. I told the servants to call right away if they found anything”—she pulled out her info-com device and looked down at the screen—“but so far it’s been quiet.” 
 
    “They are still searching?” Kuyasse asked. 
 
    “Yes, Jakama.” 
 
    “Then you have done all you can. For the moment, I would like you to escort the numu and the senkuli back to their hotel and make sure they are safe from this Zankare and any other malicious law enforcement.” 
 
    “Wait, you’re sending us away?” Kente asked. “Can’t we stay and help?” 
 
    “You have helped, Senku Ekwenzi,” Kuyasse said kindly, “and we are all grateful, but I don’t want you and Numu Fikile in any more danger.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “You will go with Jali Sadiki,” Kuyasse said firmly. “You will stay in your hotel rooms until the danger has passed.” 
 
    “Wait. What about Joan?” Fiki asked anxiously. 
 
    “Joan and I need to sort some things out before she departs this space center or starts school,” Kuyasse said. “Nothing too complicated, just a few forms she needs to complete.” 
 
    That was right. I had almost forgotten, but Daniel and I had never quite finished my Daybreak registration forms. 
 
    “One more thing, Sadiki,” Kuyasse said as his apprentice was about to leave. “When someone does locate Daniel, you are not to pursue him. The servants are not to pursue him. You will bring the news back here to me.” 
 
    “Oh.” Sadiki looked confused. “But—wouldn’t it be faster—safer—for me or Numu Koumbia to try to get to him before the police do?” 
 
    “No,” Kuyasse said. “If you or anyone else go after him, we are only going to lose him again. This is no slight on you; it is just the truth. You will bring his location to me.” 
 
    Sadiki looked for a moment like she wanted to respond—either to agree or to argue, I wasn’t sure—but she ended up just pressing her lips together with a frown creasing her brow. Kuyasse reached out and gripped her shoulder.  
 
    “This is no slight on you,” he repeated. 
 
    Silently, Sadiki nodded, and then motioned for Fiki and Kente to follow her out of the chamber. 
 
    “So,” Kuyasse said when they had gone. “I checked with the Daybreak registrar and found that you haven’t completed your registration.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. I’m sorry. I have the papers—or—kayiri right here.” Swinging the red bag off my shoulder, I undid the bird-shaped clasp and slid out the registration packet. 
 
    “You completed your forms on kayiri?” Kuyasse said in surprise. 
 
    “Yeah. Daniel thought that would be easier for me because—well—” I paused as it occurred to me that I had no idea how much Kuyasse knew about me, about where I came from. He knew about Firebird; he seemed to have been part of Robin’s inner circle, but that didn’t necessarily mean he knew about me or that it was safe to tell him. “The forms,” I changed the subject haltingly. “They’re almost done. I just—” 
 
    “May I?” the jaseli held out a slender hand. 
 
    “Oh.” I felt my fingers twitch involuntarily on the kayiri. I didn’t know why. It wasn’t like Kuyasse would learn anything about my alien origins by looking at them—but he would learn about me—my passions, my fears, the kind of person I was, the kind of person I wanted to be. “Why?” I asked, looking up to meet his eyes for the first time. 
 
    “I believe there’s a space there that requires a parent or jaseli signature. As a member of the Thundyil family, you’ll need mine—unless, of course, you want to ask Rakesh Thundyil for his.” 
 
    “No,” I said hastily. “No, yours is fine. I just…” But I didn’t know what I wanted to say. 
 
    Kuyasse considered me for a long moment, his expression unreadable. “Sit,” he said finally. 
 
    I did as he said, and he settled down on the glass step beside me. Arranging his long robes around him, the jaseli rested his elbows on his knees and stared out over the rings of glass steps dropping downward toward that central circle of glass—so smooth that it could be the unmoving surface of a pond. 
 
    “Do you know where we are, Joan Kama?” he asked. 
 
    “I…” I didn’t know how to answer that. “It’s the jalido,” I said, just repeating what I had heard Fiki call it. 
 
    “This is a place of absolute truth,” Kuyasse said, “where the world’s most powerful jaseliwu can find the truth, unmuddied by the fears, pressures, and biases of the outside world. People don’t speak the truth when they are afraid, they don’t speak the truth when they will gain something by lying, so a place of truth must be a place of safety. No jaseli may repeat what he hears on these steps anywhere else. The penalty for doing so is something no jaseli would risk.” 
 
    With a chill, I remembered Fiki’s story about what had happened to Jali Namudana Tirama when he had shared the jaseliwu’s top secret history with the rest of his country. You can’t make yourself a traitor to your whole kafo and expect to live. 
 
    “Wait,” I said, “so if Fiki, or Kente, or I repeat what you said here, we’ll—” 
 
    “Nothing would happen,” Kuyasse said. “You three are not registered jaseliwu, so our kafo’s laws do not govern you. You may bear any secrets you find here all across Duna and no jaseli would have any right to object. Now, if I were to repeat or misuse what I learned in this sacred hall—the history inscribed on its walls, or any information shared with me here in confidence—I would have violated my role as a jaseli. I wouldn’t do that.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying that whatever I tell you here… it’s safe?” I said. “I’m safe?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kuyasse said, pausing again to consider me, taking in the nervous look on my face and the way my bandaged hands still clutched at the kayiri on my lap, “at least that’s the way it’s supposed to be.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked warily. 
 
    “There are dishonorable people in the world. I didn’t always understand that. When I was older than you are now, beginning my career in Yamma, I still believed that my kafo would protect me from anything. I was a true jaseli, with true intentions, and they were my people. We all hope that our people will accept and protect us, do we not?” 
 
    “I… I guess.” Although, if the people I had grown up with on Earth were ‘my people,’ I hadn’t held onto that hope for very long. It had started to die when I was four and Ms. Mitchell slowly backed away from me in fear. It had evaporated completely by the time my first grade classmates started throwing rocks at me. It was the thought that my friends and family wouldn’t protect me—that they would all turn on me—that had made me keep my powers secret for so many years. 
 
    “I shared my thoughts and intentions in a hall like this, unafraid,” Kuyasse said, turning his eyes to the chamber’s glass dome. “In the confidence of the Jalido, I believed that I was protected. I never imagined that the highest of my kafo would turn on one young jaseli who had nothing but good intentions in his heart.” 
 
    “But they did?” I asked quietly. 
 
    “They did,” Kuyasse said grimly. “That’s how a pure-blooded, Kolunjara-educated Kuyasse came to beg for a job—any job—in Carytha, even with a pair of teenage refugees who never agreed on anything.” 
 
    “You mean Robin and Rakesh Thundyil?” I said. 
 
    Kuyasse nodded. “Nearly every day, someone asks me why a jaseli of my pedigree ended up working so far from the Yammanka capital. I’ve never told anyone. Not the servants who have worked with me for years, not my apprentice, not even my twin fankamanu.” 
 
    “Then why would you tell me?” I asked, shocked. “Why me and not the Thundyils?” 
 
    “I had no reason to tell them,” Kuyasse said simply. “They would have learned nothing from it. Robin always thought the best of people, Rakesh always thinks the worst; no knowledge of my own life would have changed their minds about that. But you… I think you’re still figuring out what to make of other people.” 
 
    I tensed, wishing I had my oversized sweatshirt to shrink into. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “It’s in the way you carry yourself, in the way you watch and listen so closely,” Kuyasse said. “There are layers of armor under that skin of yours. You’ve been quite careful to protect yourself.” 
 
    “You know that I was the most powerful person where I grew up, right?” I said, trying to pretend I wasn’t unnerved by that calmly perceptive stare. “Why would I need to protect myself?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know.” Kuyasse shrugged. “But you seem like a clever girl, certainly smart enough that you wouldn’t be scared of nothing. I think you are someone who wants to trust—who has tried to trust—and has suffered for it.”  
 
    “I—” I stuttered. “Y-you don’t—” 
 
    “Great jaseliwu are not supposed to let empathy affect our judgment,” Kuyasse cut me off, “but it’s a tenant of our tradition I’ve never been very good at keeping. Jaseli’s code or none, I wouldn’t do to you what was done to me. I don’t have it in my heart.” 
 
    I looked up at Kuyasse for a moment, found I couldn’t meet his eyes, and looked at my shoes again. “I’m sorry. I’m just… I’m not used to this,” I said stiffly. “Any of it.” But I set the registration packet down on the glass between us and slid it toward him. 
 
    The chamber was quiet as Kuyasse picked up the packet and flipped through it. 
 
    “This isn’t your handwriting,” he said when he came to the first written portion. “It’s Daniel’s.” 
 
    “Oh—that’s—He wrote it for me since we use a different alphabet on—I mean—where I—” 
 
    “On Earth?” There wasn’t much that sounded awkward on Kuyasse’s tongue, but he said the name of my planet as though it was strange to him—like he wasn’t quite sure what to do with the sounds. “The planet you came from?” 
 
    “Yes. So, you know?” I said quietly. “You know about me?” 
 
    “I know what Robin Kama chose to tell me,” Kuyasse said. “The moment your pod re-entered our dimension, it began to send out a collection of messages—how many, I don’t know. But he planned each message carefully—both the words themselves and when they would reach us. I believe Koro Misaki received hers first, along with Numu Koli, in case he needed to take remote control of the pod for any reason. I received my message a gbaati before Rakesh Thundyil Kama received his.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. Why would Kuyasse get the news before Robin’s own brother? 
 
    “So that someone would be ready, so that I could collect myself, clear out the servants, so that someone at least would be calm when the storm hit. Because Robin knew his brother—as he knew his son. I imagine he was similarly calculated in his parting message to you and Daniel?” 
 
    “He was,” I said softly. “He wrote it down in the Old Lindish alphabet. That’s what we use on Earth. So, Daniel couldn’t read it. I had to read it to him. We had to read it together.” My dearest Daniel, that you are hearing the contents of this letter must mean that Joan is with you. That at least was my intention when I wrote all this down in Old Lindish. 
 
    “That sounds like him,” Kuyasse said with a smile that had more pride in it than sadness. “Traditionally, it is a jaseli’s business to understand people—what they want, what they need, how they think—and use it to direct their actions to a greater good. Robin knew himself and others in a way few koronu do. It was that capacity for empathy that kept Firebird aloft for so many years.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. How did empathy help someone fight crime? 
 
    “Firebird flies on two wings,” Kuyasse said. “Strength and compassion. Robin had both. There was nothing he did without both. That’s how I know that—” The jaseli stopped for a moment and cleared his throat. “Whatever he had to do back on your planet, it wasn’t a decision made in haste. He considered it. He planned it.” 
 
    I knew that of course; Robin had told us in his letter that he had planned to die, but it still hurt to think about it. All that time I had spent bent over my desk drafting letters to my parents, trying to think of a way to explain to them who I was and why I had to leave, Robin had been carefully crafting his goodbye message to his son and everyone else he cared about. 
 
    “I just wish—” I started with a lump in my throat. “I wish I could have… I guess it’s pointless. We can’t change the past.” 
 
    “Of course you can change the past,” Kuyasse said with a smile. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Any jaseli will tell you, the past is alive. There are some things in it that can’t be changed, but there is a great deal that can. The past is a moving thing; it lives in the way we remember it, and the way we allow it to affect us. Jaseliwu are powerful in our ability to shape that transitional nyama, to mediate between the Laaxara and the Duna.” 
 
    “So… between the dead and the living?” I said slowly, confused. 
 
    “The past and the future,” Kuyasse corrected me. “Both are very much alive.” 
 
    “I… I don’t think I understand.” 
 
    “I think you do,” Kuyasse said, looking at me, into me. “I saw the look on your face when Aaron talked to you about the Great Burning. Could something truly dead hurt you so deeply?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We understand ourselves through our past. The way we recall and retell our history tells us who we are and where we are going. The future may be in the hands of the koronu and the numuwu, who shape it through their craft and action. But the way they shape the future hinges on what they know of themselves and their own history. That is where we jaseliwu have our power.” 
 
    Reaching back, Kuyasse gripped the neck of his instrument and pulled it to him. Settling its round calabash base on his lap, he took hold of the handposts and rubbed a slender thumb over one of the many strings. “Our art is not in shaping metal, bone, or flesh, but the memories and motivations of the living. Nothing is so important to the living as the past.” 
 
    Kuyasse touched the strings and then, like water over rocks, he was singing. The words were Yammaninke, but I recognized the tune.  
 
      
 
    Nyama, nyama, nyama 
 
    Waits in the earth and air, 
 
    And stirs in you and me. 
 
      
 
    Nyamaya, nyamaya, 
 
    Where faja meets naja, 
 
    Where mind meets energy.” 
 
      
 
    It had been a simple rhyming song the first time, when Daniel and Robin had sung it, but with Kuyasse’s fingers behind the tune, it suddenly became more complex. 
 
      
 
    “Nyama, nyama, nyama 
 
    Binds the past to the now, 
 
    Binds now to what will be.” 
 
      
 
    His fingers kept going, subtly changing the melodies and harmonies I could feel but not really understand. 
 
    “In Falleya, we have three realms,” he said in a soft voice somewhere between a song and his normal speaking voice, the syllables falling neatly in between the cascading notes. “The Duna that is the living present that we can see and touch, the Laaxara, the realm of the afterlife, and the Rixaara, the realm of not-yet-life. One cannot be without the others. One cannot move without the others.” 
 
    His fingers picked up speed as he switched to Yammaninke. 
 
      
 
    “The Laaxara gives to the Duna,  
 
    as the Duna gives to the Rixaara,  
 
    as the Rixaara gives to the Laaxara, 
 
    All at once, 
 
    All at once. 
 
      
 
    The Laaxara takes from the Duna,  
 
    as the Duna takes from the Rixaara,  
 
    as the Rixaara takes from the Laaxara, 
 
    All at once 
 
    All at once. 
 
      
 
    Koro Robin Thundyil is not gone,” he murmured and I couldn’t tell if he was speaking to himself or to me. “He is part of the Laaxara. His nyama has changed form, but it is more powerful now than ever.  
 
      
 
    N’Fa, N’Fa 
 
    Death is an uncertain thing. 
 
    N’Na, N’Na 
 
    Death is a dangerous thing. 
 
      
 
    Hearts that have stopped. 
 
    Tongues that have stilled. 
 
    Books that have burned.” 
 
      
 
    Kuyasse shifted, fixing his piercing gaze on me. 
 
      
 
    “There is nyama even in absence. 
 
    Falleke, Falleke, 
 
    There is nyama most in absence.” 
 
      
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked as the words gave way to a tinkling interlude. 
 
    “When a being moves from the Duna to the Laaxara—especially so horrifically before their time—there is a violent outpouring of nyama. Such an excess of nyama, such power, I’m sure you realize, is a dangerous thing.” Kuyasse peered at me through the instrument’s strings. “Do you understand, Joan?” he asked. “Do you understand the danger?” 
 
    “Yes.” Through the riddle-like words, I did understand. “There’s danger to Daniel if he doesn’t find a way to deal with his grief.” As I spoke, I found myself falling into the repetitive rhythm of Kuyasse’s music. “There’s danger to the whole Thundyil household if Daniel and his uncle don’t find a way to coexist. There’s danger to the people of Livingston with Robin gone—unless Daniel can step into his father’s shoes and protect them.” 
 
    Daniel. It all came back to Daniel. 
 
    “The nyama of death must be handled with care if it is not to throw the present into chaos,” the jaseli said softly. “Koro Robin was no fool; he knew the upset his murder would cause and did his best to temper it with two months of preparation. But even with all his efforts, the nyama of his death is still affecting Rakesh, and Daniel, and me. I imagine it is affecting you?” 
 
    “Yes—of course,” I said. “I mean—I know he didn’t want it to. He said—one of the things he wrote to Daniel was, ‘don’t let the rest of your life center on the end of mine.’” 
 
    “Center, center,” Kuyasse murmured, touching the strings again. “People say jaseliwu, numuwu, senkuliwu and lesser koronu orbit great koronu like planets orbit a sun. Every person in the world must fall into a solar system or face the weightless emptiness of space alone. If a sun vanishes or implodes, all the things that orbited it must find a new center of gravity before they crash to pieces against one another or careen away into the nothingness. There is nyama even in absence.” 
 
    “Nyama,” I repeated the word, the word Dunians used to describe their powers, the word Robin had taken such pains to explain to me back on Earth. “The last thing Robin wrote was ‘nyama to you.’ What does it mean?” I looked up at the jaseli. “‘Nyama to you’?” 
 
    “They are parting words,” Kuyasse said, “and they mean everything. They mean ‘good luck,’ and everything else Koro Robin would have needed to say:  
 
    May your own nyama be great, 
 
    In the form of strength, confidence, skill, and conviction.  
 
    May great nyama come to you, 
 
    In the form of fortune, friendships, inspiration, and opportunity.  
 
    My nyama to yours 
 
    My love, my teachings, my good will, 
 
    Whether from the Duna, the Laaxara, or any realm of existence,  
 
    May my nyama flow to you.  
 
    Always, my nyama to yours. 
 
    So what is Robin’s nyama to you now? Is it hope? Is it poison? Is it inspiration?” 
 
    “I..” I paused for a moment thinking. “I don’t know. I guess it depends. It depends—” 
 
    “On Daniel,” Kuyasse said with me. “Robin Thundyil is still here. The alter-ego he created is still alive in the hearts of thousands. His energy is alive in your heart and memory, as it is in mine. How that energy is directed—where his journey goes from here—is up to you and to Daniel.” 
 
    “But what do I do?” I said helplessly. “I can’t help Daniel. I tried but he won’t listen to me.” 
 
    “What would you say to him if would listen?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “‘Get some sleep, get some medical attention, stop running, stop fighting, just sit still for two seconds and let yourself rest, let someone help you.’” 
 
    “There,” Kuyasse said with a smile. “It seems you do know.” 
 
    “But he won’t stop,” I said, thinking of the manic energy that had been lighting Daniel’s eyes for the past two days. “It’s like he can’t.” 
 
    Kuyasse nodded, running a thumb down one of the strings of his instrument. “It’s understandable. He’s lost a part of himself, so he’s retreated deep into his refuge.” 
 
    “Refuge?” I repeated, uncomprehending. “How is picking fights and getting in trouble a refuge?” 
 
    “Daniel is a koro,” Kuyasse said. “It is in the heat of combat that he finds his power. In fighting, he is truly himself.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “To you and I, of course it doesn’t,” Kuyasse laughed. “You and I are not Daniel. But surely you have a pursuit that drives and defines you—as fighting defines Daniel, and music defines me—something no one else could really understand.”  
 
    “Of course,” I said. How else could I have survived all those years on Earth alone? 
 
    “So, what is your refuge, Joan?” Kuyasse asked, looking at me with intent eyes. “When are you truly yourself?” 
 
    “When I’m using my powers,” I answered immediately, but as soon as I said it, I realized that it wasn’t exactly right. Everyone here used their powers. That wasn’t what made me Joan. I was Joan because I had learned how to use my powers on my own. I was Joan because had spent years trying to figure out where they had come from. I was Joan when I fiddled for hours with a single coin or cup of water, just to see what I could do. I was Joan when I was bent over a desk full of open books, my eyes aching but unable to stop reading for one more line, one more paragraph, one more scrap of knowledge…  
 
    “Looking for answers,” I said softly. That was what made my eyes light with hunger. That was how I had put myself back together after my grandpa was gone. “I’m myself when I’m looking for answers.” 
 
    Kuyasse smiled. “Then Daniel may need you more than anyone at the moment.” 
 
    “But—I can’t—he won’t listen to me,” I protested, “and I can’t really blame him. I don’t have answers for him. I don’t know how to solve his crime-fighting stuff and I don’t know what he’s going through.” 
 
    “Don’t you?” Kuyasse asked. 
 
    “No. I mean—I was never close to my parents. The closest thing to Robin I ever lost was my grandpa, and he wasn’t a superhero or anything. He was just my grandpa. I can’t understand what he’s lost, so who am I to tell him how he’s supposed to deal with it?” 
 
    “Well,” Kuyasse said softly, “what would you have liked to have after your grandfather was gone?” 
 
    “That’s the thing,” I said. “I didn’t—I just wanted him. I didn’t want anyone else. I…” I paused, clasping my bandaged hands before me. I had never talked to my parents about my grandpa’s death. I had never talked to anyone about it. Now I was here, discussing it with this strange, dark man who was, for all intents and purposes, an alien. 
 
    “He was the only person who understood me. Even though I never told him about my powers. I guess—maybe that was why I never tried to tell him. I was too scared of what he might—I just admired him so much. He was the only person I ever looked at and thought ‘I’d like to grow up to be like that.’ When he was gone, I… I didn’t know how I was supposed to be me anymore.”  
 
    “Well,” Kuyasse said with a smile, “it seems to me that you may understand a little better than you think you do.” 
 
    “But it’s… it’s not the same. I had all this time to sit and figure out how to deal with it by myself. All I had to do was sit by myself in my room. But Daniel—he’s trying to solve a murder, and fight crime, and throw off the police at the same time. I don’t know how to help him with any of that. I don’t know how to just solve impossible cases.” 
 
    “That’s funny,” Kuyasse said. “Someone just told me you were at your best when you were looking for answers.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I didn’t—It’s not a superpower!” I protested in frustration. “I can’t just magically figure everything out based on a few files! And even if I could, Daniel’s not ready to fight all those criminals. I know he’s strong, but it’s too much. Nobody can deal with that all at once.” 
 
    “Hence the kafonu,” Kuyasse said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The traditional role of the great kafokalu is to arrange themselves around the koronu and manga koronu who most need it. No king can rule without his jaseliwu to advise and speak for him, his koronu to farm and defend his land, his numuwu to provide arms to his soldiers and tools to his farmers. Even the greatest king can’t do all that on his own. Endeavors as great as ruling a kingdom, running a business, fighting the evils of a whole city, are too heavy to be borne by just one person. ‘My numu,’ ‘my jaseli,’ ‘my koro’—these are all just ways to say ‘my good friend,’ ‘someone who will do for me what I can’t, as I do for him the things that he can’t.’” 
 
    “So, I’m supposed to be his jaseli—or numu or something?” I asked. “If Daniel’s the king—or the sun—then am I just—”  
 
    “Where did you get the idea that Daniel was the sun and you something less?” Kuyasse asked with an air of genuine curiosity. 
 
    “Well, that’s how it works, isn’t it? People like me aren’t—” 
 
    “People like you,” Kuyasse said with a gentle laugh. “What people like you?” 
 
    “I just meant that Daniel’s the one with the big family name and the legacy he’s trying to uphold. He’s the fighter. He is the sun.” 
 
    “Not every system has just one sun,” Kuyasse said. “The Thundyil system has always had two. That is why I joined it.” 
 
    “So…” I didn’t quite understand what he was saying. “What does that make Daniel? What does that make me?” 
 
    “It doesn’t make you anything,” Kuyasse said. “All of us, regardless of our kafo, choose who we support and how. In the immortal words of Numu Kante Kuruma, ‘A slave has no choice who he serves, but we are not slaves. We are numuwu and jaseliwu. A slave has no choice how he serves, but we are not slaves. We are senkuliwu, koronu, and finawu. We serve the worthy and we are proud.’ Infuriatingly eloquent man for a numu.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying Daniel needs a circle of good numuwu and jaseliwu around him, like those manga koronu in the orientation hall?” 
 
    “The children in the orientation hall posture and play at true kamaya; I am saying that he needs friends.” 
 
    “Well, I have about as much experience with friends as I’ve got with kafonu,” I said bitterly. 
 
    “Then I’d say it’s time you found some as well.” 
 
    Just then there was a sound of sliding doors, and Sadiki rushed into the chamber. 
 
    “Jakama!” she exclaimed, out of breath. “Sorry to interrupt, but someone saw Daniel!” 
 
    “You are not interrupting, Sadiki,” Kuyasse said, standing up. “Tell me: what did you hear?” 
 
    “Kanya talked to a man who said he saw an injured Disanka boy in the inner rings of the Yammanka sector. He said it wasn’t long ago.” 
 
    “What about Kente and Fiki?” I asked. “Are they okay? Are they safe?” 
 
    “They are,” Sadiki said. “I’ve left them in their hotel rooms, under the protection of some older Daybreak students.” 
 
    “Well done, Sadiki,” said Kuyasse. “Why do you look so worried?” 
 
    “When I was taking the two children back to their hotel, the lobby was full of Yammanka guards, asking if anyone had seen Daniel or Joan. And not just them. Apparently, they’re also looking to arrest those Carythian police. We should really find our little fankama and get out of here before this becomes and international mess.” 
 
    “Wait. Jali Sadiki,” I said, “you said he was in the inner rings of the Yammanka sector?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I paused for a moment, thinking. “I think I know where he’s going.” 
 
    “Where?” Sadiki started, but Kuyasse held up his hand, stopping her.  
 
    “Only one of us needs to go.” 
 
    “You mean me?” I asked even though I already knew the answer. 
 
    “I mean you.” 
 
    “Okay.” I slung the red bag to my shoulder and paused, looking back at the registration packet still sitting on the step beside Kuyasse. “Should I take that with me or—” 
 
    “I will happily submit it for you,” Kuyasse said, “but you haven’t filled in your name yet.” 
 
    “Oh. I—I wasn’t sure how I should spell it.” 
 
    “Jo-un,” he said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You can spell it ‘Jo-uun’—ja, o, u, na,” Kuyasse pronounced each letter, “rather than the obvious ja, o, na. People may over pronounce the ‘u’ sound, but you will never be mistaken for a slave.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-one:  
 
    The New Sun 
 
      
 
    It was difficult to find the way by myself, but I kept calm. I focused on the symbols and didn’t let my frustration overtake me. You’re Joan Messi, I told myself. This is what you do: find answers, figure out the impossible. You’re Joan Messi. You live for this. 
 
    If I remembered correctly, the sign at the entrance of the pod dock had depicted three dots sitting atop a line. If that was the symbol for a pod docking area, then three dots enclosed in a box had to be a pod holding area. It took me a long time, pacing back and forth before the jumble of navigational symbols on the wall at the train station, racking my brain for what I had seen and where. Finally—between the Yammaninke numerals I had studied, and the symbols I remembered from banners and signs—I figured out which train would take me to Daniel. 
 
    I was the only person left in the train car when it slowed to a stop in the low gravity. After stepping out onto the empty platform, I found a service elevator that took me up the last two floors to my destination. The Yammanka sector’s pod holding deck was bigger than the one in the Kaigenese sector, but it was every bit as deserted. The only movement was the occasional pod coming out of the many transport tubes that fed into the chamber. The colorful glass orbs stacked up on each other in rows, making the room look like a sea of neatly-arranged marbles. 
 
    Robin had said ‘Don’t let your life center on the end of mine,’ but that was exactly what Daniel was doing. It was what he had been doing since we woke up in Dakkabana. I walked the rows slowly, searching for a hint of crimson. In the end, the Kuruma Karadi was not difficult to find. It was the only pod with its door standing open. 
 
    As I approached, I didn’t see any movement and worried that maybe Daniel had already come and gone. Then the glass dome came into view and I saw him, leaning back in one of the pod’s seats with his legs curled up to his chest. He was so still I almost would have thought—would have hoped—he was finally sleeping. But his eyes were open, bloodshot and raw, staring ahead. 
 
    I crossed to the back of the pod and ducked in through the open door. At the sound of my footsteps, he jumped. 
 
    “You found me,” he said, sitting up, suddenly tense. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said. “I didn’t bring anyone with me.” 
 
    “Oh.” He dropped back into the seat with a hard flop. “Good.” 
 
    After standing awkwardly in the pod’s doorway for a moment, I clambered all the way in and sat down in the seat next to Daniel’s. The vessel was too small to allow much of anything else. The windows to the outside were bigger here than in the Kaigenese sector’s holding deck. Gazing through our pod’s dome, I could see the stars crawling by as Dakkabana turned on its gleaming axis. 
 
    For a moment we were quiet, sitting side by side in the pod. Daniel pulled his knees up to his chest and put his arms around them. 
 
    “You know, I don’t know anything about my mom,” he said. “Not one thing. Not even her name, where she was from, what she could do, whether or not she loved my dad. She was one of the things he would just never talk about.” 
 
    He squinted out at the stars as though straining for something he couldn’t quite see. 
 
    “Sometimes—a lot of the time—I try to figure out what she must have been like. What in me came from her. I look at myself, my hands, my eyes, my hair, the way I talk, the way I move… and I can’t find her.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “My dad is the only parent I ever had. Everything about me came from him. I’m supposed to have fonya that came from her, but I can’t use it. Because I’m not a fonyaka. Not really. I’m a tajaka, raised and trained by a tajaka. She could have been a fina or a senkuli, it wouldn’t matter. Because I’m a fighter, raised by a fighter. Everything I am came from my dad. It’s like I never even had a mother. At school, they used to make fun of me for not having a mom. Nabali, nabali… That’s what they used to say.” 
 
    “Wow, what kind of jerks did you go to school with?” 
 
    “Not as bad as the jerks at your school,” Daniel pointed out. “Mine never threw rocks at me.” 
 
    “They threw rocks at me because they were scared of me,” I said. “It was about my powers. How could they make fun of you for not having a mom?” 
 
    “Because it was about my powers,” Daniel said. “You wouldn’t understand. You—on your planet, people only worship one god.” 
 
    “And you worship two, I know,” I said, not seeing what that had to do with having a mom, “God and Goddess—or—Kiye and Nyaare, right?” 
 
    “No,” Daniel said softly, “we don’t.”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We don’t worship Kiye and Nyaare,” Daniel said, “not separately. It’s the divine spark that’s sacred to us, the power to create new life. Kiye and Nyaare didn’t have that power until they joined, and became the Falleke—the Holy Union. They didn’t become more than themselves until they were joined. It’s that power that lives in us. That’s what our parents pass down to us—through the power of their union.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” Then again, I had never really understood any religion. 
 
    “It’s hard to explain,” Daniel said, rubbing his eye with the heel of his hand. “For us here on Duna, everything you are comes from your parents. The way you look, your kafo, your powers. So, if you’re missing one of your parents, it’s like you’re not even a whole person. It’s worse to be missing a mother, people always told me. Lucian’s dad was never around, but they’d look at the two of us and say, ‘at least the littigi’s got his mom.’” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. “Why is it worse to be motherless?” 
 
    “Because nyamaya is strongest through the female line. Your mom is supposed to be the one who holds your hands and guides you through using your powers. And your powers… they’re like your soul. In old—like, really old—Falleya they said the ability to produce fire was proof of a person’s humanity.” 
 
    “Right.” Fiki had said something similar. 
 
    “Your nyamaya—especially power that comes from your mother—is an important part of what makes you human. That’s why people discriminate against adyns. That’s why nabali—motherless—is like a dirty word in Yammaninke. It means weak, sloppy, incomplete. You’re barely a theonite without your mom, and if you don’t have either of your parents… I guess, that makes you no one.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t say that, Daniel.” 
 
    “But that’s what people believe,” Daniel said. “That’s what I grew up believing. My dad’s the only parent I ever had. Without him, I worry I might be nobody.” Daniel drew in a deep breath that tensed his shoulders. “That’s why I have to hold onto all that’s left of him. That’s why I have to be Firebird.”  
 
    “Daniel—” 
 
    “It’s also why I’m glad I have you here with me.” 
 
    “What?” That took me by surprise. “Why?” 
 
    “Your parents weren’t strong,” Daniel said, turning to look at me. “Neither of them taught you or helped you to grow. They didn’t hold your hands while you learned to use your powers; they didn’t even know about your powers. And you still turned out pretty great. That, all by itself, has to be some kind of superpower…” A warm smile twitched at the edge of his mouth. “If you stay around, maybe it’ll rub off on me.” 
 
    For a second, I was so touched I didn’t know what to say. Then I laughed. “I’m not sure how much of me you want to rub off on you. I’m pretty weird.” 
 
    Daniel laughed with me, but there was something watery and borderline hysterical about the sound. Whatever superhuman strength had kept him running all this time, he was near the end of it. 
 
    “So, I’m guessing you came back here to look for more clues?” I said, looking around the pod. 
 
    Daniel nodded. 
 
    “Did you find anything?” I asked, noting the traces of pink fluid, highlighting fingerprints on the pod’s walls. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “Okay, then please tell me you got some sleep while you were sitting here.” 
 
    “Sleep?” Daniel put his hands on his forehead and then squashed them back into his hair. “I think so… I must have. Dad was here.”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Dad was here,” Daniel repeated miserably, squeezing his eyes shut for a moment before opening them wide. “So either I was asleep or he was just being a jerk and visiting from the Laaxara. Anyway, I was way too mad to talk to him, so I told him to leave—or—woke myself up, I guess.” 
 
    “Do you really believe in that?” I asked. 
 
    “Believe in what?” 
 
    “This whole Dunian afterlife thing,” I said, “the Laaxara.” 
 
    “I guess you probably think it’s pretty dumb, huh?” Daniel said with a hazy smile. “You hate religion.” 
 
    “That’s not what I said. I just wondered if you believed in an afterlife.” 
 
    “Well um… I never really thought that hard about it until now… but I think I want to.” 
 
    “You want to think there’s still some of him here with you?” I asked gently. 
 
    “No,” Daniel almost laughed. “I know that’s gone. I’ve been feeling for it—hoping—but it’s gone. Everything that mattered about him—his smell, his voice, the sound of his laugh—is gone. I guess I just like to think I can get back at him by staying angry.”  
 
    “How is that getting back at him?” I asked. How was staying angry going to hurt anyone but Daniel? 
 
    “Only the guiltless, forgiven, and appeased can pass into the Laxara in peace,” Daniel said. “I’m not going to let him have that.” 
 
    “Daniel, I don’t think that’s healthy. You’re only hurting yourself—” 
 
    “Ha!” Daniel let out a ragged sound that wasn’t really a laugh. “That’s just what Dad said.” 
 
    “What—when?” I asked. “When you were asleep?” 
 
    “He wanted me to just stop being angry, just let him go.” Daniel’s eye twitched in a way that should have been comical but just made my heart hurt. “That’s what he says every time he comes to talk. He begs me to let him go.” 
 
    “And that’s been happening every time you try to sleep?” I said softly. 
 
    “I know.” Daniel put his hands over his face. “I know it’s not real. I just—I still don’t want to see him. I won’t talk to him. He doesn’t get to do that!”  
 
    “Do what?” I asked. 
 
    “He doesn’t get to just smile, and say goodbye, and have it all be okay, because it’s not. It’s not okay! He doesn’t deserve it!” 
 
    “Daniel, we talked about this. It really doesn’t seem like he had a choice—” 
 
    “Do you think I don’t know that?” Daniel tore his hands from his face, a frantic look in his eyes as his voice broke. “I’ve always known his job was dangerous, okay? I saw my dad come home with stab wounds, and burns, and broken bones. I knew he was made of flesh and blood. I always knew he could die! I knew that! That’s not why I’m angry!” 
 
    “Okay then why?” I asked, mystified. 
 
    “Because he didn’t have to be such a jerk about it!” Daniel shouted. “He didn’t tell me! Do you understand? He didn’t tell me. Right up to the end, he treated me like a stupid little kid who couldn’t handle knowing anything. And then he has the nerve to write this long, weepy letter about how I can do whatever I want and be whatever I want, and I can be Firebird because I’m just so special, and strong, and great. That was all he wanted to talk about, but he’s an idiot! He doesn’t—he didn’t understand. Firebird was never the question.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’d already made up my mind about being Firebird. I made up my mind when I was six years old—as soon as I was old enough to see the kind of good he did and how important it was. I was always going to be Firebird after my dad, even if it killed me. The way I was raised, it’s all I could be. It’s all I ever wanted. I didn’t need him to apologize for being Firebird, for dying as Firebird. And I didn’t need him to tell me whether or not I should follow in his footsteps.” 
 
    “Then what did you want from him?” I asked, confused. 
 
    “I just wanted him—” Daniel’s voice broke. “I just wanted my dad. I needed him to be here, to talk to me. At least—at least—say goodbye to me face to face, let me try to stop him, let me try to help him. He didn’t even give me that. He didn’t trust me with it.” 
 
    I wanted to disagree. But Daniel was right. In his furious, half-crazed babble, he had a point; Robin hadn’t trusted him, and that had to be painful. 
 
    “He thinks he just gets to push me into being a grown-up all at once, but—but—” 
 
    “He wouldn’t treat you like one,” I said softly. 
 
    Daniel slammed a fist into the side of the pod. “He would have told Elleen, if she had been there. He would have told Misaki. But he didn’t see me like them. No matter how hard I tried, he didn’t see me like a real fighter. To him, I was just a weak, stupid little kid who couldn’t even handle the truth.” 
 
    It was only then that it occurred to me that there was no heat crackling from Daniel’s skin, no flames. If anything, his nyama was cooler, stiller than usual, certainly nothing like the raging inferno he had created when we first read his father’s letter. Daniel might say he was angry, he might want to be angry, but he wasn’t. He was broken. 
 
    “How am I supposed to do this?” he said in a crumpling voice. “How am I supposed to be Firebird when the real Firebird—when my own dad—didn’t think I could do it?” 
 
    “Daniel—” 
 
    “How could he think so little of me?” Tears spilled from Daniel’s eyes. “How could he leave me when he knew—?” He failed to choke back a sob. “He knew I was too weak to last without him!” 
 
    “Hey.” I turned in my seat to grab Daniel’s arms. “Listen. Daniel, look at me.” He just ducked his head, more tears falling from his eyes to hit his knees. “I said look at me,” I commanded and he lifted his eyes to mine, bleary, unfocused. I could see the reflection of the stars scattered through them, all spinning, lost, out of alignment.  
 
    “Your dad did not think you were weak,” I said in the strongest voice I could muster. “He admired you—your goodness, your optimism. I know I didn’t know him that long, but he did not think you were anything less than amazing.” 
 
    “Th-then why—Why didn’t he tell me what he was going to do?” 
 
    “Because he loved you,” I said, and felt my own voice breaking. “Think about it. Think about what he had to do, how hard it would have been to explain that to you, to see the look on your face. Maybe he didn’t tell you because he wasn’t strong enough.” 
 
    Daniel was shaking his head now—out of disagreement or something else, I couldn’t tell—but when he tried to speak again it came out as a sob. 
 
    “I just don’t want him to be gone!” 
 
    And he came completely undone. All his grace and strength dissolved, he broke down into unintelligible sobs. I caught him as he collapsed, gathering the sleep-deprived mess of a boy into my arms. He shuddered there, smelling of spice, and smoke, and unwashed hair, and I held him tight. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said as Daniel gasped, fighting a losing battle to get his breathing under control. “It’s okay if you need to cry. Just cry.” 
 
    And he did. For a long time. 
 
    It was almost a relief. Daniel hadn’t cried for his father. Not properly. He had shed tears in the hospital room, but that had been all mixed up in a haze of pain medications, and rage, and confusion. He hadn’t had a chance to let out the grief. There hadn’t been time. 
 
    We stayed like that, locked to one another in that tiny pod, with Dakkabana’s engine turning the stars above us. I don’t know how long I held him, but when his sobs finally guttered down to uneven breathing and the occasional sniff, my sleeves were soaked in his tears. 
 
    “Xuro, I’m sorry,” he said when he could breathe deeply enough to form words. “Joan, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be,” I said. “You just had the worst few days in history. You’re allowed to cry.” 
 
    “No, I—I’m sorry for all this—for everything I put you through. I grew up with this stuff. I know what I’m getting into when I go along on crime-fighting missions, but you didn’t ask for any of this. We just kind of dumped it on you.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” I said, almost offended. “I did ask for it. I asked for you, I chased you. I wouldn’t have let you leave without me if you’d tried.” 
 
    “I know—but you didn’t spend your childhood planning to fight criminals and lose the people you love. It’s not fair that you got dragged into this. I didn’t even ask before I put you in danger. None of this is your responsibility.” 
 
    “Yes it is,” I said resolutely. “It is now.” And as I touched Daniel’s shoulder, I felt more conviction than I had—well—ever. And that was when I realized… this was my center, here with Daniel. It didn’t matter what I was. He was my koro—or manga-koro—or who really cared what it was called? He was my friend who could do for me the things I couldn’t do for myself, my friend for whom I would do the things he couldn’t do for himself. 
 
    He was the center. 
 
    “You were mad your dad didn’t treat you like a grown-up, that he didn’t let you help. Let me help you.” 
 
    Daniel breathed in too shakily. “I don’t know if I can let you do that. It’s so dangerous.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not your choice,” I said fiercely. “It’s mine. And I’ve decided, I’m sticking with you. I’m following you into whatever danger you take on next, and you can try to stop me if you want, but it won’t work. I’m with you, no matter what happens.” 
 
    “Why?” he said hoarsely. “Why would you want to follow me anywhere? I just—I’m so lost. I don’t know what to do—I don’t know what I am without him.” 
 
    “You’re Firebird,” I said. “That’s what you told me.” 
 
    “I know—that’s what I thought. But I don’t know how to be Firebird. I thought I did, but there’s so much he didn’t teach me. I always just thought there would be time to learn it later, but… I’m not ready. I’m not ready and now I’ve gotten us into this huge mess I don’t know how to fix, and I don’t…” He trailed off and then looked at me with drowning eyes. “What do you think I should do?” 
 
    “Me?” I said in surprise. 
 
    “I’ve done nothing but mess everything up since we woke up on this stupid space center. I can’t trust the police, or my uncle, or anyone in his household, but I trust you. You’re the closest thing I have to a family right now… so, what do you think I should do? You tell me and I’ll do it,” he said resolutely. “Please, Joan, what do I do?” 
 
    “I…” I faltered, suddenly feeling impossibly fragile. 
 
    I had grown up with all the power in the world. I had been born with it, but I didn’t think I had ever had anyone give me power like this. Kuyasse had said there was a massive outpouring of nyama any time someone died, and Daniel had just handed it all to me. Like the detonator of an atomic bomb. 
 
    “Daniel, I…” I wanted to shrink away from it, but how could I call myself Daniel’s friend if I was too much of a coward to help him when he needed it most? I took a deep breath. “I’ll tell you what I think,” I said firmly. “I think this is a pretty big mess, and a lot of it is your fault.”  
 
    Daniel looked at me like I’d just punched him—no, Daniel smiled when he got punched—more like I had just thrown ice water in his face. But he said he wanted to be told the truth, like an adult. This was the adult truth as far as I could see. 
 
    “But we’re not in a mess because you don’t know how to fix things,” I continued. “It’s because you haven’t tried.” 
 
    “But I—” 
 
    “I’m not finished,” I said, surprised by the strength in my voice. “I think you are good enough to be Firebird. I think you can be whatever your dad was and more.” 
 
    “How?” Daniel asked weakly. “How am I supposed to do that?” 
 
    “Well, for starters, no more running,” I said firmly, “at least not from people who are just trying to help you. The next time there’s a problem in front of you, you’re going to face it and figure out how to fix it.” 
 
    “But I can’t fix anything. I’m a good fighter, but that’s basically it. I’m not calm like my dad, or smart, or diplomatic. I get angry, I lose control, I do stupid things.” He had a point there. “There was so much he could do that I just can’t. He was better at record-keeping, and researching, and getting inside people’s heads—” 
 
    “So I’ll do it,” I said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “So you can’t do all the stuff he could. So what? I’ll do the stuff you’re bad at. We’ll do this together. Between the two of us, I think we might make a halfway decent Firebird.” 
 
    Daniel looked at me, I held his gaze, and he drew his first steady breath in two days. Just as a real smile started to light his face, I caught sight of something moving behind him, a black uniform and a head of blonde hair between two pods a few rows away. 
 
    “Oh crap,” I said. 
 
    “What?” Daniel turned around to follow my gaze. “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s them,” I whispered. “The Carythian police.” And now I could see more of them, approaching slowly from between the neighboring rows. “It looks like they’ve already seen us.” 
 
    The Kuruma Karadi didn’t have a tinted dome like some of the other pods. It wasn’t much of a hiding place. 
 
    “These pods have metal in them,” I said. “I can use my powers to knock down a row of them like dominos. It might distract them long enough for us to run.” I extended my arm. 
 
    “No.” Daniel put a hand on my wrist, stopping me before I got a chance to reach out with my powers. His hand was steadier than before. His nyama wasn’t deathly still, nor was it crackling to pieces with anger. It was warm and calm—like his father’s. 
 
    “I’m not running anymore,” he said. “I need to face them.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “You said not to run from my problems, and you were right. I made this mess; now I have to make it right. It’s what Dad would do. It’s what Firebird would do.” 
 
    “Daniel, I don’t think that’s a good idea. You haven’t slept, you’re…” a mess, I wanted to say, but didn’t. It was obvious that he had been crying, his hair was tangled, his facepaint was smudged. 
 
     “It’s okay,” he said. “I need to face the mistakes I made and take responsibility. We haven’t actually done anything wrong. It’ll be okay.” He smiled, and in that moment, he looked so painfully like Robin that I found I couldn’t argue. “This is my responsibility.” 
 
    “Okay,” I breathed as the police closed in around our pod, guns drawn. “Then it’s mine too.” 
 
    “Daniel Thundyil!” Crow’s voice called. “Step out of the pod with your hands where we can see them, fingers apart.” 
 
    “Here.” Daniel snatched up the red bag, unclasped the strap, and refastened it around my hips. “You should take this.” 
 
    “But I can’t have this with me if we’re arrested,” I protested. 
 
    “If we’re arrested they’ll search the pod,” Daniel whispered. “It’ll be safe with you.” 
 
    “But what if—” 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” he said. “I have a plan.” 
 
    “Daniel Thundyil!” Crow’s voice was closer. “This is your last warning!” 
 
    Daniel smiled and clasped my hand in his. “Let’s go be Firebird.” 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter Twenty-two:  
 
    Out of the Pod 
 
      
 
    KENTE 
 
      
 
    The Ekwenzis were not weapons makers. Of the few senkuli families in the world, only the Zilazen and its oldest branches held the secret to the indestructible glass that tipped Yamma’s best spears. The most successful Ekwenzi were all jewelry makers. But as much as Kente enjoyed weaving wire and beads into bracelets to keep his fingers busy, he had never had any real passion for it. He wanted to make weapons. He wanted to hold them. He couldn’t help it. 
 
    He had been six when he crafted his first sword. It didn’t have a sharp edge. He had only meant it to be a toy, but the second his mother had seen him waving it around, she had snatched it from his hands. 
 
    “That is not for you,” she had said in a scandalized voice. 
 
    “But I made it!” Kente protested. 
 
    “That is a fine thing,” his mother said. “You can make whatever weapons you like. But you must not use them, not even to play with them.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Fighting is not for a senkuli to do.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “There are things that a good senkuli does not do,” Na said angrily. “A good senkuli has a steady hand and a focused mind. His peace is in his craft. His joy is in what he has made. A good senkuli doesn’t spend his energy chasing warriors.” 
 
    “Yes, Na.” 
 
    He must have had a terribly sad look on his face because Na took it between her hands. Her fingers were calloused on his cheeks—worn rough from a lifetime of glassworking. 
 
    “Now, this is a lovely sword,” she said warmly. “Go give it to one of the koronu down the street. See if they would like to play with it.” 
 
    “Yes, Na.” 
 
    But Kente’s obsession with weapons hadn’t ended there. He had made more, so many more, until he had gotten very good at it, and Na was happy. With a smile on his face, Kente had armed half the koro children on the block, but he had never stopped aching to get up from his work table and run after them. He had never stopped wanting to swing one of those swords himself.  
 
    And people had never stopped yelling at him for it. 
 
    “Leave koro business to the koronu,” they always said to him.  
 
    Unlike Na and Kente’s teachers, Sadiki looked genuinely sorry as she said it. “Leave koro business to the koronu. Trust me, if you keep chasing trouble, you’re going to regret it.” 
 
    “I just want to help Daniel,” Kente protested. He had spent the whole way back to the hotel trying to persuade the jaseli to let him and Fiki help search for Daniel. But arguing with a jaseli was never a smart thing to do, and she had shut him down at every turn. 
 
    “There is no way for you to help Daniel without getting on the wrong side of the Yammanka guards,” Sadiki said as she led Kente and Fiki off the train platform toward the Daybreak hotel. “That is neither your responsibility nor something you are prepared to handle.” 
 
    “I can take care of myself,” Kente protested. “I’m fast.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Sadiki looked down at the senkuli, unimpressed. “So am I. Strong too—as strong as some koronu. Does that mean I’m ready to fight them? No.” Her left hand fidgeted, her thumb running over the stub of her missing finger. “It’s not what I was raised for.” 
 
    “Jali Sadiki,” Kente said, suddenly intent on her disfigured hand. “How did you lose your—ugh!” he grunted as Fiki elbowed him so hard it felt like she’d stuck a spear into his ribs. 
 
    “That’s not the sort of thing you ask,” she hissed, and she was right of course. It was an insanely rude question. Kente just never knew how to keep his mouth shut. 
 
    “I’ll tell you the story someday,” Sadiki said, apparently unbothered. “You won’t like it,” she added with a sidelong glance at Kente. 
 
    “Why not?” Kente asked. 
 
    “Another time,” said the jaseli. 
 
    “Well hello!” a new voice cut in before Kente got the chance to blurt out another thoughtless question. “It’s you again.” 
 
    “Alexis!” Fiki said in surprise. When Kente turned, he saw the lanky, light-skinned girl lounging against a wall. Maadi and Rajani were with her. 
 
    “I see you three all made it out of the orientation hall alright,” Sadiki said. 
 
    “It was a close thing,” Maadi said, “but there was enough cover and confusion that we were able to slip away without being stopped.” 
 
    “So far,” Alexis said grimly. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘so far’?” Sadiki asked. 
 
    “Before you walk around the corner into that last hallway,” Maadi said, “you should know that it’s crawling with Yammanka guards.” 
 
    “What?” Sadiki said, catching Kente by the arm before he could stick his head around the corner to look. “Why?” 
 
    “They’re looking for your kids, jaseli,” Rajani said, “Daniel Thundyil and his blue-eyed friend. I’ve been listening from here for a while now. They’re stopping anyone who goes in or out of the hotel to ask if they’ve seen them.” 
 
    “We’ve been waiting for them to leave,” Maadi explained, “since there’s a possibility one of them might recognize our faces from the little stunt we pulled back in the orientation hall.”  
 
    “But from what Rajani reports, it doesn’t sound like they’re going anywhere any time soon,” Alexis said grimly. “We were just about to try our luck getting past them. Would you three like to join us?” 
 
    Sadiki considered for a moment. “Sure. If there’s trouble, I should be able to talk us out of it—and I do need to get these two back inside that hotel.” 
 
    Fortunately, the guard who stopped them in the hallway didn’t seem to recognize any of them. Kente recognized him immediately as Oku Tarore, a middle-aged officer who often passed through the monitor room on his way out of headquarters at the end of his shift. But Koro Tarore’s eyes brushed right over him without seeming to register him at all. He addressed Maadi and Sadiki first. 
 
    “Excuse me, Koroyaa, Jaliyaa, before you move on, I need to ask you and your friends some questions.” 
 
    “Of course, Koroke,” Sadiki said politely. “Anything you need.” 
 
     “We’re looking for a light brown-skinned boy, with straight black hair, thirteen years old… about her height,” Tarore said, pointing to Fiki. 
 
    Rajani let out a snort of laughter. “Your ‘dangerous criminal’ is barely taller than me? Where’d you lose him? The Happy Funtime Playland?” 
 
    “Rajani please,” Alexis said, obviously biting down hard on a smile. “This upstanding gentleman is just trying to keep Dakkabana safe for all of us hapless civilians. We should take him seriously.” 
 
    “Yes, Rajani,” Maadi added. “Clearly these hardened thirteen-year-old criminals present a serious threat. Show some respect.” 
 
    Kente still wasn’t quite sure what to make of Maadi Biraye. She was manga koro from the braided crown of her head to the tips of her toes. Yet she apprenticed with a jaseli; her best friend was a half adyn delinquent; and she seemed so delighted about it. It didn’t make sense, it was unnatural, and yet, for some reason, it made him happy. 
 
    Sadiki let Maadi, Alexis, and Rajani torment the guard a while longer before she shut the conversation down and herded their whole group toward the hotel. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said to a faintly disappointed Rajani. “I don’t have time to stand around and listen to you three lie to security guards.” 
 
    “But it’s so entertaining!” Maadi said as they passed through the sliding doors into the hotel lobby. 
 
    “Falleke’s sake, Biraye!” Sadiki said in exasperation. “You were a sweet, upstanding Yammanka girl when I met you! What on Duna happened to you in the last three years?” 
 
    Maadi exchanged a glance with Alexis and they both laughed. 
 
    Sadiki shook her head. “Anyway, now that these two are here safe, I have to go track down yet another trouble-making thirteen-year-old.” 
 
    “Thank you for escorting us back here, Jali Sadiki,” Fiki said earnestly. 
 
    “It’s no trouble numuden. I’m glad that you, at least, seem to have a good head on your shoulders.” Sadiki gave Fiki a kind smile before turning to the two older girls. “Alexis, Koro Biraye, I would appreciate it if you two would keep an eye on this one.” She nodded at Kente. “I get the feeling he might try to do something stupid.” 
 
    “I just want to help you find Daniel,” Kente said, stung. 
 
    “Like I said,” Sadiki said wearily. 
 
    “But—” Kente started, unsure of what he actually wanted to say, “but I—” 
 
    “Listen, Ekwenzi.” Sadiki put firm hands on Kente’s shoulders and pushed him down into one of the lobby’s chairs. “The Thundyil family is deeply grateful for all your help, but now the only helpful thing you can do is keep yourself safe. You said yourself that the woman in charge of that task force threatened you with violence. These aren’t the sort of people you want to cross.” 
 
    “Jali Tirama has a point, little one,” Maadi said. “Falleke knows, I have no objection to a senkuli getting involved in ‘koro business’; that would make me something of a hypocrite, but you do need to consider your safety. There will be all kinds of time for ill-advised adventures later.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Alexis said cheerfully, “at school, with no uptight jaseliwu hanging over your head.” 
 
    “Thanks, Alexis,” Sadiki said dryly. “It really is good to see you again.” She turned back to Fiki and Kente. “I’ll send a servant to let you know when the danger has passed. Until then, you two must stay in this hotel. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Jaliyaa,” Fiki said with a respectful nod that made Kente feel a little betrayed. “I’ll make sure Kente doesn’t get into any trouble.” 
 
    “And you’ll keep an eye on them?” Sadiki looked up at Maadi and Alexis. 
 
    Alexis nodded. “I think we can do that.” 
 
    The promise might have been premature because almost as soon as Sadiki left the hotel, another jaseli came running up to them, out of breath. Kente recognized him as Yura Kuyasse, the student jaseli who had helped run the orientation. 
 
    “Maadi, Alexis,” he said urgently, “Jali Wulenkaba needs to see both of you outside. Apparently, there are some security guards who want to speak with you.” 
 
    “Oh.” Maadi shared an alarmed glance with Alexis. “You don’t say.” 
 
    “Please tell me they just want to question us about their missing thirteen-year-old criminals,” Alexis said hopefully. 
 
    “No. They’ve actually stopped the search,” Yura said. 
 
    “What? Why?” Kente demanded. 
 
    “I don’t know.” The jaseli said. “They must have found who they were looking for.” 
 
    “No!” Kente blurted out. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Yura asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Maadi said. “He’s just...” 
 
    “Disappointed,” Alexis finished the lie for her. “He was very excited for his turn to be questioned by the security guards.” 
 
    “Awa...” Yura looked at Kente in bewilderment for a moment before shaking his head and turning back to the two older girls. “Anyway, I need both of you to come with me now.” 
 
    “How much trouble are we in?” Alexis looked faintly queasy. 
 
    “Well, Wulenkaba was grinding her teeth rather hard,” Yura said. “What did you do, anyway? All I could see from the stage was a bunch of smoke and steam.” 
 
    “It’s…” Alexis hesitated. “It’s a long story...” 
 
    “That we will make up as we walk,” Maadi said cheerfully. 
 
    “You two are unbelievable,” Yura said, putting a hand to his face. “Come on. Let’s go before Jali Wulenkaba gets any angrier.” 
 
    “Rajani, keep an eye on these two for a moment, would you?” Maadi said as she and Alexis rose to follow the jaseli. 
 
    “Um—sure?” Rajani said uncertainly. 
 
    “We’ll be back soon,” Maadi said with a smile. 
 
    “Hopefully,” Alexis said. 
 
    “Hopefully,” Maadi sighed. 
 
    And the two upperclassmen followed Yura Kuyasse out of the lobby. 
 
    As soon as they were gone, Kente turned on Fiki. “Why did you do that?” 
 
    “Do what?” Fiki asked. 
 
    “Side with Jali Sadiki like that?” 
 
    “Because she’s right,” Fiki said. “Look, if there was some really clear way we could help Daniel, that would be great, and I would do it, but there isn’t. We’re not fighters or jaseliwu. There’s nothing we can do to stop the guards from finding him. We’ll only be putting ourselves in danger if we try, and who will that help?” 
 
    “I—it—” 
 
    “No one,” Fiki said firmly. “It will only make things worse for Joan, and Daniel, and their jaseliwu.” 
 
    As always, Fiki’s line of thinking made way more sense than Kente’s, and he hated it! Why did she have to be so right about everything all the time? 
 
    “Okay,” Rajani said, looking from Fiki to Kente, “at some point, I’m assuming you’re going to tell me about this Daniel Thundyil guy. Like, I know he is—was Robin Thundyil’s son, and his dad was just found dead. But what does any of that have to do with you two?” 
 
    “That’s actually a very good question,” Fiki said wearily, “and I don’t even know if I have an answer.” 
 
    “Is he, like, an old friend of yours or something?” Rajani asked. 
 
    “No, we’ve only known him since yesterday,” Fiki said. 
 
    “But he needs us!” Kente protested. “I know we can’t fight koronu, but there must be something we can do to help—” 
 
    “Izumo!” Fiki exclaimed. 
 
    “What?” Kente stopped, confused. “No, not Izumo. Why would he need our help?” 
 
    “No,” Fiki said, putting a hand on Kente’s shoulder to turn him around. “It’s Izumo.” 
 
    Kente’s eyes found Matsuda Izumo just as the Kaigenese boy turned around and saw them. 
 
    “Numu Fikile!” He hurried over, “Senku Ekwenzi! I’m glad I found you.” 
 
    “Koro Izumo,” Fiki said, standing to greet him. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I came to see if Joan and Daniel were here with you,” Izumo said. “There were Yammanka guards looking for them in the Kaigenese sector. They came to my hotel room. My brothers were not happy.” 
 
    “Why would they come to your room?” Kente asked. 
 
    “Because Joan was there yesterday,” Izumo said. “I think they found some surveillance footage that showed her in the area.” 
 
    “That must be why the guards were asking around this hotel too,” Fiki said. “There are surveillance cameras here, right?” She turned to Kente. 
 
    “Yeah, a few,” Kente said. “Just here in the lobby, I think.” 
 
    “But… Joan and Daniel aren’t here?” Izumo said, looking around. 
 
    “No, sorry,” Fiki said. “Joan is with Jali Kuyasse.” 
 
    “Oh.” Izumo relaxed slightly. “That’s good. And Daniel? Did anyone ever find him?” 
 
    “It kind of sounds like the security guards did,” Fiki said darkly. 
 
    “Really?” Izumo’s eyes went wide. “Is that bad?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kente said. “The woman heading up the task force is a little crazy.” 
 
    “Then we have to go help him,” Izumo said without hesitation. 
 
    “How?” Fiki asked. “We don’t have any idea where he is.” 
 
    “I do.” The words were out of Kente’s mouth almost before the thought had formed. 
 
    “What?” Fiki and Izumo turned to him. 
 
    “I think I know where he went.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Surveillance,” Kente said slowly. The pieces were still sliding together in his head as he spoke. “They’re using the surveillance monitors to find him, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Izumo said with a nod. 
 
    “So, if they found him, that means he must be somewhere where there’s a lot of cameras,” Kente said. 
 
    “Sure—but—why would he do that?” Izumo asked. “What would Daniel want that’s under heavy surveillance?” 
 
    “The pod,” Kente said, “his dad’s fancy pod. When I was sort of spying on him and Joan, they didn’t really get to finish checking the pod for the clues and fingerprints they were looking for. If he went to find his pod on the holding deck, he’d be super easy to find. Those decks have more surveillance than anywhere else.” Kente would know. He had spent enough time staring at the monitors. 
 
    “That… actually makes a lot of sense,” Izumo said. “Private pods are so expensive; there must be cameras everywhere to make sure they’re not stolen or damaged.” 
 
    “So… you’re sure that’s where he is?” Fiki asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Kente said resolutely. It was the only place that made sense. “We have to get down there.” 
 
    “Us? What can we do?” Fiki asked. 
 
    “We can go warn him,” Kente said. 
 
    “But—the guards left awhile ago. They have a head start—” 
 
    “So we can go fast,” Kente said impatiently. 
 
    “But what if Zankare’s already reached him?” Fiki said in distress. “Shouldn’t we try to get someone bigger or—or stronger to help?” 
 
    “We have a koro with us,” Kente said, jabbing a thumb at Izumo. “He’s from a fighter family, right?” 
 
    “Oh—um—a-about that—” Izumo started haltingly. “I’m not—” 
 
    “Just go!” Rajani burst out suddenly. 
 
    The sheer volume of her voice jarred the other three into silence. 
 
    “I’m tired of sitting here and listening to you guys argue!” she exclaimed. “Just go. I’ll make sure Alexis and Maadi know where you’ve gone when they come back—or if they get arrested too, I’ll get someone else. You guys go help your friend. It sounds like he could use it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Koro Rajani!” Kente jumped to his feet, clasping Rajani’s hands in his. “Thank you! Thank you! Come on, guys! Let’s go!” He grabbed Fiki’s sleeve and tugged her toward the lobby exit. 
 
    “Wait—Kente.” She pulled her arm back. “I still think we should stop and think about this for a dinma—” 
 
    “There’s no time!” Kente insisted. “You said that if you could do something to help Daniel, you would!” 
 
    Fiki paused, pressing her lips together. “You’re right,” she said in an agonized voice. “You’re right. I did say that…” She paused, taking a breath. Then she nodded, more to herself, it seemed, than anyone else. “And I meant it.” She squared her shoulders. “Awa. Let’s do this,” she breathed and turned to Izumo. “Are you coming?” 
 
    “Of course,” the jijaka said earnestly. “Senku Kente, do you know where we’re going?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kente said, unable to hide his elated smile as the three of them set off for the lobby exit. “The Yammanka sector only has one holding deck.” 
 
    “Nyama to you, weirdos!” Rajani called after them. “I feel like you’re gonna need it!” 
 
    With the police gone, their way to the nearest train station was clear. 
 
    “Are you a good runner, koro?” Fiki asked as Kente picked up speed, pulling her into a jog behind him. 
 
    “Um—no,” Izumo said. “Not really.” 
 
    “Well, do your best to keep up,” she said with a wry smile. “He’s fast.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    JOAN 
 
      
 
    Daniel and I stepped out of the pod with our hands raised to meet a circle of guns, all pointed straight at us. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Daniel said as we took the last few steps down the short ramp side by side. I wouldn’t be surprised if his keen ears had picked up the sound of my heart thundering against my ribs. “They’re just tranquilizer bullets. They won’t kill us, just knock us unconscious.” 
 
    “Right,” I breathed, though that still wasn’t great. If the police had us unconscious, the first thing they would probably do would be to search us. They would go through the bag. They would find the Firebird coat, Robin’s notes, everything they needed to end our crime-fighting career before it began. 
 
    “No talking!” the young officer called Vargas snapped. “Take two steps away from each other.” 
 
    Daniel and I did as he said—and I immediately missed the steady heat of Daniel’s nyama beside me. Not that Daniel’s nyama could stop bullets. It had just been a comfort. 
 
    “Listen, Officers,” Daniel said in what I assumed was as clear and calm a voice as he could manage, “before you tranquilize us or anything like that, I want to say I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You what?” Crow said, incredulous. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have disrespected you earlier or behaved as recklessly as I did. I was telling the truth when I said I didn’t remember what happened. I’m sorry I got carried away, but I promise, I never meant to break any laws. My friend and I just want to get home.” 
 
    “That’s very touching, Thundyil,” Crow said, “but you understand we can’t just let you go.” 
 
    “I know,” Daniel said, “and I’ll gladly come with you, on one condition.” 
 
    “And what is that?”  
 
    “You let my friend here go. She hasn’t done anything wrong. She’s just someone I dragged into this. I know I deserve to be arrested, but she doesn’t.” 
 
    I turned to Daniel in surprise, almost ready to object, but I stopped myself when I realized it wasn’t actually a terrible plan. I was the one with the bag. If they took him away and ignored me, I could probably get it somewhere safe. 
 
    It made sense. I just didn’t like the idea of Daniel going in for questioning alone. He was too emotionally unstable, too sleep-deprived. The likelihood of him doing or saying something stupid was high. 
 
    “And does your innocent friend have a name?” Vargas asked, turning to me. 
 
    “It-it’s Joan,” I said in a small voice. 
 
    “Joan?” The officer let out a harsh laugh that I hated. “What’s your last name? Kallaana?” 
 
    “Vargas,” Crow said sharply. “Not helping.” 
 
    “That’s it,” Daniel said, holding Crow’s gaze, “just one condition—” 
 
    “Two conditions,” I cut in before Crow could respond. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Crow raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “Two conditions,” I repeated, trying to keep my voice steady. “The one Daniel said, and then, you also have to let me go get his jaseli before he answers any of your questions.” 
 
    “No.” Daniel frowned at me before turning back to Crow with a nervous smile. “No, you don’t have to do that. I don’t need a jaseli—” 
 
    “Look, Daniel said himself, he hasn’t been acting reasonably,” I said to the police officers. “He has memory loss. When we woke up in that hospital, he could barely talk. We don’t know what happened to him while we were unconscious; he could have a serious head injury. And he just lost his father. He’s obviously not thinking straight. Wouldn’t you rather get your answers from someone with a clear head?” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Daniel hissed from between his teeth. “You’re supposed to help me handle this.” 
 
    “I am helping you handle it,” I whispered. “Daniel gets a jaseli,” I said, turning back to the police officers, “or I’m not letting you take him away.” 
 
    Vargas laughed at the threat but Crow considered me for a moment. I held his gaze, afraid to breathe. I felt through the air for the metallic Hum of their guns and brought the weapons into the grip of my powers. If he said ‘no,’ if they made any move to shoot, I would disarm them all. I could do it. If I really had to, I could do it. 
 
    Then, to my surprise, Crow said, “Done.” 
 
    “What?” Daniel and I both looked at him in surprise. 
 
    “I accept your terms, koroden. We have a deal.” 
 
    Vargas looked at his superior, scandalized. “But Sir—” 
 
    “We will take the offer,” Crow said calmly. “The girl goes free and Daniel Thundyil gets to meet with his jaseli before questioning.” 
 
    I felt like I could breathe for the first time since we had come out of the pod. Everything was going to be fine. Daniel was going to go with them, but they weren’t going to get the Firebird bag, and Kuyasse was going to be there to help—whether Daniel wanted it or not, he was going to have help. Crow had just motioned for Vargas to take Daniel’s arm when— 
 
    “Stop!” a voice called in Yammaninke. “Stop this immediately! All of you are under arrest!” 
 
    “Oh, not you too!” Daniel slumped in dismay. 
 
    I had been so focused on the metal of the officers’ guns and the hammering of my own heart that I hadn’t even noticed the rise in temperature. I hadn’t noticed the nyama of the tajakalu moving around us like a lion’s rippling muscles as they closed in. There were six of them, four women and two men, all flowing with power that felt like it could turn the air around us to flame in an instant. The Carythian men gripped their guns tighter but suddenly seemed unsure where to point them. 
 
    A severe woman with angry stripes on her face stepped forward, pushing past Lieutenant Vargas like he wasn’t even there. I recognized her as Lieutenant Zankare—the koro who had threatened Kente.  
 
    “Daniel Thundyil,” she said, “you are under arrest.” 
 
    “Well—okay, this is awkward,” Daniel said with an apologetic smile at Zankare, “because, see, I just promised I’d go with these officers here for questioning. I’m a koro of my word, so I can’t have you arrest me. Maybe next time.” 
 
    “Don’t be cute with me, koroden. All of you are under arrest.” 
 
    “Why?” Daniel demanded. “Under what authority? Theonite or not, these are Carythian officers of the law. I am a Carythian citizen. If they take me into custody and get out of your sector, what’s the problem? How is this any of your business?” 
 
    “You all need to answer for disrupting the peace and defying Yammanka law.” 
 
    “Yammanka law?” Crow scoffed, his face twisted with rage under the harsh black paint. “Need I remind you, lieutenant, that Carytha is no longer Yamma’s colony? Your laws mean nothing to us.” 
 
    “Clearly,” Zankare said. “That’s precisely why you need to be stopped.” 
 
    “Take one step closer, tajaka, and we will shoot!” 
 
    “Whoa! Hey, hey!” Daniel rushed to put himself in between the two groups with his hands raised. “What are you doing?” he demanded in Lindish. “Don’t shoot at the Yammanka police! Are you crazy?” 
 
    “No one asked for your input, Thundyil,” Vargas snapped. “We won’t hesitate to shoot you too.” 
 
    “This is insane!” Daniel yelled in frustration and switched back to Yammaninke to speak to both sides. “Now, look, you’re all grown-up koronu here, right? I’m sure you guys can work something out without drawing your weapons.” 
 
    “Shut up, Thundyil,” Vargas snarled. “Police officers don’t take advice from criminals.” 
 
    “The uppity loudmouth has a point, koroden,” Zankare said. “No matter who wins this argument, you and your friend are under arrest.” 
 
    “No, actually we’re not,” Daniel said. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” Zankare looked like she didn’t know whether to be angry or amused. 
 
    “We’re not letting anyone arrest us until you get out of each other’s faces and talk this out like adults.” 
 
    “Enough!” Zankare barked. “Take them!” 
 
    “Take who, Koroyaa?” one of her officers asked uncertainly. 
 
    “All of them!” 
 
    The tajakalu started forward, adyn fingers tightened on triggers, but Daniel reacted faster than anyone. Throwing his arms out, he shot flames downward from both hands. I had seen Daniel produce unbelievable amounts of fire, but this was different. This time there wasn’t so much fire as smoke. It burst into a black cloud around him, swallowing us up—along with the Carythians and the Yammankalu—in seconds.  
 
    I recognized it as the same smokescreen move Rajani had used back in the Daybreak banquet hall, only Daniel’s was bigger, blacker, more explosive. I heard both adyns and tajakalu coughing and stumbling into each other in confusion as they got lost in the thick smoke. 
 
    “On your feet, koronu!” Zankare’s voice cut through the smoke. “Duno, deal with the Carythian officers. The rest of you, split up and find Daniel Thundyil!” 
 
    “Come on!” Daniel grabbed my arm and I let him pull me out of the fray, down one of the rows of pods. We broke into a full sprint, but the chamber was so vast that it was impossible to make it to one of the exits before someone fought their way free of the smoke cloud and spotted us. 
 
    “There they are!” a voice shouted in Yammaninke. “After them!” 
 
    We had enough of a head start on the Yammankalu that we were able to reach a side hallway long before their running footsteps closed the distance between us. After a few random turns, we found ourselves in a mailroom where we stopped to catch our breath. This mailroom was bigger than the one we had visited earlier, with banks of tubes ranging from a few inches wide to broad enough to crawl through. This was a place to send and receive big cargo. 
 
    “Falleke, that could have gone better,” Daniel said. 
 
    “I think you did an okay job considering.” 
 
    “Adults are crazy!” he exclaimed. “Now I see why Dad always talked about how great it was that he trained with jaseliwu. I mean, what are you even supposed to say to that? How do you talk down people that insane?” 
 
    “I don’t know, maybe you should ask Kuyasse.” 
 
    “Oh, shut up.”  
 
    “Daniel, back there—I was just trying to help when I said—” 
 
    “You didn’t trust me to handle it.” 
 
    “I do trust you,” I insisted. “I just don’t trust them. You’re not used to dealing with police; Kuyasse is. You need to let people help you.” 
 
    Daniel just frowned. “We need to move.” He straightened up and pressed on into the forest of tubes.  
 
    “So, what exactly are we doing now?” I asked. 
 
    “Stacking our opponents,” he said as we moved deeper into the mailroom. 
 
    “Okay… what?” 
 
    “It’s a street fighting tactic, something Dad taught me. If you’re up against a bunch of people, you arrange the field of play so you can take them one at a time. So for now, we move, force them to separate to find us.” 
 
    “And then what?” 
 
    “See who catches up first.” 
 
    “Daniel.” I gripped his arm as I sensed a ripple of unfamiliar nyama. It was muffled—but close; it was just so hard to sense things with all this glass obscuring my senses. “I think there’s someone—” 
 
    “You!” A dark hand shot out from behind a row of tubes and seized the back of Daniel’s shirt. “You’re under arrest!” 
 
    Daniel moved out of instinct—a trained fighter reacting to a threat. He turned, simultaneously breaking out of the hold and popping the officer in the face. 
 
    “Oh!” Daniel exclaimed and, in a strange moment that would have been comical under better circumstances, he and the Yammanka man mirrored each other, both their hands flying to their mouths. The officer’s hands came away with blood on them. Daniel had split his lip. 
 
    “Koroke, I’m sorry!” Daniel scrambled to repair the damage that was already done. “I didn’t think you were—I didn’t mean to do that. Are you okay?” 
 
    The man took a step forward, the heat building around his muscled body, and I realized with a sinking in my stomach, that he was roughly the size of Daniel and me combined. “Koroden, you just struck a Yammanka security officer.” 
 
    “I said I was sorry!” Daniel protested, taking a step back with an arm across me, making sure he was between me and the threat. “You can’t just go sneaking up on people like that and expect—” 
 
    “Enough!” The man reached out and fastened a huge hand around Daniel’s upper arm. “You are coming with me right now.” Daniel didn’t resist until the man reached out with his other hand for me. He didn’t take my arm; he grabbed my hair. 
 
    The pain had barely pricked my scalp when Daniel shouted, “Hey!” and struck a ferocious blow to the man’s arm that made him let go. “You don’t touch her like that!” Twisting himself free, he shoved the officer back. “She’s not a trained fighter! She hasn’t raised a hand to you! You don’t put your hands on her like that!” 
 
    “Lieutenant!” the officer was shouting into a device on his shoulder. “I’ve found the children! They are violently resisting arrest. I’m—” 
 
    In a flash of flame, Daniel snatched the device off the man’s shoulder, threw it to the floor, and crushed it beneath his heel. 
 
    “That was a mistake, koroden.” The officer started toward Daniel, moving to grab him around the throat. 
 
    The man had Daniel outmatched in strength and size, but Daniel was fast and he knew where to hit. Before the guard’s hands even reached his neck, Daniel’s knuckles had already connected with his face a second and a third time, sending him stumbling back. From there, a kick to the back of one leg brought the dazed guard to his knees. With the officer at a more convenient level, Daniel finished with a ruthless elbow to the temple. The man hit the floor with a thud, unconscious. 
 
    In the breathless moment that followed, I found my hands over my mouth. 
 
    “Oh my god!” I exclaimed through my fingers. “Daniel, is he—?” 
 
    “He’ll be fine.” Daniel was already kneeling to feel the man’s pulse. “It takes more than that to permanently injure a full-grown tajaka.” 
 
    “A-are you sure?” I asked shakily. 
 
    “Yeah.” Standing up, Daniel shook out the hand he had used to punch the man. “He’s slow, but he’s sturdy.” 
 
    “Yes,” a voice said from behind us. At first Zankare was just a ripple of darkness distorted behind glass tubes. “Chief Koma’s guards are quite slow, aren’t they? Months sitting at monitors and letting threats slide by unchecked will do that to you.” When she stepped into view there was a terrifying smile on her painted black lips. “Don’t worry, koroden. I won’t disappoint you.” 
 
    Daniel must have sensed the threat crackling from her nyama as keenly as I did because he immediately stepped in front of me.  
 
    “Get back, Joan,” he said in a low voice. 
 
    “Easy, little one,” Zankare laughed. “I won’t hurt you or your friend if you come along quietly. So…” She advanced until she was standing within a foot of Daniel. “Are we going to do this the easy way, or the fun way?” 
 
    “I don’t want to fight you, Lieutenant,” Daniel said evenly. 
 
    “You’ll have to if you want to get out of this mailroom.” Zankare spread her arms. “Come on. I’ll let you take the first shot.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Come on,” Zankare repeated. “Show me how hard you hit that idiot there.” She nodded to her unconscious comrade on the floor. “Maybe you can knock me out too,”—her smile widened, white teeth glinting against coal black lips— “but I doubt it.” 
 
    Daniel might have been wary a moment earlier but now he was looking up at Zankare with an expression of undisguised disgust.  
 
    “What’s the matter, koroden?” she taunted. “Scared of a real fight?” 
 
    Daniel’s fists clenched, the muscles tightening in his jaw. “You have a good spear,” he said, looking at the elegant weapon on her back. 
 
    “Zilazen glass,” she smirked, “hand-crafted by the best senkuliwu on Dakkabana.” 
 
    “I can tell.” Daniel glared. “That’s a spear for a great koro, a koro who respects and defends others. But you don’t respect senkuliwu, do you, Lieutenant? You don’t respect anyone.”  
 
    “I would watch how you speak to me.” 
 
    “You walk around in that uniform like an upstanding koro,” Daniel continued, taking a step forward, unintimidated by the lieutenant’s height, “but you’re not. You’re just a bully.” 
 
    The blow came so fast I didn’t even see it. By the time I heard the crack of Zankare’s hand across Daniel’s cheek, he was already staggering from the impact, catching himself on a nearby bank of tubes. 
 
    “You don’t like my spear?” Zankare’s tone was light, but the spike in temperature betrayed the fury sizzling underneath her smile. “That’s fine.” She reached back and slid the weapon from its holder, raising it above her head. For a horrible moment I thought she was about to fling it at Daniel. Then she brought her arm down hard, driving the spear tip down into the floor. The indestructible glass spearhead penetrated the steel and stuck there. “I don’t need a weapon to put a little brat like you in his place.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter Twenty-three:  
 
    The End of the Chase 
 
      
 
    Daniel recovered his bearings just in time. Zankare’s attack was swift and vicious, her hands nothing more than a hot blur as she flung a barrage of punches at the smaller tajaka. Daniel ducked and dodged, avoiding harm, but his usual blinding speed wasn’t there. Whether that first blow to the head had affected his balance or the lack of sleep was finally catching up to him, he didn’t seem to be able to steady himself enough to launch a counterattack. 
 
    When he did lift his arm to throw a punch, Zankare was faster. Her knee came up between them, slamming squarely into his chest. Doubling over, Daniel barely managed a few stumbling steps back out of the way of Zankare’s fist. Still bent over in pain, he swung a clumsy punch at her face. Ducking under his arm, Zankare grabbed him around the waist and lifted him right off his feet. Daniel drove his elbow down on her neck but either he was too weakened or Zankare was just too solid for it to have any effect because it didn’t stop her from hoisting him into the air and slamming his body to the floor. 
 
    As soon as he was down, the lieutenant was already lifting her foot to stomp down on him.  
 
    “Don’t!” I cried out in horror even though I knew it would do nothing to stop her. “Don’t!” 
 
    But even with all the breath knocked from his body, Daniel managed to roll out of the way. Zankare’s foot smashed down where his head had been a moment earlier, leaving a heel-shaped dent in the steel floor. When she stepped in to stomp again, Daniel changed direction. Instead of rolling away from her, he rolled in, plowing his shoulder into the inside of her knee. Thrown off balance, Zankare fell. 
 
    Before she even hit the floor, Daniel had a hold of one of her arms, twisting it behind her. Putting his knee behind her shoulder, he levered the arm upward and crushed her to the floor. Pound for pound, Zankare could easily overpower the younger tajaka, but with the weight of his whole body bearing down on her arm, he had her pinned down. 
 
    Zankare made a smothered sound of pain, blue flame sizzled from her skin, and Daniel let go with a gasp. Springing to his feet, he stumbled back from the woman just in time to avoid the blue and white flames that came bursting from her arms. Backed up against the tubes, Daniel hissed in pain and shook out his hand. It wasn’t quite burned, but I bet it stung. 
 
    Robin had told me a person’s nyama grew as they aged, and theonite powers were naturally stronger in women. Zankare was both female and probably twenty years older than Daniel, so no matter how powerful he was, I was betting her fire burned a lot hotter than his. That meant that if she powered up, he couldn’t even touch her. 
 
    “So you won’t use your spear,” Daniel said as Zankare got to her feet, “but you’ll still use your woman’s advantage against a younger opponent?” 
 
    “This from the kid who used an Abirian smokescreen to run away like a coward.” 
 
    “Disanka,” Daniel said indignantly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That was a Disanka smokescreen. My name, Thundyil, is Disanka. It’s on the other side of the world from Abiria. You know that, right? Or do all pale brown people look the same to you?” 
 
    “It’s not your washed-out coloring that makes you all the same,” Zankare sneered. “It’s your backstabbing cowardice. Yamma shared its flames with you, and you use our generous gifts for your own underhanded purposes—in smoke and shadow. A real tajaka looks his opponent in the eye. A real tajaka fights nyama to nyama.” 
 
    I felt the rising temperature and the crackle of sparks on her fingers before the explosion—like the deep breath before a shriek. Daniel must have felt it too because he grabbed me around the waist and snatched me out of harm’s way before the flames erupted from Zankare’s body. 
 
    The fire chased us and we ran, scrambling behind a solid bank of tubes for cover. Through the glass, I watched Zankare’s flames break against the other side of the tubes and then flow back to her as though to regroup. I had never seen fire move that way, each flame taking on its own life, like loyal sentries, lining up alongside Zankare to form a solid wall of fire, cutting off our retreat. The same walls of glass tubes that had protected us from Zankare’s attack were also trapping us in this small section of the mailroom. The only way out was through a wall of fire. And just from the waves of heat, I could tell that those leaping blue and white flames were hotter than anything Daniel or I could produce. Even with our fireproof skin, running through that would be excruciatingly painful. 
 
    “Any time you want to come out, koroden,” Zankare said, stalking the ranks of her own flames with the lazy ease of an apex predator. “I can do this all day.” 
 
    “What do we do?” I asked, turning to Daniel.  
 
    “I can fight her hand to hand,” Daniel said breathlessly. “I can. We just need to get rid of that fire. Is there anything you can do?” 
 
    “Me?” I exclaimed. I didn’t know how to fight. What was I supposed to do? 
 
    “Yeah, is there any water, any metal you can use?” 
 
    “Well, um… the floor is steel,” I said, “but that isn’t super helpful.” It was six inches thick, far too solid for me to move it with any speed. 
 
    “Okay, what about water?” Daniel asked. “Water would be good.” 
 
    I held out my hands, trying to feel through the raging wall of Zankare’s flames. “There are pipes… metal pipes with water running through them behind her, but I can’t…” I flexed my fingers in frustration. “I can’t break them from here. There’s too much glass in the way. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” Daniel took a deep breath. “I can take care of this.” He pressed his hands together and I felt his nyama flutter to life around him. “I can take care of this.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m going to have to face her like she said, nyama to nyama.” 
 
    “How?” I asked. “Your fire isn’t anywhere near as hot as hers.” 
 
    “Fire isn’t the only power I have. I can use my fonya.” He closed his eyes, concentrating. “I have to.” 
 
    But Daniel couldn’t use his fonya without flames getting tangled up in the wind. And fire wouldn’t do any good cutting through fire. Even now, as the air around him began to stir with his nyama, it was alive with ripples of heat. Bolstered by the soaring temperatures of Zankare’s flames on the other side of the glass, Daniel’s own fire was rising. He didn’t know how to move air without igniting it—but I did. I had practiced moving air currents around my room long before I ever held a flame in my hands. 
 
    “Let me help,” I said. 
 
    Daniel opened his eyes. “What?” 
 
    “Use your fonya with mine,” I said and put one of my hands alongside his. “Cooler.” I brought my nyama to an icy temperature and took his hands in mine, calming the flames ready to leap from his skin. “Breathe slower. Slower. Here, breathe with me.” 
 
    He did as I said. With my coolness settled in around him, his nyama changed, the deep-seated heat in his skin easing back even as the invisible wings of his energy unfurled, ruffling his hair and sleeves. He flexed his fingers and the air around them stirred without heating up. 
 
    “We’ll have to move together,” he said, “throw our fonya at the same time.” 
 
    “Okay.” I had never tried using my powers alongside someone else’s. “I don’t really know what I’m doing—” 
 
    “That makes two of us,” Daniel said. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “When I say go.” Daniel closed his eyes and let out a slow, powerful breath. And this time, he didn’t need my help to keep the fire out of his nyama. It stayed cool on its own. 
 
    “Go!” 
 
    We burst out from behind our cover, moving as one. I didn’t have to touch Daniel to know he was beside me, didn’t have to glance at him to know when he thrust his hands forward—I felt it. I was there with him. Wind burst from my open hands—strong wind, much stronger than any air current I had ever produced on my own. The flames broke open before us and we plunged through.  
 
    I think we were both stunned to find ourselves on the other side of the fire unhurt. 
 
    “We did it?” I said blankly. 
 
    “We did it!” Daniel exclaimed. “And you can get us that water now, right?” 
 
    “Right, yeah.” Backed up against the pipes, with my hands resting on the humming metal, it wouldn’t take much, just one hard tug of my powers. 
 
    “You little bastard,” Zankare said, her wall of fire dissolving into angry shivers of smoke. “You’re a half-breed.” 
 
    “Quarter, actually,” Daniel said brushing off his hands with a satisfied smirk. “Not that special. Now, this one”—he nodded over his shoulder at me—“she’s something special. You got those pipes, Joan?” 
 
    “Got them.” 
 
    Curling my fingers, I sank my nyama deep into the metal of the pipe and ripped both hands forward. The water burst out with surprising force, almost knocking me sideways off my feet. Within moments, our little section of the mailroom was inches-deep in water. The liquid boiled and turned to steam around Zankare’s ankles. 
 
    The lights in the mailroom darkened, an alarm blared, and the space started flashing with red light.  
 
    “Maintenance required,” an automated voice sounded all around us. “Critical. Maintenance required. Critical.” 
 
    In the pulsing red light, blue flames ignited and Zankare went after Daniel again. As Daniel ducked under an arc of fire, I realized that the water hadn’t hit Zankare the way it had hit me. Ankle-deep in water, the woman could still use her taya. I needed to douse her. 
 
    I could manipulate small amounts of water—enough to fill a cup or a small bucket—but I had never tried making a wave big enough to cover a human adult. Even in the low gravity, I didn’t know if I could do it. It was hard to get hold of the liquid when it was moving so erratically. Not only was the busted pipe spurting new water into the mix at confusing angles, but the fighting tajakalu were kicking the pool into a frothing frenzy. 
 
    Scrambling to draw as much water as I could into my control, I tried to lift it. It wasn’t going to work. I couldn’t hold this much water in my grasp all at once. My muscles weren’t relaxed, my hands weren’t steady—then, suddenly, the water became lighter. There were new hands beside mine, someone else’s power lifting along with me. The water rose up in a wave and crashed over a startled Zankare before she could side-step. I recognized the deft, quiet nyama beside mine before I ever saw the worn blue fabric and big black eyes.  
 
    “Izumo!” 
 
    Steam burst through the chamber as the water crashed over Zankare’s body. The red alarm light flashing off the unfurling clouds was disorienting and it took my eyes a moment to find Izumo beside me. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked. 
 
    “Saving you!” a different voice exclaimed happily and, as the steam cleared, I made out Kente standing at Izumo’s shoulder and behind him, a very shaken Fiki. 
 
    “Oh…” Fiki was taking in the scene with a look of bemused horror. “This is so much worse than anything I was picturing. We should have gotten an adult.” 
 
    “You mean you didn’t bring Sadiki—or Kuyasse or anybody?” I demanded. 
 
    “No.” Fiki frowned at Kente. “That would have been way too smart.” 
 
    “How did you guys even find us here?” I asked. 
 
    “I figured it out!” Kente chirped. 
 
    “You!” Sopping wet, Zankare was staring through the dispersing steam past Daniel, past all of us, to level a murderous glare at Kente. “When I get my hands on you, senkuli—” 
 
    “Lieutenant Zankare!” a new voice called and another Yammanka security officer splashed into view. “What… what is going on here?” he asked. 
 
    “These criminals attacked me and vandalized our sector,” Zankare said. “I’m in the middle of arresting them. What about the Carythian men, Duno? Did you take care of them?” 
 
    “Um… about that… a few of ours were hit by those tranquilizing bullets,” the male officer said, taking a sloshing step back from the lieutenant.  
 
    “And the Carythians?” Zankare demanded through her teeth. 
 
    “They got away.” 
 
    Zankare let out a long-suffering groan. “Bemba’s Bones, Duno! Can I trust no one to do their job?” 
 
    “Koroyaa, I apologize. I’ve called in the rest of the task force to—” 
 
    “Shut up,” she said sharply. “I don’t need your excuses. Just arrest these idiots.” She gestured at the three newcomers and me. “The fighter is mine.” 
 
    “Awa,” Officer Duno sighed as though he didn’t expect this to take very long. “Come along quietly and I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    “Do something!” Kente exclaimed, turning to Izumo. “Freeze him or—or hit him with ice darts or something! Come on!” 
 
    “I…” Izumo looked like he wanted to melt into the puddle on the floor. “I can’t.” 
 
    “What do you mean you can’t?” Kente demanded hysterically. “You’re a koro, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Um—I—” In a frightened, spastic movement that had none of his usual finesse, Izumo flung a tendril of water at Duno. The tajaka lazily raised a hand, releasing a burst of fire that vaporized the attack before it ever got near him. 
 
    “No ice?” Duno said. “I’m insulted.” He flung a swath of fire at the smaller theonite. Izumo met it with a wall of water, turning the flames to steam. 
 
    “Falleke, koroden.” Duno looked like he might laugh as he struck up a new handful of flame. “If you’re to match nyama with mine, you’re going to have to do better than that.” 
 
    As Izumo did his best to fend off Duno’s taunting blasts of fire, Daniel and Zankare were once again locked in a ferocious exchange of blows. The interruption had given Daniel a chance to regain his breath and balance. His speed was back and he seemed to have picked up on the woman’s rhythm, matching his steps with hers, retreating when she pressed in, striking back in the openings. 
 
    Zankare charged in to tackle him around the waist again. This time, Daniel saw it coming. He grabbed onto her shoulders with both hands, kicked his legs out behind him and dropped. His weight and her momentum drove her face-first into the floor. The few inches of water probably did a little to break the impact, but I still felt Zankare’s head hit the floor hard enough to dent the steel. 
 
    For a heart-stopping moment, I thought the impact might have killed her. But far from being dead, she was not even unconscious. Only seconds after her head ricocheted off the floor, she was moving, dragging herself up. As she clutched her head and tried to blink her way back into focus, Duno smashed his way through Izumo’s shaky defenses and struck the jijaka across the face. The blow knocked the undersized boy off his feet into the water. 
 
    Landing with a splash, Izumo scrambled backwards until his back hit the nearest row of tubes. The water rose up around him in a shield, though that wasn’t going to do him much good against a physical attack. Duno raised his fist— 
 
    Using Zankare’s shoulder as a step, Daniel leapt into the air, simultaneously pushing her back down and launching himself upward. Springing sideways off a bank of tubes, he came at Duno from above, driving his knee into the side of the man’s head at a downward angle. Duno splashed down face-first next to Zankare, who was just getting to her hands and knees.  
 
    Daniel should have had time to deliver the final blow to Zankare before she got up, but instead he grabbed the shoulders of Duno’s uniform and hauled the unconscious man over onto his back—so he wouldn’t drown in the shallow water. The gesture couldn’t have taken Daniel more than two seconds, but it was two seconds he couldn’t afford.  
 
    Before he could turn to face Zankare, she was on him, her hands around his neck. She forced him under the water and held him there with her heavier body on top of his. Daniel fought, one hand scrabbling at her arm—the other seemed to be pinned under her knee—but it had no effect. 
 
    Izumo made a pulling movement, drawing the water off to either side of Daniel’s head, away from his face, but Daniel still couldn’t breathe. Zankare’s hands were clamped down around his throat, crushing his airway. 
 
    “Stop it!” Fiki rushed forward to try to pull Zankare off him. “Lieutenant, stop!” But the second her fingers made contact with Zankare’s arms, she snatched them back with a scream of pain. The woman was still too hot to touch—even for another tajaka.  
 
    I started forward to try. My hands were strong. I had burned them many times and lived through it. I would live through it this time.  
 
    I was just reaching out when there was a sharp thud—glass against bone.  
 
    Zankare’s grip on Daniel’s neck went slack and she keeled over sideways into the water. Surprised, I turned to see Kente, standing over the Lieutenant, gripping her Zilazen glass spear. He had used the blunt butt of the weapon to knock its owner out. 
 
    As Daniel dragged himself up, wheezing for breath and coughing up water, Izumo and Fiki looked at Kente in shocked silence. Kente seemed rather stunned himself, staring blankly down at the spear in his hands as though unsure how it had gotten there. 
 
    “What did you just do?” Izumo whispered. 
 
    “Um…” Kente looked from the horrified jijaka to the spear in his own hands and then back again. “Nothing.” He grinned, shoving the offending weapon into Izumo’s hands. “I didn’t do anything.” 
 
    Opting to ignore Kente’s breach of kafo etiquette, Fiki went to help Daniel to his feet. “Are you okay?” she asked gently. 
 
    Daniel coughed a few more times and then nodded. “Yeah.” After the choking, his voice was almost gone. “Yeah, I’ll be fine.”  
 
    “Is… is this your blood?” she asked, looking down at the dark red staining her fingers. 
 
    “Only some of it,” Daniel rasped dismissively. “We should get out of here.” Steadying himself with a hand on Fiki’s shoulder, he took a few steps toward the exit. “These two weren’t the only ones after us.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t go out the way we came,” I said to Daniel. “I think we should try to avoid the pod holding deck altogether. Some of the police might still be out there.” 
 
    “Right,” Daniel said hoarsely. 
 
    “How did you guys get down here?” I asked, turning to the rest of the group. 
 
    “We also came in through the holding deck,” Izumo said, setting Zankare’s spear aside. He was sporting an impressive red welt across his cheek where Duno’s heated hand had hit him. “We only guessed you were in here when we saw the maintenance lights flashing. I did see a service elevator near the mailroom entrance—but—” 
 
    “Take us there,” Daniel said, “now. We don’t know how much time we have before more guards catch up.” 
 
    Sloshing our way out of the flooded section of the mailroom, our little group followed Izumo down the aisles of tubes. 
 
    “Awa,” Fiki said when we reached the dingy glass doors of the elevator. Stepping forward, she drummed a command into the control touchscreen. Then, considering the doors again, she said, “Do you think it’ll hold all of us?” 
 
    “Oh, definitely,” Izumo said. “These service elevators are made to move bunches of workmen and heavy machinery. They’re all made of solid Kuruma steel. I just…” There was an anxious frown on the jijaka’s face. “It might not be a good idea.”  
 
    “Why not?” Daniel asked. 
 
    “Service elevators don’t move far—certainly not more than a few levels—” 
 
    “Sometimes service elevators move farther than that,” Fiki said. 
 
    “Well—in the inner rings—they usually don’t—n-never mind,” Izumo said, looking at the floor as though he’d done something wrong. “You’re the numu. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I flunked my last mechanics class,” Fiki said impatiently. “I’m a painter. If you know something I don’t about these elevators, you can spit it out!” 
 
    “Okay.” Izumo hesitated. “I just—I don’t think—” 
 
    But before he got a chance to finish, Kente exclaimed, “Police!” pointing down the aisle of tubes. “The other ones! The other police are here!” 
 
    “Don’t run,” Daniel said urgently. “Nobody run. We can talk to them.” 
 
    Crow was at the head of the group, followed closely by his lieutenants, Sumba and the younger Vargas, and four more men. The sleeve of Crow’s uniform was singed, and beneath it, I caught a glimpse of blistered skin. Someone had burned him. He and the rest of his men approached with their guns drawn. 
 
    “Hi, Officers,” Daniel said with a smile. “I see you had fun with the Yammankalu too.” 
 
    Crow didn’t look amused. “Who are all these people?” he said, looking around at the little cluster of us near the elevator doors. “Weren’t there just the two of you? Never mind. It doesn’t matter. I’m going to have to bring all of you in for questioning.” 
 
    “What?” Daniel exclaimed. “But you said—” 
 
    “This is not up for debate, koroden—or did you forget which of us is in charge of enforcing the law? You’ve caused Falleke-only-knows how many wallanu’s worth of damage in the Yammanka sector alone, and your actions have led us to armed confrontation with the Yammanka security forces.” 
 
    “Okay, but that’s not even our fault,” Daniel protested. “And even if it was, it’s on me. Just me. You don’t have to arrest everyone else. Just let me go with you—” 
 
    “I’m tired of bargaining with theonites!” Crow growled. “You think just because you have powers, you get to negotiate the terms of your own arrest? That’s not how the law works. You will do as we say or you will all face criminal charges.” 
 
    “But they haven’t done anything wrong!” Daniel exclaimed. “You can’t—” 
 
    “Can’t I?” Crow’s voice rose in anger. “These two harbored you—a Carythian murder suspect—and lied to us about it when we needed you for questioning.” He pointed at Kente and Fiki. “Your Kaigenese friend here is in league with the security guard who threatened to cut off my lieutenant’s hand.”  
 
    “I… Hiroshi said he was going to cut off someone’s hand?” Daniel said in disgust and turned to Izumo. “What’s wrong with him?” 
 
    “You see, Thundyil, we are not sloppy or corrupt just because that would be convenient for you,” Crow said. “We do our research. Not that I should have to explain myself to you anyway. You will all explain yourselves to me, in police custody.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Officer,” Daniel said and he actually sounded it. “I’m sorry we got you mixed up with Yammanka security—and Kaigenese security. But we can’t go with you. Either you’ll take me alone or you won’t take any of us.” 
 
    “That is not your decision,” Crow said coolly, just as the doors of the elevator opened up behind us. “Shoot them!” 
 
    “No!” With no time to think, I pushed outward with my powers, shoving those metal guns away from us as hard as I could. A few guns flew out of their holders’ hands while others were simply knocked off target. There were cries of surprise as shots flew wide. 
 
    “What the—!” The officers were scrambling for their guns and their balance, looking around in confusion. 
 
    “What did you just do?” Kente asked, turning to me with wide eyes. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter!” Daniel said, shoving the two of us back into the elevator with Fiki and Izumo before getting in himself. “Just get in.” 
 
    “Close it, close it, close it!” Fiki squeaked anxiously, someone’s fingers found the inside control pad, and the doors slid closed. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one who let out a breath of relief. 
 
    “That elevator won’t go far,” Crow’s voice said on the other side of the door. “You three stay here and cover these doors. Sumba, Vargas, Tarore, with me.” 
 
    “That’s why I didn’t think this was a good idea,” Izumo said, pointing to the symbols on the control array. “See? This elevator only goes down three levels. That’s an easy distance to cover, even for an adyn.” 
 
    “Oh,” Daniel said, “So if they reach the other end before we get there…” 
 
    “Then we’re trapped,” Izumo finished. 
 
    “Awa,” Fiki said shakily, “Then let’s just hope this thing goes faster than they do.” Just as she said it, the elevator slowed to a halt in the middle of the tube.  
 
    “Oh come on!” Kente exclaimed. 
 
    I felt one, two, three, four pods whizz beneath the elevator’s steel floor, probably on their way to the holding deck. And they didn’t stop coming. 
 
    “Why are we stopped?” Daniel asked impatiently. 
 
    “Something must be passing through the tube that intersects this one,” Izumo said, looking down. “Pods, it looks like. We’ll be stopped here until they pass.” 
 
    “How long is that going to take?” Daniel asked. 
 
    “Too long,” Fiki said, pointing to the counter by the door.  
 
    Two siiranu and eight dinmanu. I did the math in my head; that was almost three minutes. 
 
    “Xuro,” Daniel swore. 
 
    “Okay,” Izumo said, some of the color leaving his face. “Now they’ll definitely beat us there. We’re finished. There’s no way we can evade that many bullets.” 
 
    “Are there enough water molecules in this air for you to make a shield?” Daniel asked. 
 
    Izumo shook his head. “Not one big enough to cover all of us.” His anxiety had started to disrupt the water molecules in question, yanking at them until they were trembling as hard as he was. Kente’s excitement and Fiki’s mounting panic mixed with the adrenaline pounding from Daniel to create an overheated scramble of nyama that pressed too hard on my chest. 
 
    “What do we do?” Fiki asked. “Should we surrender?” 
 
    “They’ll tranquilize us either way,” Daniel told her. “They know I’m dangerous, and I don’t think they’ll care if they hit a numu or a senkuli trying to hit me.” 
 
    Feeling faint, I closed my eyes and put a hand on the elevator wall. The Hum of the metal was calming. It was the only thing allowing me to breathe. 
 
    “So,” Daniel said grimly, “I guess the question is, ‘do we take the elevator back down and face the guards in the mailroom, or do we wait the two siiranu and take our chances with the ones below?’” 
 
    “Well,” Kente said, “four men headed for the lower floor, but there are only three guys total covering the door in the mailroom, so our chances are probably better if we go back, right?” 
 
    “Right.” Daniel reached out to tap the command into the touchpad. 
 
    “Wait.” I caught his arm. “Don’t. I have a different idea.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We’re not going up or down.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Izumo asked. “There’s nowhere else to go.” 
 
    “Yes there is!” I began unwinding my bandages. I needed my whole hand for this. “These walls are made of metal.” 
 
    The bandages fell away. I drew my right hand back to my ear and then as hard as I could, I slammed my open palm into the metal wall of the elevator, shoving all the power I could through my arm. Fiki screamed in surprise as the steel buckled under the impact. Not enough. Not nearly enough. Stepping back, I drew my hand back again. With my powers loosened up, the second blow was more powerful. The wall split open under the force—an arm’s-length rip in the solid steel. 
 
    “What? What? What?” Kente yelled, both hands clutching his head as he gaped at me in disbelief. “Th-that’s metal! How are you—How?” 
 
    “Alien, remember?” I smiled and hit the wall again. 
 
    The elevator timer was counting down. Fifty dinmanu left… forty-nine… forty-eight… I had less than a minute to make this work. Curling my fingers, I sank my powers deep into the steel at the edge of the opening. It sang, and my powers rose in pitch to match it, making it mine, making it part of me. Shaking with the effort, I forced my arms apart, ripping, ripping the wall open one painstaking inch at a time. 
 
    “Great Falleke!” Izumo gasped as he understood my plan. “Joan, you’re a genius!” 
 
    “The elevator will drop level with that open tube,” Fiki said, catching on, “and we can walk out through this wall!” 
 
    “Oh!” Kente’s eyes went wide. “That’s such a good idea! You’re so smart!” 
 
    “Sure.” I stopped to breathe, my hands shaking. “If I can actually make it work.” It might be a good idea, but the metal was thick. I didn’t know if I had the strength to tear open a hole big enough for us to climb through. And the time was running out. 
 
    Thirty-eight dinmanu… thirty-seven… thirty-six… 
 
    Then Fiki was at my side, putting both palms flat against the wall.  
 
    “Sorry, Izumo,” the numu said as her hands glowed red. “It’s about to get hot in here.” 
 
    There weren’t any flames, but Fiki must have heated her hands to well over two thousand degrees Farenheit because I could feel the wall softening under her touch. She was melting the steel. 
 
    Twenty-three dinmanu… twenty-two… twenty-one… 
 
    “Kente, help me,” Fiki said and Kente appeared at my other side, putting his own hands against the wall. Together, they heated the steel, loosening the molecules until the wall almost felt like it was made of liquid rather than metal. 
 
    “There,” Fiki said as she and Kente stepped back from the wall, which was now glowing molten red. “Try now.” 
 
    I raised my hands and gathered the heated metal into my control. 
 
    Six dinmanu… five… four… 
 
    I threw my arms wide. The three-inch-thick steel tore apart like tissue paper. Kente let out a shout of triumph and hands clapped me on the shoulder. 
 
    Three dinmanu… two… one… 
 
    Izumo threw water on the molten metal just as the elevator dropped. 
 
    “Everyone out! Now!” Daniel shouted as the elevator sank to reveal the gaping tunnel of a transport tube where the pods had passed by moments earlier. The six of us scrambled through the hole in the elevator wall and into the neighboring tube just in time. Turning back, I just saw the empty elevator sink out of sight, taking its bright lights with it. 
 
    Three flames flared to life as each tajaka held up a handful of fire. In the wavering light, all eyes were on me. 
 
    “So, when were you going to tell us you had superpowers?” Kente asked. 
 
    “They’re not superpowers,” I said. “That’s just how my nyama works.” 
 
    “That’s not ‘just nyama’!” Kente said. “You can move metal! What else can you do?” He gasped as a thought seemed to occur to him. “Can you talk to animals?” 
 
    “What?” I laughed. “No. My nyama is—it can do a few different things, but the metal is the only really weird one.” 
 
    “Just think what an amazing numu she would make,” Izumo said with a small smile. 
 
    “Think what an amazing fighter she’ll make!” Kente exclaimed. 
 
    Above us there was a clatter and echoing through the tube, a voice exclaimed, “They’re gone!”  
 
    “But how?” 
 
    “They… It seems they ripped a hole in the side of the elevator,” a confused voice said. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Do you think they could have melted through it? Or maybe the white girl is a fankatigi?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter how they did it. We’re still going to catch them.” 
 
    “What are you doing, Sir?” 
 
    I heard footsteps entering the elevator. 
 
    “Following them,” Crow said evenly. “They had to get out somewhere. We’ll get out the same way.” 
 
    “Go!” Daniel whispered urgently to the rest of us. “Move! Now! We’ve got to get out of here!” 
 
    As wide as the tube was, the curving floor made it difficult to run side by side without crashing into each other. There were a lot of hurried ‘sorry!’s and ‘ow!’s and ‘oops! I didn’t burn you, did I?’ 
 
    “Where are we going?” Fiki asked as we stumbled along. In the low light, we couldn’t see more than ten feet in front of us. 
 
    “We need to find a way out of here,” Daniel said. 
 
    “This transport tube had pods in it,” Izumo said, “which means it probably opens into the holding deck.” 
 
    “Or multiple holding decks,” Fiki said. “Look.” She held her handful of fluttering flames out before her to reveal a fork in the tunnel. It split three ways. 
 
    “Oh,” Izumo said. “I bet one of these branches leads back to the Yammanka sector holding deck. The other two probably lead to decks in other sectors.” 
 
    “Is there any way to tell which one is which?” Daniel asked. 
 
    Izumo shook his head. “Not without the schematics.” 
 
    “So, which one do we go through?” Kente asked. 
 
    “We should split up,” Daniel said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The four of you should pick one and use it to get yourselves out of here,” Daniel said. “If you stay together, I’m sure you can keep each other safe.” 
 
    “What about you?” Fiki asked. 
 
    “I’ll stay here until the police come.” Daniel stood up straight, but he looked so tired in the flickering light. “I’m the one they really want. They’ll follow me, and I’ll lead them away from you guys.” 
 
    “No!” Kente exclaimed. “We’re not leaving you!” 
 
    “I already told the Carythian police I was willing to turn myself in,” Daniel said. “I’m a koro of my word. I just don’t want the rest of you getting arrested too.” 
 
    “Where should we try to find you?” Fiki asked as the sound of footsteps came echoing down the tube toward us. “Should we go get your uncle or your jaseliwu?” 
 
    If Daniel had an answer, there was no time left to give it. The police came around the bend shooting.  
 
    “Run!” Daniel put himself between the rest of the group and the oncoming police, deflecting two bullets with his bare hands and sheer blinding speed. “I’ll be right behind you! Run!” 
 
    There was no time for anyone to discuss or think about where they were going. Everyone just ran. Everyone except me. I knew I should follow them. I was the one with the Firebird bag strapped to my hip. But as soon as I felt metal speeding toward Daniel, my impulse was to throw my hands out to shield him.  
 
    The tunnel rang with metallic pings as Daniel deflected more bullets. In the dark, I reached out with my powers and found the metal of three guns. A hard yank pulled them from the officers’ hands to clatter to the floor. 
 
    “Let’s go!” I grabbed Daniel’s sleeve as the officers fumbled for their guns in the dark. I hadn’t seen which way the others had run—or if they had even all gone down the same tube. There was no sign of firelight anywhere, so I just made my best guess. I pulled Daniel down the right hand fork—and felt the floor disappear. 
 
    It wasn’t a straight drop, thank goodness, but it was steep. For a good hundred feet, we slid down the tube like it was a twisting slide on the world’s most terrifying playground. If not for the disorienting darkness and the armed police on our heels, it might have been fun. As soon as the tube leveled out enough for us to get our feet under us, we were running. 
 
    “Where are the others?” Daniel asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “I guess they went down a different tube. I didn’t see which one. I guess it doesn’t matter as long as they can get away, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Daniel said vaguely. 
 
    “Hey look!” I pointed. “Look, Daniel, there’s light up ahead! I think we’re almost…” but I trailed off when I realized Daniel was no longer running alongside me. “Daniel?” 
 
    I turned to see him a few paces back. His steps slowed. He stumbled and then fell to his knees. 
 
    “Daniel, what is it?” I ran to him, putting a hand on his shoulder. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “You should have gone with them. Joan, I’m sorry.” He looked up at me earnestly. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Why? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You’re on your own from here.” Daniel held out his right hand. A silver, needle-tipped bullet was stuck in his palm. He hadn’t quite deflected all the shots. He had stopped the last one with his open hand. 
 
    “No!” I snatched the needle out and put my hand over his, trying to feel through his veins with my powers—as if I had the precision to draw poison out of someone’s bloodstream. “No, no, we have to get it out of you!” I said frantically. “There has to be something I can do!” 
 
    “The sedative is injected on impact,” Daniel said. “Even Izumo wouldn’t be able to help me now.” His words started to slur as booted footsteps echoed down the tube toward us. “‘Least you and Dad are getting what you wanted.” His eyes lost focus and fluttered shut. “‘M finally gonna sleep.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-four:  
 
    The Monster 
 
      
 
    Daniel was not light. Any regular person—any white person—would have crumpled under his dead weight, but I was not just any white person. I heaved him up onto my shoulders and stepped forward, and forward again until I had worked up a steady pace. I couldn’t run with that much weight bearing down on me, but I was making decent time, the light at the end of the tube getting closer. The footsteps were closing in behind me—but if I could get us out of this tube, I might still be able to keep us both safe. 
 
    Finally, I came to the light—and found myself facing the curved glass exterior of a space pod. We were in a tube that led into the Yammanka holding decks. Unfortunately, it was a tube that was backed up with pods. I could see the light of the deck—and beyond that, the stars—through the glass, but we couldn’t get to it. 
 
    Putting a hand against the pod, I tried to push it. It didn’t move. Lowering Daniel to the floor, I stood and rammed my shoulder into the pod. Still, it didn’t budge. This wasn’t like the elevator door; the tube around me and the pod blocking it were made of impenetrable glass. I couldn’t manipulate glass. All I could do was turn and face the darkness of the tube as the footsteps drew closer. Crow came around the corner alone. His gray eyes took in Daniel before meeting my gaze. 
 
    “I see we finally hit him.” 
 
    “Where are the others?” I asked. 
 
    “I sent them to cover the other two tubes,” he said. “Since Thundyil is unconscious, it looks like it’s just you and me.” He paused for a moment, considering me, and something almost sympathetic softened his features. “You look tired, child. I’m tired too. We’ve spent all this time fighting theonites; let’s not fight each other.” His gun was in his hand, but he had not raised it to point at me. “Step aside. Let me take Thundyil into custody, and I’ll let you go.” 
 
    “No,” I said firmly. “I’m not moving. You’re not taking him anywhere.” 
 
    The flicker of gentleness on Crow’s face evaporated into a frown. “Why?” he asked sharply. “Why stick your neck out for this boy when he’s done nothing but get you into trouble? What’s so special about him?” 
 
    “I…” I faltered. “I don’t have to explain it to you.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Crow raised his gun and I tensed, my hands opening to let my powers lock into the metal. “You can do that in questioning.” 
 
    Before he could pull the trigger, I pulled my own fingers in. My near panic, combined with the low gravity, made my powers stronger than ever. The gun leapt from Crow’s hand to mine in a short snap.  
 
    “What—” The adyn stood, blinking down at his empty hand for a moment in confusion before looking up to see the gun clutched in my hands. 
 
    “It’s you,” he said slowly. “You’re the reason that keeps happening.” He looked me up and down again with new consideration. “I’ve come across some crazy things in my years on the Livingston police force, but I will say I’ve never seen anyone pull off a trick like that.” 
 
    “It’s not a trick,” I said stiffly. “It’s my nyama.” 
 
    “People like you and me don’t have nyama.” Crow started walking forward again. His hand went to his belt—maybe for another weapon. 
 
    “Stop.” I pointed the tranquilizer gun at his chest, though I wasn’t really sure how I was supposed to hold it. I had handled guns before, but this one wasn’t shaped like any Earth gun I knew of. “Don’t come any closer.” 
 
    “You don’t know how to fire that, do you?” Crow said, calling my bluff. 
 
    Dropping the gun, I struck my hands together. The friction created a flame, which I held out in front of me. “I said don’t come any closer.” 
 
    Crow stopped in amazement. “You don’t just have powers. You have their power.” 
 
    “It’s my power,” I said fiercely. “I was born with it.” 
 
    “Yet you have blue eyes and white skin,” Crow mused. “You can’t possibly have a drop of Yammanka blood in you.” 
 
    “I don’t.” Yammanka blood didn’t even exist on my planet. 
 
    “Did you inherit that power from your parents?” he asked. 
 
    “I never knew my parents,” I lied. The reverse was closer to true; my parents had never really known me. 
 
    “You poor child,” Crow said softly. It wasn’t the reaction I had expected. “It’s no wonder you thought you needed to be adopted into a theonite family. No white family would accept you like that.” 
 
    An unwelcome surge of emotion bolstered the flames, they lunged for freedom and I had to tamp down on the feeling hard to keep them under control. “You don’t know anything about my family,” I said through clenched teeth. 
 
    “The Thundyils won’t accept you,” Crow said with a certainty that created a cold hollow in my chest. “No theonite could.” 
 
    I should have denied it. After all, Daniel and his father were the first people who had ever really accepted me for who I was. Instead, I found myself asking, “Why?” my voice shaking more than I would have liked. “Why wouldn’t they accept me?” 
 
    Crow laughed at the question. “Just look at yourself. You could not be farther from the image of the ideal tajaka. You don’t look like a theonite at all.” 
 
    “But I am a theonite,” I said, even as my energy ran low and my flames started to gutter out. “I have theonite power.” 
 
    “And you think they will welcome that?” Crow looked at me with a pitying expression that scared me more than any of his harsh scowls. “Tajaka society is built on the oppression of the lighter-skinned people of the world. You think they will be happy to find a pale-skinned stranger encroaching on their most ancient claim to genetic superiority?” 
 
    “I…” I had never thought about it that way. Was that true? Would other theonites really be angry that I was white? 
 
    “You need only look at the way the white sub-theonites—the sondatigiwu, littigiwu, and fankatigiwu—have been treated throughout history to see how well tajakalu like the idea of light skinned people with powers. They will never accept you.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    “Really?” Crow snorted. “I don’t know where you grew up, Koro Joan—whether it was in a privileged household like the Thundyils’ or someplace completely different—but whatever fantasy land you came from, you must not have had much contact with the real world.” 
 
    Just then, the device on Crow’s shoulder pinged and a voice came through. “Commander Crow, this is Sumba.” 
 
    “Aye?” Crow said, turning to speak into the device. “Have you and Vargas apprehended the rest of the children?” 
 
    “They outpaced us,” Sumba’s voice said. “We have a different problem.” 
 
    “What?” Crow said sharply. 
 
    “The Yammankalu found our men at the first door of the service elevator. I’ve regrouped with Vargas, but they’re not far behind us. What should we do, Sir?” 
 
    “Find me,” Crow said. “I’m turning on my homing device.” 
 
    “But—what if—” 
 
    “Find me,” he repeated coldly, and pressed a button, ending the communication. Then, with a few more taps to the device, he opened up a new call. “Officer Himmel, this is your captain. The elevator is not coming back your way. The theonite children escaped into a pod transport tube. I’ve apprehended two of them near the Yammanka holding deck but the other three are still somewhere in the tubes. I need you to access Dakkabana’s schematics, find them, and arrest them.” 
 
    “Wait, no!” I said as he ended the call. “You can’t do that!” 
 
    “Can’t I?” Crow said in a disinterested voice. 
 
    “They’re not Carythian, and we’re still in the Yammanka sector. It’s against the rules.” 
 
    “Whose rules?” Crow turned on me in exasperation. “Whose laws?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Don’t you understand? ‘Law’ is a black invention, designed to serve black tajakalu and no one else.” 
 
    “Um…” I wasn’t sure how to respond. It sounded completely ridiculous to suggest that law itself was the invention of one race. On the other hand, Crow was the one who had grown up in this dimension, and I was only starting to understand the backwards upside down way racism worked here. “But… you’re a police officer,” I said. “Didn’t you kind of sign up to work for the law?” 
 
    “I signed up to make the change I could from inside the system,” Crow said passionately. 
 
    “And part of your plan for change is arresting nice numu and senkuli kids who barely did anything wrong?” The words probably came out of my mouth sounding sardonic and rude, but I was genuinely confused. “You’re a koro, aren’t you? You’re supposed to protect other kafoka from harm.” 
 
    Crow laughed. “You poor child, do you even know why you and I are koronu?” 
 
    “I… what?” 
 
    “Do you know why, when the Yammankalu finally declared white people real citizens, they made them all koronu?” Crow phrased the question more slowly, as though posing it to a small child. “Or had you never thought to question it?” 
 
    “I… I guess I hadn’t,” I lied. In truth, I had wondered that, but I hadn’t had a chance to ask anyone about it. 
 
    “The Yammankalu have their explanations that seem reasonable—noble even,” Crow said. “It is the traditional way of integrating newcomers into Yammanka society; when foreigners are assimilated, they have always been absorbed into the koro kafo. It’s how Yamma built up its armies in the early days of its empire. But what idiot wants an army of adyns?” 
 
    “Okay, then why?” I asked. I wasn’t sure why Crow was discussing this—if he was trying to buy himself time until his lieutenants caught up, or if he had some other weird reason—but he had me curious for his answer. “Why did they make white people koronu?” 
 
    “Because it is the one kafo in which an adyn could never surpass a theonite,” Crow said. “Take my men for instance. With all their determination and years of training, they can’t stand up to their Yammanka counterparts. They can barely stand up to a disorganized gaggle of theonite children. In a kafo based on physical strength, we will always be outclassed.” 
 
    That was the first thing that had occurred to me when I found out that adyns could be koronu. But had theonites really arranged that deliberately? It seemed like such a cruel thing to do to people who already had so little power. 
 
    “In craftsmanship, in song, in study, a white person might outperform a theonite,” Crow continued, “but we were not admitted into the ranks of the numuwu or the jaseliwu. Our overlords chose to make us koronu. They chose to make us warriors, laborers, and farmers—all occupations that hinge on physical strength. Upward mobility is the term they like to tout. After all, the highest offices in the world belong to koronu. In the koro kafo, a person can make something of himself through excellent military service, political prowess, or hard work, or he might be lucky enough to marry a manga koro. But they know that will never happen for adyns. No adyn has a chance at a distinguished military career. All the world’s wealth, good farmland, and political connections stay in the same old koro families. And what manga koro would want to pollute their lineage with adyn blood? 
 
    “Then when we do find ways to level the playing field, the theonites find ways to beat us back down. They outlaw lethal firearms, they sabotage the few numuwu who produce labor-reducing farm equipment, they discredit the few jaseliwu who sing of our hardship. It is what they have always done, to ensure that we will stay just where they want us. You see, tajakalu are good at that—keeping you down while pretending to help you, making prisons in the guise of blessings.” 
 
    As Crow spoke, I was horrified to find a creeping doubt growing in me. I hadn’t questioned anything Daniel, Fiki, and Kuyasse had told me about kafonu… but was I wrong to trust what their opinions? After all, none of them were white. Crow was. Granted, he was also a crazy man with a scar, who had done nothing but shoot at me and Daniel since we woke up in Dakkabana. But what if there was truth in what he was saying? What if he really did have insights no theonite could give me? 
 
    “Black people would like you to think you can earn a piece of what they have by playing their game,” Crow pressed on, his voice growing harsher, “but the truth is, you will gain nothing by being understanding with tajakalu. You will gain nothing by waiting for them to change, by being morally upstanding, or patient, or kind, or hard-working, or any of the things they say you need to do to secure a place in their society. Because that place doesn’t exist. Black people will ne’er willingly move over to make space for a white person—least of all one who presents a threat to their sense of genetic superiority.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” I said, “not for all of them.” Maybe I had only met a few tajakalu, but I knew that wasn’t how Daniel felt. It wasn’t how Fiki felt. Not about me. 
 
    “That’s what they would have you believe,” Crow said. “They will say they want people like us to be part of their society, but they only let us into the parts of it where we can’t hope to compete with them.” 
 
    “I can,” I said quietly. 
 
    “You can,” Crow agreed, “but only if you set aside your delusions of being one of them. Instead of being the quiet, pious thing they want you to be, you have to be that threat they’re so scared of. You have monstrous abilities; be their monster.” 
 
    Monster. I flinched at the word. It brought to mind Carson Masters, lying on the ground with his head split open. 
 
    Crow must have seen the pain on my face. “What?” he said cruelly. “You don’t like that word? You should get used to it, embrace it. A monster is the best thing a white person can be. A monster, at the very least, is not a victim. A monster has power.” 
 
    “I don’t want that kind of power,” I said, feeling sick. “I don’t want—” My words caught in my throat, but I forced myself to look Crow in the face. “I never wanted to hurt anyone.” 
 
    “Then you can spend the rest of your life being stepped on and disrespected,” Crow said with cold finality. “We’re white, child. We have to be aggressive if we want aught in this world. A little attention, a little money, a little respect. We fight for it without mercy, or we don’t get it at all.” 
 
    “Captain!” a voice called, and a moment later, Sumba and Vargas came around the bend in the tube. Both were breathing hard, like they had sprinted to reach us. 
 
    “Oh.” Sumba’s eyes flicked from Crow, to me, to Daniel lying unconscious at my feet, to the pod blocking the tube behind us. “I see you found them, Captain,” he said, and then turned to address me, “and since you’re still here, I take it that pod won’t move?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “That’s going to be a problem,” Vargas said, still bent over with his hands on his knees as he got his breath back. “The Yammankalu are right behind us.” 
 
    “How many?” Crow asked. 
 
    “I know not, Captain,” Vargas said. “Just two, I think, but I got not a good look.” 
 
    Crow turned to me and held his hand out. “I’m going to need my gun back, child.” 
 
    My fingers tightened around the metal. I had a moment of hesitation and then made up my mind. “No,” I said firmly. 
 
    “Give me the gun, cooperate with us, and we will protect you and your friend from the Yammankalu.” 
 
    “How do I know that?” I demanded. 
 
    “Adyn or not, you are one of ours,” Crow said seriously, “and we protect our own.” 
 
    He sounded sincere—but it was an act, I realized. This was a man who shot at children to get what he wanted. He didn’t care whether or not I was protected; he just cared about winning. Maybe everything he had said about theonites was true, maybe he really believed it, but he hadn’t said it for my benefit; he had said it so he could have my power on his side. This whole conversation had been a roundabout way to get me to fight the Yammankalu for him. 
 
    The revelation wasn’t a surprise, considering what I knew of Crow, but it made me deeply, inexplicably furious. People had shunned me because of my powers, they had driven me to conceal them, they had thrown rocks at me, but no one had ever tried to use me. My powers might be messy, and confusing, and hard to control, but they were mine. Only mine. 
 
    I couldn’t tell what made me angrier; that he was trying to use my powers, or that he thought he could outsmart me. I knew who I was. I decided who my friends were. And someone who told me to be a monster, who shot at Fiki and Izumo, who accused Daniel of murder, was no friend of mine.  
 
    Seeing my hesitation, Crow tried a different approach. “Give me the gun, stand with us, and I will honor our original agreement. I will allow your friend his jaseli during questioning.” 
 
    I was shaking my head. “I don’t think you will.” Crow had proved at every turn that he only kept his word when it was convenient to him. 
 
    “You can believe me or not,” Crow said as the air grew hot with tajaka nyama. “It doesn’t change the fact that no theonite will ever see you as human.” I could hear the panic creeping into his voice. “Those are not your people coming down the tube. Your life means nothing to them. They are not your people.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” I said coldly, “but neither are you.” I had already decided who my people were, and it had nothing to do with their powers, or their language, or the color of their skin. 
 
    “You’re making a mistake,” Crow growled. “You can’t even fire that weapon. Those tajakalu have no regard for people like you and me.” 
 
    “There are no people like me.” 
 
    I clenched my fingers around the gun, crushing it. 
 
    “You idiot—” Crow began. 
 
    “Officer Crow,” a familiar voice cut him off in Yammaninke. “You and your men are under arrest.” 
 
    Crow was right; I did regret destroying the gun when the Yammankalu stepped into view around the corner—just not for the reason he had in mind. Because the first tajaka around the corner wasn’t just any security guard. It was Zankare. 
 
    She was still disheveled from her fight with Daniel. Some of her braids had come loose and bood oozed from her forehead, but the nyama rolling from her was as terrifyingly powerful as ever. I had known that adult theonites were powerful, but this woman was starting to seem more like a terminator than a flesh-and-blood human being. 
 
    A younger, more nervous nyama joined Zankare’s as the next guard appeared at her shoulder, and I received another shock. I knew that face. 
 
    “Koko!” I exclaimed.  
 
    The colorful paint Bamako Kiita had worn to orientation had been replaced by her black and white guard’s paint. But recognition lit her face when she saw me. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said. “We’re here to stop these men. You’re safe now.” 
 
    And I realized that the young koro didn’t understand the situation at all. She hadn’t seen Zankare try to strangle Daniel. She thought she and the lieutenant were here to rescue us. 
 
    “Koko…” I grasped for the Yammaninke words to explain. “You don’t understand—” 
 
    But I was interrupted by sharp pop. 
 
    Vargas had fired a shot at Zankare. 
 
    The Yammanka woman deflected the bullet easily and in the same movement, slung a blue whip of fire outward. The flames didn’t extend far enough to hit the adyns’ burnable bodies—just far enough to touch Vargas and Sumba’s knuckles before vanishing. Stung by the heat, both men involuntarily let go of their guns. 
 
    “Kiita,” Zankare said, and in a moment, Koko had darted forward, snatching up both guns and casting them back into the darkness behind her before either of the white men had a chance to pick them up. 
 
    “You have no right to order our arrest!” Lieutenant Vargas said angrily, clutching his seared hand to his chest. 
 
    “We have the right to do whatever is necessary in the name of security,” Zankare said. 
 
    “You mean Yammanka security,” Crow said. 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Zankare said with an imperious lift of her chin. “I’m here to protect the people who matter, the good, law-abiding, Falleke-fearing people on this space center. I don’t apologize for that.” 
 
    Crow’s jaw tightened. “You will not put your hands on me or any of my officers, tajaka.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Zankare gave Crow a bored, almost pitying look. “See, that’s the nice thing about being a real koronu. We don’t have to negotiate with weaklings.” She turned to the younger tajaka. “Kiita, take them.” 
 
    Koko moved forward without hesitation and took Lieutenant Vargas by the arm. 
 
    “Let go of me!” Vargas twisted, but even a small tajaka was easily strong enough to overpower him. 
 
    “Vargas, don’t,” Lieutenant Sumba said anxiously. He had already surrendered to Zankare, sinking to his knees with his hands in the air. “You’ll only make it worse.” 
 
    But Lieutenant Vargas either didn’t hear him or didn’t care because he thrashed against Koko so hard, the young tajaka had to use both hands to hold onto him. 
 
    “Come on,” Koko said impatiently. “I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    Vargas struck at Koko and she drew her spear. It wasn’t clear to me what she planned to do with it—if she meant to use it to restrain him, to hurt him, or just to threaten him—but Crow wasn’t willing to wait to find out. 
 
    “Stop!” He lunged forward.  
 
    I didn’t even see the tranquilizing needle—it must have been hidden somewhere in his sleeve—until he plunged it into Koko’s arm. The young theonite reacted so fast I didn’t realize what had happened until blood splattered the glass and Crow fell back against the wall with a spear-wound in his shoulder. 
 
    “You bitch!” Crow reached for his belt. 
 
    In an instant, Zankare had the white captain on the ground. There was a crunch of breaking bone as her heel ground down on his injured shoulder and she raised her spear, reversing her grip for a downward stab. 
 
    She was going to kill him. 
 
    Without thinking, I threw myself forward and grabbed onto the spear. Zankare’s thrust was so powerful that both my hands and the momentum of my entire body barely managed to knock the spear a few inches off its course. It drove deep into the glass directly beside Crow’s head. 
 
    On reflex, a startled Zankare made to pull the weapon back, but I held on with both hands. I doubted I was strong enough to wrest the spear from her trained grasp, but I was strong enough to make her pause and stare in confusion. For a strange moment, we were locked there. Then a new kind of rage twisted her face—something more like disgust, like I had offended her.  
 
    “Strong, aren’t you?” she snarled and there was deep, raw hatred in her voice that hadn’t been there before. “Well, you may have a good grip, little fankatigi. But there’s some power you’ll never have.” One hand crackled blue with flame and she raised it aloft. “Let me give you a lesson in real power.” 
 
    “Lieutenant, what are you doing?” I heard Kiita demand in horror. 
 
    But Zankare at already blasted fire down at me. 
 
    With no time to grasp for water molecules or work up a strong air current, all I could do was throw my arms up to protect myself. I screamed as the fire hit my open hands, bracing for the agony. But it didn’t come. I felt the flames break against my open hands, felt the needle-like sting of the heat as they rolled down my arms and off my shoulders. But the skin didn’t peel or blister. I wasn’t burned. 
 
    There was a moment of stunned silence after the flames broke. When I uncurled from my flinch, the first face I saw was Koko’s, her mouth agape in an expression of utter confusion. Looking around, I realized that all the eyes in the tube were focused on me—more specifically on my hands, bright white, and somehow, miraculously, unburned. 
 
    Koko was the first one to find her voice. 
 
    “What are you?” she breathed. 
 
    “She’s a dead girl,” a low voice said and I looked up—into the cold fury of Zankare’s eyes. 
 
    The lieutenant lifted her foot, ready to stomp down on me, and I realized with a sinking in the bottom of my stomach that, no matter how fireproof I was, she could still kick my teeth in. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you, Koroyaa,” a voice cut through the scene—clear and familiar. 
 
    Zankare looked up—we all looked up—to see a lone man in a long robe rounding the bend in the tube. I felt my shoulders relax in relief. It was Kuyasse. There was no one with him, he didn’t have any weapons on him, he didn’t even have his instrument, but he walked onto the scene as if nothing could touch him. 
 
    “I know she doesn’t look it,” Kuyasse said, “but that’s a member of the Thundyil family you just attacked. You will want to step away now.” 
 
    Zankare looked at Kuyasse for a long moment, her eyes narrowed with poorly concealed resentment, but somehow—miraculously—something about him made her recognize his authority. She took her glass spear and stepped back from me and Crow. 
 
    “And who are you, jaseli?” she asked, her voice taking on a quiet, wary tone I hadn’t heard from her before. 
 
    “I am Suraya Kuyasse,” he said pleasantly, “son of Kolunkara Gesseke and Yamuru Kuyasse of the Kolunjara line, jaseli to the Thundyil family. I am here to help.” 
 
    “You’re only here to protect your fankama’s interests,” Zankare said accusingly. 
 
    “To keep his dependents from being beaten bloody by bigger theonites, yes,” Kuyasse said mildly, “but from what I understand, you have all been having a difficult time agreeing on what is right and lawful. I am here to help you with that. Since I have more expertise in both Carythian and Yammanka law than the rest of you put together, you will all want to do as I say. Now, Koro Kiita,” he turned to Koko, “kindly release Lieutenant Vargas.” 
 
    “No… I…” Kiita slurred, but conveniently, that was the moment her knees buckled from the tranquilizer. 
 
    “Thank you,” Kuyasse said as she lost her grip on Vargas and started to teeter. “Thundyil Kama,” Kuyasse said and it took me a moment to realize he was addressing me, “please make sure the young lady doesn’t hit her head when she falls.” 
 
    “Um—okay.” Stumbling to my feet, I just managed to catch Koko mid-fall. She must have been every bit as densely-muscled as Daniel because I gave out under her weight and ended up on the floor, with her collapsed in my lap. 
 
    “Lieutenant Sumba, you can get up,” Kuyasse said in Lindish. 
 
    Both Sumba and Vargas went to their captain, who had used his one good arm to pull himself into a sitting position. He was bleeding from the spear wound, but not so much that I worried his life was in danger.               
 
    “Koro Crow.” Kuyasse held out his hand. “The anti-sedative, please.” 
 
    Crow didn’t move. He just glared up at the jaseli. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Captain,” Kuyasse said. “I will see to it that Daniel Thundyil answers whatever questions you need after he has had some rest. And these ladies will not be arresting or assaulting any of you,” he added, switching back to Yammaninke. “No one is getting arrested today.” 
 
    “Hey—now, wait just a siira!” Zankare protested as Crow grudgingly handed Kuyasse what appeared to be a pair of capped syringes. “You don’t get to decide that! I don’t care whose jaseli you are.” 
 
    Kuyasse ignored her. Kneeling beside me and Koko, he inserted the syringe into the girl’s thigh and injected the green liquid. Then he crossed to Daniel and did the same to him. 
 
    “It should only take a few dinmanu to start working,” the jaseli said to me, “but they will both be sluggish for a few siiranu after.” 
 
    “How did you find us?” I asked. 
 
    “After you split up, your friends found their way out of the tubes on a different holding deck. At Numu Fikile’s suggestion, they came and found me. Koro Matsuda did his best to gauge for me where you might have ended up and I followed his directions here.” 
 
    “That wasn’t very smart, jaseli,” Vargas said scornfully. “There’s no way out.” 
 
    “I suspected as much,” Kuyasse said calmly. “Since our servants couldn’t find you on any of the near holding decks, I thought you might be trapped in the tubes. To that end, I sent Numu Fikile to the internal transport control center along with a tracking device that displays my exact location. She will contact me when she gets there. Then we can have the numuwu at the controls shift the pods to let us out. And when we walk out,”—he looked around at the group of tajakalu and adyns— “we will do so in peace.” 
 
    “Did you not hear me, jaseli?” Zankare said indignantly. “That is not up to you. I came here to arrest these children and these so-called police and that’s what I’m going to do.” 
 
    As Zankare engaged with Kuyasse, Kiita began to stir on my lap. Her eyes fluttered open, unfocused, and her brow creased in confusion. A few feet away, Daniel was moving too, his eyes blinking open slowly. As soon as Kiita’s gaze focused on my face above her, she started and scrambled clumsily back off my lap, falling back on her elbows a few times as her arms didn’t quite seem to be working. 
 
    “What… what’s going on?” she asked, her eyes darting from me, to the arguing Yammankalu, to the adyns, and back to me. 
 
    “N ma lon,” I said. I’m not sure. 
 
    As Daniel pulled himself onto his knees, he didn’t look particularly confused, just tired.  
 
    “These Carythian officers may not be demonstrating admirable conduct,” Kuyasse was saying to Zankare, “but you were the first one to commit a breach of protocol based on your own prejudice. You had no right to deny them access to your security chief. You can hardly expect others to follow your rules when you won’t abide by them yourself.” 
 
    “Who told you about that?” Zankare demanded. 
 
    “The only other person who was there at the time,” Kuyasse said, “Senku Kente Ekwenzi.” 
 
    Zankare scoffed. “You mean to tell me you’re going to take the word of a thirteen-year-old senkuli over—” 
 
    “I have worked my whole life with Yammanka and Carythian politicians,” Kuyasse said with a pleasant smile. “I know when I am talking to a liar. And unlike the rest of us here, Senku Ekwenzi doesn’t have a dishonest bone in his body. If you wish to hold these men accountable for breaking the rules of the space center, we must hold you accountable as well.” 
 
    “Fine,” Zankare growled from between her teeth. “These so-called police can go free. That doesn’t clear your fankama’s dependents of their charges. You’re a jaseli of the law, you should know that legally they can’t just walk away from this. All the damage they’ve done—” 
 
    “It’s taken care of.” 
 
    “What?” Zankare said sharply. 
 
    “As we speak, my fankama is in the process of donating a considerable sum of money that should cover all the damages and then some. You could file a law suit against us, but as someone who understands how these things work, I will tell you that you will not get a better offer than what my fankama is already giving. With his generosity, you may even have the extra funds to hire some competent security personnel.” 
 
    “How dare you?” Zankare said furiously. “You think you can just wash this all away with a little money?” 
 
    “A lot of money,” Kuyasse said mildly. “As I said, you are free to request that Dakkabana press charges anyway, but I think you’ll find that no one could possibly complain about the restitution my fankama has already offered.” 
 
    “Maybe I will press charges.” 
 
    “That would be unfortunate,” Kuyasse said. “We would have to bring forward all your shameful shortcomings as a security officer and I don’t think anyone wants that.” 
 
    “What shortcomings?” Zankare demanded. 
 
    “Other than preventing another law enforcement agency from doing their job?” Kuyasse said. “Let me see… You threatened an underage senkuli with violence, attacked an underage koro with fire, raised your spear to an unarmed adyn, knowingly brought an underage apprentice security guard into an armed conflict—” 
 
    “None of that is strictly illegal,” Zankare said. 
 
    “No,” Kuyasse said. “It just reflects very poorly on you as a koro. I see from your colors that you are up for a promotion. A promising talent like you, it would be a shame if you were demoted for dishonorable conduct.” 
 
    “That’s not up to you.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Kuyasse said. “If it were up to me, you would never hold a spear again. If violently attacking whatever moves is your idea of keeping this space center safe then Falleke help any people who ever come under your protection. I was under the impression that koronu were trained well enough to restrain adyns without killing them, and brave enough not to let a non-lethal situation drive them to panic.” 
 
    “Watch yourself, jaseli.” 
 
    “I always do,” Kuyasse said. “A lesson I learned the hard way; let’s hope you can be a little smarter.” 
 
    Zankare was grinding her teeth. She looked like she wanted nothing more than to reach out and snap Kuyasse’s non-combatant neck.  “You just wait until I—” 
 
    “You can keep threatening me if it makes you feel better, but unlike you, I’m good at perceiving when I am in danger. It doesn’t take a master jaseli to see through empty posturing. You may be vain, racist, cruel, and bad at your job, but you are clever in your own way—a characteristic you share with the officer whose shoulder you just shattered.” 
 
    “How am I clever?” Zankare spat, her voice dripping with venom. 
 
    “You know precisely what you can get away with and what you can’t,” Kuyasse said. “For instance, you know that the racial prejudice in the system would allow you to get away with killing a few no-name adyn police officers from a predominantly-white country. And you also know that, under the same system, you could never get away with raising a hand to a purebred Yammanka jaseli. It would be the end of your career.” 
 
    Kuyasse’s robe made a pinging sound and he pulled an info-com device from his sleeve. “Excuse me, Zankare, I need to take this.” 
 
    “Jali Kuyasse?” a familiar voice said from the other end. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    “I hear you, numuden,” Kuyasse said. “Have you and Koro Matsuda reached the control center?” 
 
    “Yes, Jalike,” Fiki’s voice said anxiously. “What about you? Did you find them?” 
 
    “I did. They are with me, as are several members of Carythian and Yammanka law enforcement.” 
 
    “Oh—are they—is everyone okay?” Fiki asked. 
 
    “Everyone will be,” Kuyasse said, “just as soon as we get out of this tube. Right now there’s a steep incline on one side and a pod back-up on the other.” 
 
    “Awa,” Fiki said. “I have your location. I’ll let the control center know; Izumo says it shouldn’t be difficult for them to shift the pods remotely.” 
 
    “Thank you, numuden,” Kuyasse said, “and tell them to be quick about it. From the smell of smoke, it would seem that our short-sighted koronu have already burned up a lot of our oxygen.” He gave Zankare a pointed look. 
 
    “Oh—okay—I’ll tell them it’s urgent.” 
 
    “And, while they’re doing that, if you wouldn’t mind, have Koro Matsuda contact the hospital with our location. If at all possible, I would like a medical team down here. We have a spear-wound, a broken shoulder, and it looks like some head trauma we should have looked at,” he said, eyeing the blood still trickling from Zankare’s forehead. 
 
    “Of course, Jalike,” Fiki said. “I’ll let Izumo know right away.” 
 
    “Nyama to you, numuden.” 
 
    “And to you, Jalike,” Fiki returned and the call ended. 
 
    “Wait, was that Fiki?” Koko spoke up for the first time, massaging her head. 
 
    “It was,” Kuyasse said. “She’s going to help us all get out of this tube.” 
 
    “So… what is going on?” Koko asked. “Lieutenant...” She looked up at Zankare. “Why did we come down here? And—did he shoot me?” She pointed at Crow. 
 
    “Kiita,” Zankare said sharply. “You are not to repeat anything you heard in this tube back at security headquarters.” 
 
    Koko looked confused. “But—that doesn’t seem right.” 
 
    “Now, koroden, you listen to me—” 
 
    “No, Zankare,” Kuyasse cut her off, “you are finished talking. What you are going to do now is get out of here and see that everyone’s injuries are properly treated. Once that is done, you will report back to the security center and call off all investigations of Daniel Thundyil, Joan Thundyil, Kente Ekwenzi, Fikile Zithathwa, Matsuda Izumo, and any Carythian police aboard this space center.” 
 
    “I don’t have the authority to do all of that,” Zankare said. 
 
    “You’re a clever woman,” Kuyasse said. “You’ll figure it out.” 
 
    After Fiki’s call, it didn’t take long for the row of pods to shift forward, allowing us to step out of the tube. Almost as soon as we stepped out, a group of green-clad hospital workers was running to meet us. 
 
    “Medical team here!” a cheerful voice said and I recognized, as though from a dream, the first two faces I had seen when I woke up in Dakkabana, Doctor Fola and her apprentice, Mori Biida. They seemed so normal now in their green robes, with dots of white and green paint across their eyes. It was weird to think that they had looked like aliens to me two days ago. 
 
    “You two again?” Mori said in surprise, when he saw me and Daniel. 
 
    “No, no, these two,” Kuyasse said, indicating Crow and Zankare. 
 
    “I don’t require medical attention,” Zankare snapped. 
 
    “You’re bleeding from the head,” Doctor Fola said dryly. “You need medical attention.” 
 
    “What about you, child?” one of the other doctors asked, looking at Daniel’s bruised and bloodied face. 
 
    “Just these two,” Kuyasse said, pointing again at Zankare and Crow. “I will see that the boy gets the treatment he needs.” 
 
    Daniel didn’t protest or offer any input at all as Kuyasse sent the medical team on their way with Zankare, Crow, and their subordinates. In fact, I didn’t think he had spoken at all since Kuyasse woke him up. For someone who had been the center of all the conflict, he had been very quiet. Of course, Kuyasse noticed too. 
 
    “You haven’t said anything since waking, Daniel Kama. Is there a reason for that?” 
 
    Daniel didn’t answer for a long moment. His distant, deeply tired eyes stared ahead, beyond Kuyasse, beyond the deck, in an expression that made him look older than I had ever seen him. 
 
    “It wouldn’t have helped,” he whispered in a voice so hoarse it was almost gone. 
 
    “And why would you say that?” Kuyasse asked just as softly. 
 
    “You were handling it. You were doing a good job handling it—like Joan said you would, like she tried to tell me. I only would have made it worse,” Daniel said miserably. 
 
    “Is that what you think?” Kuyasse said. 
 
    “Yeah. I mean—I ruined everything, and then I decided to try to fix it, and I just made it way, way worse.” 
 
    “I don’t know if you made it worse,” I said. “I think that was mostly Zankare’s fault.” 
 
    Daniel didn’t seem to hear me. “I was so mad at my dad for not letting me know what he was going to do—for never letting me be part of his work. But he was right, wasn’t he? I’m terrible at doing his work. He wasn’t being a jerk. He was just being smart.” 
 
    “Daniel Kama,” Kuyasse said in a voice that was somehow gentle and unshakably firm, “before you go on tearing yourself down, bear in mind that you met your father more than halfway through his life. You knew him as a lone fighter whose soul and arms could take on the troubles of a whole city. But a man isn’t born that strong. He builds his nyama up to that point, step by step, with many hearts and hands helping him along the way. A bird doesn’t break free of his shell ready to fly.” 
 
    “Are you trying to make me feel better by telling me my dad was weak and stupid too?” Daniel said dully, “Because that’s not going to work. I know how brilliant he was—even when he was my age. He was a great detective, he was good at everything in school, he could learn any fighting style in less than—” 
 
    “That isn’t why he succeeded.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The thing made your father truly brilliant wasn’t his detective skills, or his affinity for different fighting techniques, or even his ability to negotiate. The thing that turned him into an unparalleled crime-fighter was his ability to ask for help when he needed it. It is a thing that sounds easy but takes a great deal of strength.” 
 
    “But he almost never needed help,” Daniel protested. “He wouldn’t even let me help when I—” 
 
    “Because he didn’t need it,” Kuyasse said, “because he was a full-grown, fully realized crime-fighter. When he was young, when Firebird was a new idea, fighting its way out of the shell, he had a great deal of help. He drew strength from fellow fighters, Elleen Elden and Tsusano Misaki. He had the technical support of his engineer, Koli Kuruma. He took council from his brother and from me. He had a team of people who watched his back, who caught him when he fell, who stoked his soul when the fire burned low, who did for him the things he couldn’t do alone.” 
 
    Daniel didn’t respond to the jaseli’s words. Instead, he asked hoarsely, “Are the others okay? Izumo, and Kente, and—” 
 
    “All safe.” 
 
    “Good.” Daniel nodded and then put a hand to his eyes with a faint groan. “Xuuse. My head…” 
 
    “It’s a side effect of the tranquilizer,” Kuyasse said. “It’ll wear off after a little rest.” 
 
    “How do you know how the tranquilizers work?” Daniel asked. 
 
    Kuyasse let out a laugh. “You think the police never shot at your father?” 
 
    Daniel looked up at the jaseli, confused. “Dad had a great relationship with the Carythian police.” 
 
    “As an adult, yes,” Kuyasse said. “He was a reckless teenager when he started fighting crime. He made some spectacularly stupid mistakes—that I will of course keep to myself out of respect for his memory.” 
 
    Something like a smile twitched at the corner of Daniel’s mouth. 
 
    “Tell Sadiki I’m sorry I was so disrespectful,” he said softly. “I’m sorry I said that about her hand. Tell Aaron and the other servants I’m sorry I worried them.” 
 
    “And your uncle?” Kuyasse asked. “Any words for him?” 
 
    The tiny smile vanished from Daniel’s face. He was silent for a long moment, glaring at the steel floor before him. 
 
    “Tell him… I’ll stand with him at the funeral.” 
 
    Kuyasse nodded. “It’s done.” 
 
    “Right now, I think I just want to sleep,” Daniel said. 
 
    “That sounds like an excellent plan. There is a room waiting for you in the Pankajeet if you’d like to go back with me.” Reaching out, Kuyasse put a hand on Daniel’s back. “You’ve done well, Thundyil Kama.” 
 
    Daniel didn’t actually make it all the way to the Pankajeet with his eyes open. He fell asleep in the train with his head against the window. When watching the stars outside the window became dizzying, I turned my eyes to my own lap, unwinding the last of the bandages around my left hand.  
 
    The cuts were healing, neatly scabbing over in a way that suggested that they wouldn’t leave any scars. My brow furrowed as I ran the fingertips of my right hand down my left palm. Both hands stung where the flames had touched the scabs, but there were no blisters, no pieces of peeling skin. If anything, the skin felt smoother, thicker, like there was a new layer to it. 
 
    When Izumo had wrapped my hands, he had said they looked burned. He must have been right; my skin hadn’t changed texture and thickness like this since I had first burned them into being fireproof. Somehow, before getting to Dakkabana, I must have burned my hands, and over the past few days, the skin had healed stronger. I just couldn’t figure out how something that hot could have touched my sensitive hands without me realizing it. Had it happened in the chaos of the fight with Killer 31? Or after that, during the space of time when Daniel and I were unconscious in the pod? 
 
    Whatever had burned me, it was hotter than the blue tongues of Zankare’s fire. And not only that, my body had adapted to withstand it. Did that mean that I was built to produce fire as hot as Zankare’s? If I trained for it, would I be able to produce an inferno that filled an entire room? 
 
    “And you, Joan Kama?” Kuyasse asked, breaking the silence. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “I’m—I’m not hurt,” I said, unsure how to answer. 
 
    “I know. I asked how you were feeling.” 
 
    “I’m okay,” I said honestly. “I’ve just been a little overwhelmed.” A massive understatement. On top of the crime-fighting madness, I had just entered a world where two black women with spears trumped three white men with guns and a single unarmed musician trumped them all. It was going to take some getting used to. 
 
    “What I said to Daniel was for you too,” Kuyasse said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He isn’t the only one trying to keep Firebird alive. And, of the two of you, I think you are the one who has more trouble with the idea of relying on others. You are trying to bear all that he can’t for him. But it isn’t your job to stand alone either.” 
 
    I nodded. It wasn’t the first time someone had told me I didn’t have to be alone. But it was the first time that it felt true.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-five:  
 
    Firebird’s Wings 
 
      
 
    The suite Daniel’s uncle had reserved for us in the Pankajeet was sprawling and lavish, with two separate bedrooms, a kitchen attached to a sitting area, and a brilliantly translucent bathroom all made of blue and green glass. While I would have liked to explore, the only thing Daniel seemed interested in was finding a place to lie down. He staggered straight to the bed in the first room, keeled over onto it, and checked out.  
 
    “Daniel?” I prodded his shoulder. “Hey, Daniel. Do you want to, like, change clothes or get under the covers or something?”  
 
    But he was out cold. He barely even woke when Aaron came in and propped him up on some pillows to clean his injuries. 
 
    “The same rules as his father,” Kuyasse reminded the servant from the doorway, “unless he tells you otherwise. Treat whatever damage you find. Ask no questions.” 
 
    “Aye, Jalike,” Aaron said. 
 
    “You have twenty siiranu,” Kuyasse said firmly. “Call me if you need assistance to speed things along. I don’t want you staying in this gravity too long with your hip.” 
 
    “Aye, Jalike.” 
 
    Kuyasse withdrew as Aaron opened his box of medical supplies and helped a half-awake Daniel slide his shirt over his head. 
 
    “Can’t this wait?” Daniel complained as the shirt came off. 
 
    Aaron took one look at Daniel’s torso and said, “No.” 
 
    Most of the dark bandages from the hospital had come off. The ones that remained were stiff with dried blood. Like me, Daniel healed fast. Some of the minor damage—shallow cuts and scrapes—had scabbed over and started to disappear, but the more serious injuries—the gaping puncture wound in his shoulder, the deep knife-like wounds in his stomach and right forearm—hadn’t mended. They probably hadn’t had the chance with Daniel running, jumping from ridiculous heights, and getting thrown around by other theonites. 
 
    Aaron’s withered hands moved over Daniel’s glowing brown skin, mapping the damage. 
 
    “Great Falleke,” he said. “These aren’t spear wounds.” 
 
    “Ice,” Daniel murmured. 
 
    Aaron looked up at him in surprise. “What? So this here…” He touched one of the injuries. “This is frostbite?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Oh,” Aaron said softly and then after a moment of hesitation, “Who?” 
 
    “Don’t know.” Daniel closed his eyes again. “Still don’t know.” 
 
    “You don’t know?” Aaron looked confused. 
 
    Without opening his eyes, Daniel lifted a hand and patted the servant affectionately on the shoulder. “Dad said no questions.” 
 
    “Yes, Kama.” Aaron bowed his head and continued his work. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Daniel made a noise that was almost a word and drifted off again. 
 
    “Do you need any help?” I asked. 
 
    “No, thank you, n’den,” Aaron said with a smile. “I’ll manage.” 
 
    “So, you did this for Robin too?” I asked. 
 
    “Since he was eighteen,” Aaron said with a fond smile. 
 
    “That must have been fun,” I said dryly. I had read the criminal profiles. There were killers who fought with machetes, who threw acid, who made spinning blades of ice, who set dogs on their enemies. Aaron must have seen some ugly and mystifying injuries. 
 
    “‘Twas ne’er boring,” the man said. 
 
    “And you never knew… you were never allowed to ask any questions?” 
 
    “Ne’er really wanted to,” Aaron said with a laugh. “Robin Kama always said, the less we knew, the safer we were. I’m a flat-footed adyn with asthma and a bad hip. I was happy to be safe from whate’er was after him.” 
 
    “So, you don’t know about... about his other job?” I asked carefully. 
 
    Aaron smiled. “Like I said, ‘tis safer not to ask questions.” 
 
    I nodded. That seemed fair enough. 
 
    “Aaron?” I said after a moment. 
 
    “Aye?” 
 
    “If you don’t mind me asking… how did you end up working for the Thundyils?” 
 
    “Oh.” Aaron’s face broke into a crinkled smile as he worked. “That question.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said quickly. “I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “I’ll tell ye,” Aaron said calmly, “an’ you promise ne’er to tell the younger servants.” 
 
    “Sure. Of course,” I said. “I won’t tell anyone.” 
 
    “I did a stupid thing, when I was a younger man. ‘Twas… it started with my mother. She was ne’er a healthy woman. But ‘twas when I was in my late twenties, she fell fearful ill. I knew I wasn’t gonna have the money to cover her care, so I agreed to do some things—jobs for some bad people, smuggle things for them. I told myself ‘twas just to keep her alive until I figured out somethin’ else. As you can imagine, I’m no criminal mastermind.” Aaron laughed. “I got caught nigh immediately.” 
 
    “By the police?” 
 
    Aaron shook his head. “An’ the police’d caught us—buncha adyns up to no good with three thousand wallanu’s wortha euphorium—we’d be dead. We were lucky; ‘twas Firebird caught us.” 
 
    “Firebird?” I said before I could hide my surprise. 
 
    “Aye.” Aaron smiled. “‘Twas back ere he was a household name. The masked order sentenced me to five years for illegal drug traffickin’. For that first year and a half in prison, I hated myself. I thought here I had thrown away my last chance to spend a little time with my mother. Instead of caring for her in her last days, I had o’erreached and condemned her to die alone. I know not how much you know about Carythian prisons—bein’ from Hades and all—but ‘tis nigh impossible to be cleared to contact anyone outside, so I couldn’t e’en speak to her.” 
 
    “Wait, they wouldn’t let you contact anyone outside?” I said, horrified. “Not even your sick mother?” 
 
    “‘Tis the way ‘tis,” Aaron said like it was no big deal. “Once condemned, you’re no better than an animal—unless you’ve a professional jaseli to speak on your behalf. ‘Tis that what makes the Thundyil Firm so important.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” What did Carytha’s prisons have to do with the Thundyils’ company? 
 
    “I spent more than a year assuming that my mother would die while I served my sentence,” Aaron said, pressing an adhesive bandage into place on Daniel’s shoulder. “So, imagine my surprise, when suddenly one day, not but two years into my sentence, I was released. And my mother was there to greet me. She had come in with a tajaka, some fancy, Yammanka-bred jaseli with the gold trimmed robes, the hand-crafted kora and everything.” 
 
    “You’re talking about Kuyasse?” 
 
    “He was so young then,” Aaron said fondly, “five and twenty, I think, barely older than his new koronu. When I realized it wasn’t a dream, my mother explained that Jali Kuyasse represented a brand new company, the Thundyil Law Firm. ‘Twas them what sent a professional Yammanka jaseli to negotiate years off my sentence. ‘Twas them paid for the treatment what kept her alive.” 
 
    “Wow! Did you even know why they did that for your mother?” I was pretty sure that I did. I had seen the evidence of how well Robin Thundyil had researched everyone he put behind bars as Firebird. He had probably found out about Aaron’s mother because of the arrest. 
 
    “At the time I didn’t think to ask,” Aaron laughed. “I was too busy cryin’ from happiness. I got three more years with my mother, thanks to them, three years I ne’er woulda been able to give her. It ne’er sat well with me, acceptin’ that kinda generosity without payin’ it back. I didn’t have any money, so I offered to work for the Thundyils, asked if they could use someone for cleanin,’ or paperwork, or whate’er they might need. Turned out—bein’ a young company—they needed quite a bitta help.” 
 
    “And did you ever find out why they helped you?” I asked. 
 
    “When I asked, Robin Kama told me ‘twas by chance,” Aaron said. “He happened across my file during research for a different case. He saw that I had just the one crime on my record, saw that it came about the same time as my mother’s relapse and he said ‘It didn’t take a great detective to put to and two together and figure out you only needed the money. It seemed like the only decent thing to do was take care of it for you.’” 
 
    “Wow,” I said, though considering what I knew of Robin, that certainly sounded like him. “That was still pretty generous of him.” 
 
    “That’s what I said,” Aaron laughed. “When I pressed, he said, ‘I’ve stolen in desperation. I’ve done worse in desperation. Your mother would have died while you were locked in a cage, unable to help her. No one should ever be that powerless.’ ‘Twas then I knew I would work for those twins for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “Really?” I said. “Why that? Why did that make you so sure?” 
 
    “Because ‘twas not chance what brought Robin Thundyil to my aid. Not really. He was a man always lookin’ for a way to help other people. Not just throwin’ money down into the rabble like so many clueless theonites do. But reachin’ down, takin’ their hands, and pullin’ them up onto their own feet. And no matter what questionable things the Thundyils do—the spyin’, the fightin’, the bribery, the counterfeit—there be that same goodness at the heart of all of it. So I’ve learned not to question.” 
 
    Having bandaged the worst of Daniel’s injuries, Aaron moved on to the minor scrapes and bruises. Holding Daniel’s hand in his, he dabbed salve onto the tajaka’s knuckles where the skin had broken. As he touched what must have been a particularly tender spot, Daniel’s hand twitched, a reflexive spark jumping from between two of his fingers. Aaron started back, but the spark missed his face. He relaxed and leaned back in to continue his work. 
 
    “And that’s worth it?” I asked because I couldn’t help it. “That’s worth being a servant all these years?” 
 
    “Aye,” Aaron said without a trace of discomfort. “Understand, had I stayed in North End, Livingston—with ‘my kind,’ so to speak—I’da ended up mixed up with the gangs again eventually. My children woulda ended up with the gangs. Instead, I get to be part of what the Thundyils do. So I left North End and ne’er looked back.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “And what of you, Joan Kama?” Aaron asked. “What’s your excuse?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It seems like you might’ve come a jot far to turn back,” he said with a smile. “From what Jali Kuyasse tells me, you’ve not just joined the family; you’ve joined in the fightin’.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I clasped my hands in my lap. “I guess I have.” 
 
    “Then you’re braver than I am,” Aaron said. “I never put myself anywhere near Robin Kama’s fights, nor asked any questions ‘bout them.” 
 
    “I always ask too many questions,” I said with a small laugh. That was how I had gotten myself pulled into the Thundyils’ world in the first place. “Seems like I don’t have your good sense.” 
 
    Aaron shook his head. “It seems to me like you’re acting just like a Thundyil.” He held out his hand. “Would you hand me that cloth, Thundyil Kama?” 
 
    “Oh—” I fumbled for a moment, flustered. “Yes. Here.” 
 
      
 
    Once Aaron left, there wasn’t much to do. I knew I should get some rest too, but there were too many thoughts buzzing through my head, so I explored the rooms, tapping experimentally on every touchpad, teaching myself to adjust the lighting and the temperature, open and close the automatic doors, and work the bath. After I got tired of fiddling with touchpads, I tried on all the different Imma Fini outfits, just to make sure I knew how they worked. Kuyasse had told us to help ourselves to any of the fancy food in the refrigerator, so I cautiously picked at different things, trying to find something that wasn’t so spicy it felt like needles on my tongue. 
 
    I eventually found a box of sweet crackers I liked, sat down on the couch with them, and fiddled with the controls of the TV—at least I thought it was a TV. It probably had some Dunian name I didn’t know, but it was a big holographic screen that showed different things when I tapped different commands into a remote control device, so I was calling it a TV. The first thing I did was find the volume control and bring it down so that it wouldn’t wake Daniel. Then I pulled the lotus flower and peacock feather patterned couch up close to the hologram and watched, and watched, and watched. 
 
    The TV must have been set to show only news because every channel I flipped to featured dark-skinned, bogolan-robed jaseliwu debating each other in front of maps or talking at the camera in quick Yammaninke while the broadcast cut to related clips and images. A brown-skinned woman with a confusing accent talked about a series of earthquakes in northern Sayida. A group of Ranganese and Yammanka jaseliwu sat around a table and argued about—I wasn’t exactly sure what—something about giving some colonies somewhere their sovereignty. 
 
    I received a hard shock when I switched to a Carythian news channel and found Robin Thundyil’s picture smiling at me. 
 
    He looked different in Dunian clothes, with red paint over his eyes, but all his warmth was there. 
 
    “—found in the river early yesterday morning,” a new anchor was saying. “Based on the initial autopsy, police are saying that no foul play is suspected. By all evidence, this was a tragic accident.” 
 
    The speaker was the first white jaseli I had seen on the TV—or maybe she was only part white. Her freckled nose was broad like a Yammanka nose, and her dark blond hair was frizzy like Sadiki’s. 
 
    “We go now to Jali Maru Gesseke who is speaking with witnesses at the riverbank where the body was found.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jali Harper,” the new jaseli said. “I am here at the Livingston River. Behind me, you can see the bridge where investigators are saying Koro Thundyil likely fell to his death.” 
 
    It seemed like the news channel had called up every jaseli they had to gather information, conduct interviews, or comment on Robin’s death. There was a sedate heaviness to the whole broadcast. White and black, men and women, everyone who spoke seemed distraught, barely holding back tears. Like it was the president who had died. 
 
    When the camera cut to one of the younger jaseli, his eyes were still watery. 
 
    “Um—” He had to swallow before he spoke. “Thundyil’s brother, son, and jaseli are currently off-planet and have declined to comment. However, Rakesh Thundyil has released a statement saying that there will be a funeral for his brother on the thirteenth through the twentieth of Koronkalo. The first days of the ceremony will be public so that all of us in this great city and beyond can come to pay our respect to the man who made such a difference to so many in this country.” 
 
    The screen cut to a white man in a run-down apartment, speaking with one of the news jaseliwu. 
 
    “Without Robin Thundyil, I woulda spent the last ten years in prison for a crime I didn’t commit,” he said. “I wouldn’ta gotten to see my little girl grow up.” 
 
    “He personally visited me in the hospital,” said an old brown-skinned man with a hoarse voice. “After a short conversation, he recommended a therapist and said he would cover the cost of a year’s worth of sessions. When no one else believed I was innocent, he did. When no one else believed I could turn my life around, he believed it.” The man’s eyes had filled with tears. “A total stranger.” 
 
    In interview after interview, people talked about how Robin Thundyil had paid their hospital expenses, or covered the medication they needed to stay mentally stable, or helped put their children through school. 
 
    “I’ll ne’er forget that day,” a white woman told a reporter jaseli. “He walked into the room like a Falleke-sent miracle. It was a case no one else would take. But it—‘twas like he knew—he just knew my son was innocent and he was willin’ to go to the ends of the Duna to prove it. No one had e’er cared that much. No one had e’er showed us that kinda respect.” 
 
    As I took in the interviews, it became clear how well Firebird must have paired up with running a legal firm. Robin probably hadn’t had to guess that the woman’s son was innocent; he fought Livingston’s gangs; he would know. 
 
    “He set my son up with a legally-trained jaseli, a white jaseli, from our neighborhood—if you can believe it,” the woman laughed, “someone who really understood us, understood how to talk to him, and how to defend him. He didn’t just want to help us, he really understood how.” 
 
    And I understood now, too. There were two sides to Robin’s heroism. As himself—Robin Thundyil, co-founder of the Thundyil Law Firm—he had done as much to protect the innocent as Firebird had done to punish the guilty. 
 
    Firebird flies on two wings. 
 
    “Carytha has certainly lost a great man,” the freckled jaseli was saying to the camera, “a compassionate soul. I hope his sense of justice doesn’t die with him. For the sake of all the oppressed and unjustly accused in Livingston, we have to make sure it doesn’t.” 
 
    In the other room, I heard Daniel stir for a moment and started, turning the TV off. But he hadn’t woken, just shifted over onto his side. I let out my breath and sank back against the couch cushions. I sat there, perfectly still for a long time, staring at the blank screen.  
 
    How were we going to do it? How were we going to pick up the legacy that Robin had left behind? Daniel could fight, but Robin had been so much more than a great fighter, so much more than a philanthropist, so much more than a detective. How were we supposed to replace that? The questions piled up and I felt my stomach twisting in anxiety as I realized that no one could answer them for me. Daniel’s job was to fight; mine was to look for answers. 
 
    Right now, what Daniel needed to do was sleep and heal so he could fight another day. If someone was going to figure out a plan to move forward, it had to be me. I put a hand to my chest and took a deep breath. Figure it out, Joan. Find the answer. This is what you do. 
 
    While Daniel slept, I pulled out Robin’s files and started reading. I didn’t just skim this time. I read everything, every date, every detail, committing it to memory like only I could. I found a pen and kayiri in a drawer and started making notes. We might not yet have what we needed to defeat all Firebird’s enemies. We might only have a few pieces of the puzzle, but I would take those few pieces and build the strongest foundation I could. My towers of Earth books were gone. Time to build a new castle. 
 
    Daniel did his job well. He slept straight through all the hours I paced back and forth through the rooms, muttering to myself as I tried to form a plan. He was still snoring when I lay down to sleep myself. 
 
    ........ 
 
      
 
    I woke to the feel of nyama moving in the next room. Turning, I opened my eyes. “Daniel?” 
 
    “Shh,” he said softly. “Go back to sleep. It’s early.” 
 
    “What time is it?” 
 
    “The eighth waati,” he said shrugging into his shirt and picking up his bag. “We still have a few waatinu before anyone will be awake. I just have something to do before that.” 
 
    “What do you need to do?” I asked, sitting up. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Temple,” Daniel said. 
 
    And that was all the explanation I got before I heard the swish of sliding doors and felt Daniel’s nyama leave the room. It was weird—like the absence of a humming furnace or ticking clock. I had gotten so used to his sleeping breath over the past waatinu that I couldn’t go back to sleep without it. 
 
    Instead I got up and wandered out into the lobby. Following the peacock feather swirls down the glass floor, I found myself standing at the edge of the hotel’s ornate lotus flower fountain. The rush of the water was such a gentle sound that it was hard to imagine that this had been the scene of Daniel’s violent shouting match with his uncle only the day before. 
 
    The mirror set into the ceiling showed a reflection of the fountain from above, revealing warm circle of flames at the flower’s center. It wasn’t real fire, I recognized. There couldn’t be real flames under water. What I was staring at was just a reflection of a refraction of light. Still, the circle of wavering lights brought to mind the circle of candles in the Thundyils’ house that first night I met Robin. It was weird: only a day ago, just thinking about the warmth of those lights had been so painful I couldn’t face it. But I felt okay now. I had my own lights now. They were in sight. I just had to reach out and pull them into a new circle around me. I knew what I had to do. I just hadn’t figured out the words yet. I just needed to think— 
 
    “Joan?” a voice said and I jumped. I had been so lost in the rush of the fountain and my own thoughts that I hadn’t even noticed the nyama behind me. Turning from the fountain’s lights, I found myself facing Fiki, Izumo, and Kente. 
 
    “You’re here,” I said blankly. “You’re all here.” 
 
    I had thought I would have to go find them, but they had come to me. I wasn’t sure whether to feel relieved or vaguely panicked. 
 
    “We just wanted to check on the two of you and make sure you were okay,” Kente said. 
 
    “Yeah—it’s—Daniel’s fine,” I said. “We’re both fine.” 
 
    “Daniel’s not injured?” Fiki asked. 
 
    “No—I mean, he is,” I fumbled, “but he’s going to be okay. Aaron treated his injuries from before and no one’s chasing us anymore, so that’s nice.” Off to a great start. Good job, Joan. 
 
    “We wanted to ask if you two were going to make the trip back to Duna on the spaceship with the rest of us,” Fiki said, “or are you going to go back separately, for the funeral?” 
 
    “Oh—well—Daniel is going back with his uncle,” I said. “Kuyasse told me that I should go with you and the other Daybreak students on the spaceship.” Daniel could afford to miss a few days of theonite academy, but I couldn’t. I was already starting out so far behind in terms of my knowledge of Dunian language and history that if I missed anything, I would never catch up. 
 
    “Great!” Kente said brightly. “You can sit with us on the ship!” 
 
    “If you want to,” Fiki added. 
 
    “Oh—yeah,” I said feeling a shy smile spread over my face. “Yeah. I’d like that.” 
 
    “See, of course she wants to!” Kente said. “We’re like a team now.” 
 
    “Yeah…” I said, and recognized that this was the time to say what I needed to say. This was the time. I took a breath. “Um…” Great start, Joan. “About that… I actually have a thing I wanted to talk to you guys about—all three of you. Do you have a few minutes?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kente said, looking at Fiki. “Do we? What is a ‘minute’?” 
 
    “Sorry—siiranu,” I corrected myself, shaking my head. “Do you have a few siiranu—or just—some time to stay and talk?”  
 
    “Of course,” Izumo said. “What do you need?” 
 
    “Daniel needs help,” I said. “He won’t admit it, so um—so I’m admitting it for him. What he’s trying to do—continue his dad’s work—it’s too much for him to do all on his own. He needs people to keep helping him… the way you guys have been helping him.” 
 
    “You don’t have to ask me,” Izumo said immediately. “Daniel’s been my friend since we were little.” 
 
    “What?” I hadn’t expected it to be that easy. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “My mother fought with Robin Thundyil. She would want me—expect me—to do the same for Daniel.” 
 
    “And what about the rest of your family?” I asked, thinking of how unfriendly Hiroshi and Nagasa had been. “Are they going to approve?” 
 
    “No,” Izumo said, looking at his feet, “but they will be unhappy with me no matter what I do.” 
 
    “Izumo, I’m sure that’s not true—” Fiki started. 
 
    “But it is,” Izumo said, somehow managing to sound completely calm and defeated at the same time. “Daniel won’t have any help from my brothers. Their loyalty is to the Empire, like my father’s. But I’m my mother’s son. I know it doesn’t mean much—I’m a sad excuse for a fighter—but I’m with you, and with Daniel, if you’ll have me.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said earnestly. “It means a lot. It does.” Just knowing there would be one person to fall back on meant a lot. 
 
    “What about you two?” Izumo asked, looking at Kente and Fiki. 
 
    The two tajakalu exchanged a look. Kente seemed excited, Fiki less so, so I turned to Kente first. 
 
    “You said you needed a koro to follow,” I said, “and I… I don’t know much about this world, or fighting, or how any of this works, but I can tell you, you won’t find a better fighter than Daniel Thundyil.” 
 
    “If you don’t know anything about fighting, how can you be sure he’s good at it?” Fiki asked. 
 
    “Well—you saw him fight,” I said. “You’ve all seen him fight, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, that was pretty cool,” Kente said with a dazed smile on his face. 
 
    “But he didn’t actually beat Zankare on his own,” Fiki pointed out. “If we hadn’t come in, he might have lost. Everyone knows that’s a reckless thing for a koro to do—pick fights he can’t win. How can you call him a great fighter if he makes choices like that?”  
 
    “I…” I faltered. I wasn’t used to people poking holes in what I said. 
 
    “I’m not trying to be unkind,” Fiki said, “but you’ve asked us to pledge our services to a koro we barely know. No matter how great his name is, we have to make sure you have the right reasons. I want Kente to think about this decision.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said, making a concerted effort to maintain eye contact with Fiki, “and I do have good reasons.” 
 
    “Good,” she said. “So, why is Daniel Thundyil worth following? What makes him such a great koro?” 
 
    I thought for a moment. I had an answer. I just needed to phrase it right. 
 
    “He always gets back up,” I said finally.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I saw him go to a school where he didn’t understand anything, where people called him racist names and laughed at him. I saw him get stuck full of pieces of ice by an enemy he couldn’t see. I saw him lose the only family member he ever cared about. It doesn’t matter what happens to him. He always gets back up.” 
 
    “Also, he’s Firebird,” Kente said, apparently unable to hold his tongue any longer. “It’s pretty cool that he’s Firebird.” 
 
    “Almost,” I said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Daniel is almost Firebird,” I said. “He can be. He needs our help.” 
 
    “And the poor decision making?” Fiki raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “That’s where I’m going to help him,” I said. “I’m going to make sure he thinks things through, that he picks the right fights, and then right friends. Like you do with Kente.” 
 
      
 
    “I would love to be Firebird’s senkuli,” Kente said with a dreamy look in his eyes. “Only… I’m not actually a very good senkuli. I don’t know the secrets to making jonjo glass or Zilazen glass. I’m kind of okay at making jewelry and weapons, but probably not good enough to make anything for Firebird. And my behavior is terrible. You saw.” 
 
    “You mean when you saved us from that Yammanka guard?” I raised my eyebrows. “Or when you knocked out Zankare for us? We could use more terrible behavior like that.”  
 
    Kente looked stunned. “Seriously?” 
 
    “I might have mentioned this—we don’t have kafonu where I come from. I don’t really care if what you do is kafo-appropriate or not. I just want you to help Daniel, in the best way you can. If you can help by being fast and using a spear, I’m not going to stop you.” 
 
    “But—” Kente looked like I had just blown a fuse in his head. “But—but—I thought…” I watched as the look on his face had changed from one of complete shock to a stunned sort of smile. 
 
    “Also,” I said, deciding to build on my momentum, “if you asked Daniel to teach you to fight, I bet he would.” 
 
    At that, Kente seemed to lose the power of speech entirely. He just stared at me with his mouth hanging open. 
 
    “So?” I asked nervously. “Will you be our senkuli?” 
 
    “Of course!” Kente said as though there weren’t enough breath in his body to express how much he meant it. “If you’ll have me—of course I will!” 
 
    “What about you, Fiki?” I asked. 
 
    She was only one who hadn’t given an answer. 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “What?” Kente shouted in disbelief.  
 
    I wasn’t as surprised and I kept my voice steady. “Can I ask why not?” 
 
    “There is already too much fighting in our culture,” Fiki said firmly. “I don’t like fighting. I never have. I don’t mean any insult to you or Daniel; I know you are good people and I trust you to do good things. I just—I swore to myself that I would never use my numu training to make weapons, that I would never aid someone in hurting someone else. I’m going to keep to that.” 
 
    I nodded, full of an overwhelming, almost jealous swell of admiration for Fiki that was starting to feel familiar. She wasn’t a particularly big or loud person, but of all of us in that lobby, she was the one who knew exactly who she was. In that moment, I realized I didn’t just want Fiki to join us; I needed her. She had something in her—something strong, and pure, and decisive—that the rest of us just didn’t. We needed her. 
 
    “But it’s for a good cause,” Kente was saying. “Firebird stops people from getting hurt. He protects the weak—” 
 
    “By fighting,” Fiki said. “I believe there are better ways. I would be happy to help you with anything you need, just as long as it doesn’t involve fighting.” 
 
    I sat for a moment, considering Fiki. “I think, that will work,” I said finally. 
 
    “What will work?” Fiki asked. 
 
    “I’ve been looking back through Robin’s Firebird files, at everything he did,” I said. “If we do this right, if we recreate Firebird the way Robin meant it to be, there will be a lot of non-violent work to do. What Robin Thundyil did wasn’t just about making sure bad people went to jail. He also did a lot of work to make sure innocent people didn’t.” 
 
    “Yeah!” Kente exclaimed as though he had just remembered. “Robin Thundyil funded tons of charities, right? He, like, set up defense jaseliwu for innocent poor people, and helped people who got out of jail get jobs, and stuff like that.” 
 
    “He did,” I said, “and that’s where we’re going to need the most help. Daniel’s good at fighting. It’s the other stuff he can’t do on his own.” 
 
    “That kind of work, I would be happy to help with,” Fiki said, still hesitant, “but I won’t help hurt people. I won’t support violence.” 
 
    “Done,” I said and made sure I looked directly into Fiki’s determined eyes, matching her resolve. “We won’t ask you to. We’ll come to you for non-fighting things, nothing else.” 
 
    “Is that a promise?” Fiki said, holding my gaze. 
 
    “It’s a promise.” 
 
    “Then I’m with you.” She reached out and clasped my hand in a calloused grip before her face broke into a more light-hearted smile. “And really, you wouldn’t want me for weapons anyway,” she laughed. “I’m not the best numu. My metal-work is subpar. I can’t help with machinery or gadgets—” 
 
    “I can,” Izumo said softly. 
 
    “What?” I had known that, of course, but I hadn’t expected him to admit it. 
 
    “I—I can,” Izumo said haltingly, and it was the first time in the conversation that his eyes lit up. “I was just thinking, I’m not going to be very much help to you as a fighter. You all saw how useless I am in combat. But I’m good with tech—weapons and small machinery.” 
 
    I couldn’t help the grin that spread across my face. “Izumo, that would be great.” 
 
    “I’m not Numu Koli Kuruma,” he said hastily. “I’m no genius, but I can probably handle small repairs and maintenance on the Firebird gear… only if you can’t find a proper numu to do it. Honestly, Fiki or Kente would probably be better—” 
 
    “No!” Kente laughed. 
 
    “No, we wouldn’t,” Fiki agree. “The tech support is all yours, Izumo.” 
 
    Izumo looked for a moment like he was trying not to smile. He failed. “I… Just don’t tell my family.” 
 
    “We promise,” Fiki said.  
 
    “So, this is our team,” I said, looking around at the three of them. “We have a numu, a senkuli, and a koro. That’s the way it’s supposed to work, isn’t it?” 
 
    “And you, Joan,” Kente said. “You know all about Daniel’s life, you give him advice, you got us all to support him. I guess that would make you the jaseli.” 
 
    “Oh… I think it doesn’t really matter who’s what. The point is, we have a team. And I think we’re going to make a great Firebird.” 
 
    “Oh,” Kente said as though a thought had just occurred to him. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “If I’m part of your circle now, I think I need to tell you about something…” 
 
    “Tell me about what?” 
 
    “The shadow.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-six:  
 
    The Man in the Hood 
 
      
 
    “Shadow?” I repeated, looking at Kente in confusion. “What shadow?” 
 
    The senkuli twisted his hands nervously as he looked up at me.  “I’ll explain,” he said. “Just promise you won’t think I’m crazy.” 
 
    “I’m an alien with superpowers,” I said with a smile. “I don’t really think I have any right to call you crazy.” 
 
    “Okay.” Kente took a deep breath. “So, you know how I told all of you that I found out about the Firebird stuff by chance, that no one told me.” 
 
    “Yes?” Fiki said, looking at Kente intently. Clearly this information was new to her as well. 
 
    “That… wasn’t true.” 
 
    “Wait, somebody did tell you?” I exclaimed. “Who?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “What do you mean you don’t know?” I demanded. Someone else on this space station knew about Firebird? If they had told Kente, who else knew? Had they told the Carythian police? The Yammanka guards? How many people knew? 
 
    “He had his face hidden under a hood,” Kente said. “I could only see one eye and part of his mouth. He was like a ghost.”  
 
    “Like a ghost how?” I asked. “Can you be more specific?” 
 
    “He was a littigi, or a sondatigi—or—both, probably. Whatever he was, he could make himself disappear and reappear without making a sound.” 
 
    Kente explained how the man had been waiting by the pods, using some kind of illusion to hide the Kuruma Karadi from outside eyes. He reviewed the conversation he had had with the hooded man, and then at my prompting, reviewed it again. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I don’t remember everything he said,” Kente said, “but it really seemed like he knew everything there was to know about you guys. It was like he had been following you two for a long time.” 
 
    “But you said he actually helped us?” I had started pacing back and forth in front of the fountain, taking each new piece of information Kente gave me and turning it over and over in my head. “He hid our pod from the Carythian police, and he got you to promise you wouldn’t tell anyone our secrets?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you said the guy had littigi and sondatigi powers?” I said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kente said. “but—what does that have to do with—” 
 
    “Back on Earth, someone cast an illusion that helped us escape Killer 31,” I said, “and someone had to pilot the pod back to this dimension while we were unconscious. Elleen Elden was the only powerful littigi Daniel could think of who might be able to pilot an inter-dimensional pod, but apparently it wasn’t her.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Izumo asked. 
 
    “Elleen Elden’s son, Lucian, called,” Fiki said. “Joan asked, and he said his mother hadn’t left home during the time Joan and Daniel would have been crossing dimensions.” 
 
    “So you think this man Kente met might be the littigi who helped you escape Planet Adyn?” Izumo asked. 
 
    “If he could cast illusions as well as Kente says, I think it’s possible,” I said. 
 
    “He would also have to know how to pilot an inter-dimensional pod,” Izumo pointed out. “Not just anyone can do that. And how did he even get to your dimension in the first place? It doesn’t seem very likely—” 
 
    “No, I think Joan’s right,” Kente said. “I think the man in the hood did come from Planet Adyn with them in the same pod.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” Fiki asked. 
 
    “The first time I scanned the Kuruma Karadi for life forms, it registered three people. Chief Koma thought it was a scanning error, but—” 
 
    “Hood!” I exclaimed suddenly, pointing at Kente. 
 
    “Wh-what?” 
 
    “You said the man had his face hidden under a hood!” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kente said, “a black hood, and a robe, sort of like a temple spirit.” 
 
    “He was on Earth,” I breathed.  
 
    “How do you know?” Izumo asked. 
 
    “I saw him. He was at my window the night before Daniel and Robin left my town. He was only there for a second, but I remember the hood. It must have been him.” 
 
    “So, do we think this hooded man is an ally?” Izumo said, “or is he dangerous?” 
 
    “He’s been following Joan and Daniel without their knowledge,” Fiki said. “That’s not a good sign.”  
 
    “You saw more of him than I did,” I said, turning to Kente. “Describe what he looked like, everything you can remember.” 
 
    “Um… he was tall, I guess,” Kente said, “like, not super tall. Taller than any of us.” 
 
    “Anything else?” I said desperately. “That one eye you could see, what did it look like?” 
 
    “Scary.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s not very descriptive,” I said impatiently. 
 
    “Awa, not scary like yours,” Kente elaborated. “It wasn’t a scary color. It was just black and… too sharp, like it could see right through me.” 
 
    “What about the man’s skin?” I asked. “You said he was a littigi. So, was he white?” 
 
    “Oh…” Kente thought for a moment. “Actually, no—or maybe? His skin was weird.” 
 
    “Weird how?” 
 
    “Well, when I saw his face, I thought he was a black guy. But then, his right hand was white... really white, like, whiter than yours,” Kente said, nodding down at my hands. “It was like his right hand belonged to a different person.” 
 
    I froze. Something about that sounded familiar. 
 
    “His right hand,” I murmured. “And the eye?” I looked back at Kente. “That one scary eye, was it the right eye or the left?” 
 
    Kente thought for a moment. “The left.” 
 
    “Joan?” Izumo said uncertainly. “What are you—” 
 
    “Shh.” I held up a hand. “I’m thinking.” 
 
    That description was familiar, so familiar! Not because I had read it or heard it before.  
 
    “I’ve seen that...” I murmured under my breath. “I’ve seen someone like that.” 
 
    “In your window?” Fiki asked. 
 
    “No, no,” I shook my head. Not in my bedroom window, but somewhere else. I could never remember images with the same clarity that I remembered written words. But there had been a word, hadn’t there? A word that went with the image? Vitiligo.  
 
    “Vitiligo!” I said aloud and the image came slamming back into my mind: an old, washed-out photo under pale purple lights. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Fiki asked. 
 
    “Isn’t it a skin condition?” Izumo said. 
 
    Ignoring their confusion, I whirled back around to face Kente. “Are you sure it was a man?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The person under the hood. Are you sure it was a man?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kente said and then paused. “I mean… actually… no. It was hard to tell.” 
 
    “Follow me!” I exclaimed and for once, I was the one who took off running. 
 
    Kente was the only one who kept pace with me as I raced out of the lobby, back through the hallway, to the hotel suite. In Daniel’s room, I found the Firebird bag and pulled out the Robin’s binder of criminal profiles. Fiki and Izumo caught up to us as I began flipping through the pages, and the three gathered on the floor around me. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Fiki asked, out of breath. 
 
    “There!” I found the photo I was looking for, and turned the binder so the others could see. 
 
    “Who is that?” Fiki asked. 
 
    “Ethica Sekhmet,” I said, “the daughter of Shumba Sekhmet.” 
 
    “Shumba Sekhmet?” Kente said in horror, “as in Kalleyso?” 
 
    “Yeah. You know him?” 
 
    “Everyone on Duna knows Kalleyso,” Izumo said. “He’s the most infamous criminal in Carytha.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kente said. “He killed more police officers and crime fighters than any other criminal in history.” 
 
    “Okay, well this is a picture of his daughter,” I said, pushing the binder toward Kente. “Does she look familiar?” 
 
    “Not really.” Kente knelt on the carpet to look more closely. “Unless… wait…” Reaching out, he covered the picture with his slender hand, leaving only the girl’s single black eye visible in the crook of his thumb. 
 
    “Great Falleke!” he exclaimed with as much terror as excitement. “That’s it! That’s the eye!” 
 
    “But she’s dead,” Fiki said in a low voice as her eyes skimmed the text beneath the picture. “It says Koro Robin Thundyil found her dead, with half her head smashed in.” 
 
    “Her father tore out her blue eye,” Kente whispered, his own eyes widening. “That’s why the black eye was the only one I could see! It’s the only one she has.” 
 
    “But she shouldn’t have survived at all.” Fiki was shaking her head. “The injuries described here... no one could survive that!” 
 
    “Are you saying I saw a ghost?” Kente asked, like it was a real possibility. 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” I said with more confidence than I felt. “There’s no such thing as ghosts. Obviously, she’s not dead. She must have survived somehow.” 
 
    “Well, if she survived the attack, how come nobody knew about it?” Izumo asked. “Robin Thundyil, the police, someone should have a record of her existence.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe someone hid her.” 
 
    “But who?” Kente said. “Why would they do that? And why has she been following us?” 
 
    “If she’s Kalleyso’s daughter,” Izumo said slowly, “she might have a vendetta against Firebird.” 
 
    “Or against her father,” Fiki suggested. “He did try to kill her.” 
 
    “Except what if he didn’t?” Kente whispered dramatically. “What if her death was faked? What if hiding her was all part of some big plan?” 
 
    As overexcited as Kente was, his theory wasn’t entirely crazy. If Ethica Sekhmet’s death had been staged, it was completely possible that she was part of some larger scheme. 
 
    We bounced ideas around for a long time. Kente seemed sure that Robin had faked Ethica’s death and kept her hidden these past eight years as some kind of secret ally. But none of us could find a reason that she would hide from us, if she really was trying to help. Fiki suggested that the police might have faked her death, but we couldn’t come up with any reason they would do that. Then there was, of course, the most chilling possibility: that this had all been orchestrated by Kalleyso. If that was true, we were in over our heads in a mind game with a dangerous killer. 
 
    “So basically, there’s no way to tell what her motives are,” I said after we had batted each theory around a dozen times. “We just don’t have enough information.” 
 
    “But at least we have a name!” Kente said, ever the optimist. “We figured out who she is! I can’t believe we figured that out! Joan, you’re so smart! Wait until we tell Daniel!” 
 
    “Actually…” I looked back down at the binder. “I don’t think hearing about this will put Daniel in a very good mood.” 
 
    He had been upset enough at the mere suggestion that Kalleyso might be a suspect. How would he react when he found out we were being stalked by the ghost of Kalleyso’s butchered daughter? 
 
    “Why wouldn’t Daniel want to hear about it?” Kente asked. 
 
    “It’s complicated,” I said. “I’ll try to explain later.” 
 
    “So, you think we shouldn’t tell him?” Fiki asked. 
 
    “We will tell him,” I said, “just after the funeral. He doesn’t need to deal with this right now.” 
 
    Just then the doors to the suite slid open to reveal Sadiki. “Joan Kama,” she started, but paused when she saw the four of us huddled around the binder. “I can come back later if you’re in the middle of a case.” 
 
    “No.” I closed the files and stood with them clutched to my chest. “No, we’re fine.” 
 
    “I’m here to see if Daniel is awake. Kuyasse Kama wants to speak with him before we prepare to leave.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. He left, actually.” 
 
    “He left?” Sadiki looked alarmed. “Why?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Did he say where he was going?” 
 
    “Um… the temple?” I said uncertainly. 
 
    “Oh.” Sadiki relaxed. “That’s… that is good,” she said with a small smile. “That’s where Jali Kuyasse wanted to take him anyway. But if he went on his own, that is much better. How long ago did he leave?” 
 
    “I um… I’m not sure. I still wasn’t used to the Dunian style of measuring time. “I guess—maybe, two waatinu?” 
 
    “Then he has had some time,” Sadiki said. “We should go get him.” 
 
    “Can we come, too?” Kente asked. 
 
    “You should all come,” Sadiki said. “After we collect Daniel from the temple, it will be time for you and Daniel to part ways. I imagine that you will want to say goodbye.” 
 
    As my friends helped me gather the files back into the Firebird bag, I found myself smiling. I knew it was a weird time to smile—with Robin dead and a legion of mysterious murderers waiting for us in Carytha—but I couldn’t help it. I didn’t know why. Maybe it was the knowledge that I had built something here, a set of wings for the next time Daniel plunged off the edge of a cliff. They might be baby wings, wobbly and untested, but maybe they would be enough to break a fall, to glide, until we were ready to fly. 
 
      
 
    ........ 
 
      
 
    The temple was alive with voices, the somber murmur of spirits and, beyond that, the echoes of song from the main chamber. When we didn’t find Daniel with the Orphan or the Dead, Sadiki waved down a young fina in black robes. 
 
    “Gidanke,” Sadiki addressed him like an equal. “I ni soxoma.” 
 
    “Mba.” The fina gave a respectful nod as soon as he took in her richly patterned jaseli’s robes. 
 
    “Nnse,” Sadiki said. “I’m wondering if you could help us with something.” 
 
    “Of course, Jaliyaa.” 
 
    “We’re looking for a Disanka boy, Daniel Thundyil.” 
 
    “Oh, Daniel Thundyil?” the fina said. “He’s been here since dawn, when we opened the doors. He spent a long time speaking with the Spirits of the Dead. It seems there was a lot to say.” 
 
    “Is he still in the temple?” Sadiki asked. 
 
    “I think so, Jaliyaa. After they spoke, the spirits advised him to contact his friends back in his hometown. He is doing as they said.” 
 
    “Where?” Sadiki asked. 
 
    “The sitting room,” the fina said, pointing to a doorway further down the hall. “It’s just through there.” 
 
    “You four go ahead,” Sadiki said to us. “I need to tell my jakama to meet us here. And anyway, you should be the first to speak to him.” 
 
    On our way into the side chamber, we almost tripped over a pair of chasing toddlers. 
 
    “Oh!” Fiki laughed, picking up one of the toppled children and putting him back on his feet. “Sorry, little one!" 
 
    The room seemed to be a sitting area for parents with children too small to behave in the temple’s main chambers. Holographic screens displayed the finawu’s performance in real time while children crawled and played on the colorfully carpeted floor. A few women sat on benches with their shirts off, chatting cheerfully with one another as they breastfed their babies. A young father knelt on the floor, playing a game that looked like mancala with a little girl. And, at the very back of the chamber, was Daniel. He sat sideways on the far bench, leaning over his info-com device to speak to the glowing hologram of a golden-haired boy. 
 
    “I don’t want you to miss school because of this, Lucian,” I heard him say as we drew closer. “Please, don’t feel like you have to—” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous!” Lucian said. “We’re going to be there with you. That’s more important than anything.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Oh!” Lucian’s face broke into a radiant smile, and he waved from the hologram.  
 
    “What?” Daniel blinked in confusion and then turned around to see the four of us. 
 
    “Good to see you, Izumo!” Lucian called. “Hello again, Joan, Fiki!” 
 
    “Hi!” Fiki said brightly. 
 
    “What are you guys doing here?” Daniel asked. 
 
    “We came to make sure you were okay,” Fiki said. 
 
    “And to tell you a cool thing,” Kente said, bouncing in excitement. 
 
    “What? What cool thing?” 
 
    For a moment, I worried that Kente was about to blab about Ethica Sekhmet. 
 
    Instead, he just said, “We’re going to be your people!” 
 
    “Oh—What?” Daniel said in confusion. 
 
    “Joan said you needed help with your… super… secret cool stuff, so we’re going to help you with it! We’re going to be your senkuli, and your numu, and your koronu—and—whatever you need. We’re going to help you with your work.” 
 
    “What? Y-you guys… are you sure?” Daniel asked seriously. 
 
    “Of course!” Kente exclaimed as Fiki and Izumo nodded their agreement. 
 
    “Joan was very convincing,” Fiki added with a smile. 
 
    “But… are you sure?” Daniel asked in Yammaninke as though to make certain the two Yammankalu had understood. 
 
    “We just said yes,” Fiki laughed, “if you’ll have us.” 
 
    “Of course, I—it’s up to you,” Daniel said. “But… I guess, I just don’t understand why. This is dangerous work. You’ve all seen how dangerous it can be, and it’s about to get a lot worse, and—and you don’t know if I’ll be any good at it. I don’t even know if—” 
 
    “You will be,” Fiki said confidently. “We’re going to make sure of it.” 
 
    Fiki held Daniel in that uncompromisingly honest gaze of hers and I watched his expression dissolve from surprise into gratitude. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said softly. “I don’t know what to… thank you.” 
 
    “Wow,” holographic Lucian said with a smile. “Daniel, you haven’t even gotten to school yet and you already have a following of five people.” 
 
    “There are four of them,” Daniel pointed out. 
 
    “And one of me,” Lucian said indignantly. “I just spent a half gbaati explaining how you’re not getting rid of me. Good try.” 
 
    “So, you’ll keep an eye on him through the funeral?” Izumo said, leaning past Daniel to speak to the hologram. 
 
    Lucian smiled. “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    Sadiki came into the room then, lifting up her robes to step over a few children. “Daniel Kama, I’m sorry to interrupt. Your uncle and the others are here if you are ready to come with us. And your friends should go soon if they want to get seats together. Those Daybreak-bound ships always fill up ahead of schedule.” 
 
    “Right.” Daniel said, drawing his shoulders back. “Bye for now, Lucian. I’ll see you at the—see you back in Livingston.” 
 
    “See you soon, Daniel,” Lucian said and the hologram disappeared. 
 
    “You should probably take this with you,” I said, unslinging the Firebird bag from my shoulder to hand it to Daniel. 
 
    “Oh.” He took the bag and looked down at it. “I actually think it would be better if you took this to Daybreak with you.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. “Don’t you want it to stay with you?” 
 
    Daniel shook his head. “It’s going to be a public funeral. Everybody’s going to be watching. It wouldn’t be smart to try to hide anything on me—even between the spaceship and the house. And you… you’re more careful than I am.” 
 
    “Is there anything we can do for you?” Kente asked. 
 
    Daniel shook his head. Then, “Wait,” he said. “Wait, yes. There is one thing.” He pointed to me. “Take care of her. If I’m your koro, so is she. She helped me fit in at school in a different dimension. I won’t be there to help her at Daybreak, so you have to make sure she’s okay.” 
 
    “We all knew that, stupid!” Kente said with a laugh. “We weren’t going to leave her alone!” 
 
    “Kente!” Fiki scolded. “That wasn’t a very polite way to—” 
 
    But before she could finish, Daniel surged forward and hugged Kente. 
 
    “Oh…” Wrapped up in what had to be a bone-crushing embrace, Kente could only blink in surprise. “What—what—” 
 
    “I’m so glad we found you,” Daniel said. 
 
    “Well…” Kente said with a smile, “technically, I found you.” 
 
    Daniel let out a huff of laughter and released Kente. “You guys should go,” he said. “I don’t want you to miss your ship.” He gave Izumo a deep bow, then took Fiki’s hand and touched it to his lips. The last thing he did was press the Firebird bag into my arms. “Hold onto this for me.”  
 
    “Okay.” I nodded, clutching the bag to close to my chest. “I’ll keep it safe, I promise.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    For a moment, his hands rested on mine. The first time our hands had touched, back in a condemned classroom in my middle school, the feel of his nyama had hit me like a lightning bolt. My life seemed to change in that moment, with the realization that finally, finally I had found someone like me. Since then, I had learned that Daniel wasn’t like me at all. He was a creature of a different world, where race, religion, and the foundations of civilization itself were flipped around in ways that made no sense to me. He was strong in all the ways I wasn’t, weak in all the ways I wasn’t, and brave in ways I couldn’t begin to understand. Yet, when my hands touched his, we were synchronized. We were stronger. There was something better in his touch than an exciting crackle of sparks or a burst of heat. There was a Hum that harmonized with mine. It was a feeling that stayed with me even as he let go and stepped back. 
 
    “I’ll see you all at school,” he said, and with a last smile at the four of us, he followed Sadiki out of the temple. 
 
    We all watched them leave, but Kente stood, staring after them long after they were gone, an elated smile on his face. 
 
    “Kente?” I said when he didn’t move. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Did you see that?” the senkuli said, still grinning ear to ear. “He hugged me!” 
 
      
 
    ........ 
 
      
 
    By the time our little group gathered up our luggage and reached the dock, the floor was already packed with Daybreak students lugging their bags onto the ship’s and calling out to find their friends over each other’s heads. Most of the crowd converged on a long conveyor belt that carried people’s luggage from the dock into the ship. 
 
    “Thank you again for helping with my bags,” Fiki said as I adjusted my grip on one of her suitcases. “I know they’re heavy.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t be so heavy if you’d left some of your art supplies in Bakwendi,” Kente said. He was carrying one of his own bags atop his head so he had a hand for one of Fiki’s. “I’m sure they have paint and tools in Carytha.” 
 
    “But they won’t be my paint and my tools,” Fiki said. “It’s not the same.” 
 
    Kente rolled his eyes. “Numuwu are so sentimental.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sentimental?” Fiki laughed indignantly. “This from the boy who left half his shirts behind so he could bring his trading card collection.” 
 
    Through a narrow strip of window, I could see the ship, docked and waiting. It was a huge gold vessel, big enough to seat the two-hundred-some Daybreak students departing from Dakkabana. 
 
    “Isn’t it beautiful!” Izumo exclaimed, more animated than I had ever seen him. 
 
    He explained that dozens of powerful magnets on the ship’s outer shell stuck to magnets on the outside of Dakkabana, holding the vessel still for boarding. A thick glass tube extended from the side of the ship and connected to a port in Dakkabana’s outside wall. Once the staff at the controls had double checked the environment controls and airtight seals, the doors opened, allowing passengers to file down the tube onto the ship.  
 
    “We’re going to walk through that thing?” I asked, staring at the glass gangway tube with nervous fascination. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Izumo told me as the gangway doors irised open. “It’s Zilazen glass, not as fragile as it might look.” 
 
    An automated voice reminded us that all passengers and luggage had to be loaded up in half a gbaati, in time for the ship to use Dakkabana’s powerful rotation to slingshot it back toward Duna. 
 
    As we hurried to load luggage onto the conveyor belt, a pair of pigtails bounced into view and an excited voice exclaimed, “Fiki, Kente, you’re alive!” 
 
    It was Rajani. 
 
    “What happened to you guys?” she asked. “I looked everywhere for you! Then this morning, I checked your hotel rooms and you weren’t there. I thought you’d been arrested!” 
 
    “Oh.” Fiki exchanged a guilty look with Kente. “Sorry about that.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t mind as long as you tell me the story at some point,” Rajani said casually. “Also, you’re going to want to duck now.” 
 
    “What? Why?”  
 
    “Just get down, now,” Rajani said and dropped, pulling Kente to the floor with her. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Fiki asked as she and the rest of us crouched down beside the conveyor belt with Rajani. 
 
    “It’s Maadi and Alexis,” Rajani whispered, nodding to the two upperclassmen as they moved through the crowd past us. “They’re not super happy that you two ran away from the hotel—or that I let you do it.” She winced. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “They were so mad that I just lied and said you guys snuck away while I wasn’t looking. I’ve been avoiding them ever since.” 
 
    “Oh, Rajani, we’re sorry!” Fiki said earnestly. “We didn’t mean to get you into trouble.” 
 
    “Like I said, it’s fine as long as you tell me the story.” She straightened up and looked around. “They’re gone now. You can get up.”  
 
    While Kente helped Fiki load the last of her bags, Izumo and I went ahead to save seats on the ship.  
 
    “Hello again,” a voice said as we joined the line and I turned to see Koko Kiita. 
 
    “Oh—i—i ni soxoma,” I said, unsure of whether I should panic or not. Back in her civilian clothes, she looked less threatening, but the bruise on her face was a reminder that the last time we had met, we had not been on the same side.  
 
    “Thundyil isn’t here, huh?” she said, looking around. 
 
    “No, he’s—” 
 
    “Off to the funeral?” Koko said grimly. 
 
    “Oh—yes,” I said in surprise. “How did you know?” 
 
    “I heard the news about his father this morning,” she said. “That’s so terrible. And I’m sorry for…” She shook her head. “I didn’t know.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said, relieved that she didn’t seem angry. “He was... he was looking for a fight.” I didn’t know how to say, ‘he won’t hold it against you,’ so I settled for, “I think he was very happy to fight you.” 
 
    That made Koko smile. “Glad I could help. Still… maybe it would be best if we didn’t speak about any of the stuff that happened here on Dakkabana,” Koko said, “to anyone.” She gave me a pointed, intense look and I understood: Koko wasn’t protecting our secrets so much as she was protecting her own honor. During our first run-in, Daniel had handily bested her. And during the second, she had been outmaneuvered by an adyn. That probably wasn’t the kind of thing a proud fighter wanted getting out at school. 
 
    “I won’t say anything if you won’t,” I said with what I hoped was a friendly smile. I noticed that Koko’s eyes had gone to my hands. 
 
    “Seems like you have some interesting abilities,” she said and looked back up at my face with a frightening trace of the hunger that had been in her eyes when she talked about Daniel. “Do you fight at all?” 
 
    “No,” I said quickly before realizing that that wasn’t exactly true. “I mean—I don’t know.” 
 
    “You don’t know?” Koko said in confusion. 
 
    “I’m still figuring it out,” I said. That was the truth, although Koko was still looking at me like I might be crazy. 
 
    “Koko, hi!” a voice said and the two of us turned to find Kente and Fiki hurrying to join us in the line. 
 
    “Kente!” Koko smiled. “How’s my favorite senkuli?” 
 
    “Good! What were you two talking about?” Kente asked, looking from me to Koko. 
 
    “Nothing interesting,” Koko said and turned to moved forward with the line. 
 
    “So, Kente,” I said to change the subject. “Did you and Koko know each other before you worked in security together, or—” 
 
    I lost the rest of my words in a gasp as the floor vanished from beneath me. The movement of the line had carried us forward into the glass gangway tube. I was standing on clear Zilazen glass with the emptiness of space all around me. Judging by the jangle of unsettled nyama ringing through the crowded tube, I wasn’t the only one feeling uneasy. 
 
    “It’s okay,” a voice said and a dry, delicate hand touched mine. “I’m get a small bit scared of the tube too.” 
 
    Without really thinking about it, I slid my hand into Fiki’s. Her nyama was as shaky as mine, but when our grip tightened, we grew more stable together. There had been a time that I wouldn’t let anyone touch my hands, but it seemed normal to walk the length of the tube hand in hand with Fiki. 
 
    The inside of the spaceship wasn’t unlike the inside of a commercial airplane—just much bigger. It was crammed with rows upon rows of seats with narrow aisles cutting through and little circular windows set into the walls at the end of each row. 
 
    “Fiki? Kente?” a voice said and I turned to see Alexis, seated next to Maadi in one of the nearby rows. “You kids have some explaining to do.” 
 
    “Oh, look at that!” Kente exclaimed grabbing my arm. “It looks like this level is full!” 
 
    “Yep!” Fiki agreed even though there were entire rows of seats open. “We’ll have to try the next one!” 
 
    “Go, go, go!” Kente whispered, hurrying me toward a narrow set of stairs. 
 
    “Hey, wait!” Alexis started to get up from her seat, but Maadi stopped her with a hand on her arm. 
 
    “Not now, Lex,” I heard the manga koro say as we stumbled up the steps. “There’ll be time for that later.” 
 
    The second level of the spaceship was identical to the first but not as filled up. We went all the way to the back where we found four open seats, two near the window, and two on the other side of the narrow aisle. 
 
    “Have you ever been on a spaceship before, Joan?” Fiki asked. 
 
    “No,” I laughed, “my dimension doesn’t have a whole lot of spaceships.” 
 
    “Then you sit here by the window,” she said, motioning me in before her. “You should to see outside. My stomach is not so good in the spaceship, so I will sit here.” She took the seat by the aisle.  
 
    “Oh yeah,” Kente laughed as he and Izumo took the two seats across the aisle from us. “Careful, Joan. On our way here, Fiki threw up, like, three times.” 
 
    “It was one time,” Fiki glared at Kente and I sensed her cheeks heating up in embarrassment. “I already told her my stomach doesn’t like spaceships. I’m sure I’ll be fine this time.” 
 
    “And how long did you say this trip was going to take?” I asked as Fiki reached over to help me with the confusing seatbelt. 
 
    “I’m not know for sure,” Fiki said. 
 
    “Probably not any longer than three siiranu,” Izumo said across the aisle. 
 
    “Wow!” That was barely two minutes. No wonder people paid tons of money to be shot into space and back instead of just taking planes around Duna. 
 
    “Please fasten your seatbelts,” an automated voice said as I felt the magnets on the outside of the ship shift. “We are about to depart.” 
 
    Leaning back in my seat, I tried to relax. Nagging at the back of my mind was the knowledge that however harrowing these past three days had been, it was about to get a whole lot worse. On Duna, there were enemies waiting for us. And these weren’t going to be aggressive police or delinquent upperclassmen who might uncover our secrets. These would be criminals who would kill us if we messed up. 
 
    There was a ferocious hum of energy that only I could feel from the ship’s engines and the vessel surged into motion. Twisting around in my seat, I saw the golden fortress of Dakkabana shrink to a speck behind us. When I turned back, the planet was rushing up to swallow us in a vortex of cloud. Fiki groaned as we plunged toward the planet below. 
 
    “I think I need to throw up,” she said, putting her head between her hands. I probably should have turned to help her, but I was mesmerized by the whirl of atmosphere outside the window. “Yeah.” She fumbled with her seatbelt. “I need to throw up. Just a dinma.” 
 
    “Fiki, are you okay?” I asked, finally tearing my eyes from the window to turn to her. “Is there anything I can—” but the rest of the words died in my throat. 
 
    It wasn’t Fiki in the seat beside me. 
 
    “Hello, Joan,” a voice rasped, and there was that single eye, gleaming—vicious and intelligent—beneath a black hood. “Enjoying your first conscious ride in a spacecraft?” 
 
    Behind the hooded figure, Fiki was stumbling to the back of the ship. Kente had gotten up to help her while Izumo looked on in concern. None of them seemed to have noticed the black shrouded shape that had materialized in Fiki’s seat.  
 
    I opened my mouth to call to them, but the sound stuck in my throat. I couldn’t draw breath. I could only sit there, frozen in terror.  
 
    “You can scream if you want,” the hooded figure said with a joyless smile twisting the corner of her mouth. “No one will hear you.” 
 
    It was like Kente said: she seemed to have control over what everyone around her saw and heard. So, what was she? Through my breathless terror, I managed to stretch out my fingers, searching for the Hum of her nyama. I had gotten used to picking up people’s energy—the irrepressible pulse of Daniel’s, the timid waver of Izumo’s, the tender jingle of Fiki’s; even adyn bodies had their own quiet frequency. But there was nothing beneath that cloak; no body heat, no stir of breath or blood-flow. I couldn’t even feel a heartbeat. 
 
    “Trying to get a read on me.” The shadow let out a chuckle like rocks against sandpaper. “That’s not going to work, kiddo. Although, I will congratulate you on almost figuring out my identity.” 
 
    “A-almost?” I managed to ask. 
 
    “Almost.” 
 
    A hundred questions trembled on my tongue: who are you? How are you alive? What have you seen? Do you know who killed Robin? Was it your father? Why can’t I feel your nyama? Your heartbeat? Where is your heartbeat? 
 
    But I worried that I only had the voice for one, so I asked, “Which side are you on?” 
 
    “Neither,” she said lightly, “unless ghosts can keep grudges and alliances with the living.” 
 
    “Are you saying... a-are you...” but I couldn’t bring myself to finish asking: are you really dead? Because it was such a stupid question. Obviously, it wasn’t possible. 
 
    As I floundered, the shadow held out a hand as white as parchment. “Nice to meet you. I’m Ethica.” 
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    Cast of Characters 
 
    by Kafo, Family, and Name 
 
      
 
    Manga Koro 
 
      
 
    Also called the Kafo of Queens and Kings, the manga koronu are a class of warriors, military leaders, rulers, and politicians descended from the rulers of the First and Second Yammanka Empires. Manga koronu are considered to be best suited to positions of leadership and dominate the majority of high-ranking positions in the government and military of Yamma and many former Yammanka colonies. Manga koronu may intermarry with their own or with koronu. 
 
      
 
    BIIDA 
 
    The second oldest of the manga koro dynasties, based in central Yamma. 
 
    Queen Mandeya Biida a beloved Yammanka queen responsible for much of the current world order, the grandmother of King Dinga Biida 
 
    King Dinga Biida the new king of Yamma, the grandson of Queen Mandeya Biida 
 
      
 
    BIRAYE 
 
    The oldest of the manga koro dynasties, based in central Yamma, the Biraye trace their ancestry back to the founder of the First Yammanka Empire 
 
    Damina Biraye the founder of Daybreak Academy 
 
    King Dingana Biraye the first king of Yamma, the founder of the First Yammanka Empire, the son of Yittinka 
 
    Makamadi ‘Maadi’ Biraye (age 16, Yammanka, tajaka) a fourth-year student at Daybreak Academy, apprentice to Jali Kaia Wulenkaba, in a relationship with Alexis Chiba-Heidrich 
 
    Yittinka a mythical figure from the Donkili, the founding mother of the Biraye line 
 
      
 
    KENDE 
 
    The third oldest of the manga koro dynasties, based in central Yamma, the Kende are known for their overwhelming physical strength. 
 
    Naxato Kende (age 16, Yammanka, tajaka) a fourth-year student at Daybreak Academy, in a relationship with Siya Wagadu 
 
      
 
    WAGADU  
 
    The most successful and prolific of the manga koro dynasties, based in central Yamma, the Wagadu trace their ancestry back to the founders of the Second Yammanka Empire and have branches all over the world. The Wagadu are known for their confidence as leaders, their ferocity in battle, and the heat of their fire 
 
    Kinta Wagadu (age 14, Yammanka, tajaka) a second-year student at Daybreak Academy 
 
    King Makundana Wagadu the Yammanka king responsible for ordering the Great Burning in Hades 
 
    Siya Wagadu (age 16, Yammanka, tajaka) a fourth-year student at Daybreak Academy, in a relationship with Naxato Kende 
 
    Usumbe Wagadu (age 20, Yammanka, tajaka) a security guard under Chief Koma 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    HONORARY Manga Koro 
 
      
 
    Ruling families that are not strictly of royal Yammanka descent, but have been granted the status of manga koro by the Yammanka government. In some contexts, these families are afforded the legal and social privileges afforded to true Yammanka manga koronu, though often they are treated the same as regular koronu. 
 
      
 
    KIITA 
 
    An old and prestigious warrior family based in central Yamma, known for their skill at hunting, granted the status of honorary manga koro when many of the family’s members were ruling over Yammanka colonies 
 
    Bamako ‘Koko’ Kiita (age 13, Yammanka, tajaka) a first-year student at Daybreak Academy, an apprentice security guard under Chief Koma 
 
      
 
    THUNDYIL  
 
    A ruling Disanka family, granted the status of honorary manga koro after they aligned themselves with the Yammanka colonial powers in Disa and confirmed with royal jaseliwu that their ancestors acquired their taya through intermarriage with women of the Biraye and Wagadu lines. 
 
    Daniel Thundyil (age 13, Carythian, tajaka, fonyaka) a first-year student at Daybreak Academy, the son of Robin Thundyil 
 
    Rakesh Thundyil (age 46, Disanka-Carythian tajaka) co-founder founder of the Thundyil Law Firm, the identical twin brother of Robin Thundyil 
 
    Robin Thundyil (deceased at age 46, Disanka-Carythian tajaka) Firebird, co-founder founder of the Thundyil Law Firm, the identical twin brother of Rakesh Thundyil, father of Daniel Thundyil 
 
      
 
    ZANKARE 
 
    A prestigious koro family based in northern Yamma, known for their insatiable ambition and dangerous cunning. They hold the status of honorary manga koro because, historically, several members of the Zankare family (most notably Yamma’s first queen, Sansuma Zankare) have held the throne 
 
    Lieutenant Binta Zankare (age 33, Yammanka, tajaka) lieutenant security chief on Dakkabana, third in command of Chief Koma 
 
    Queen Sansuma Zankare the first woman to rule the Yammanka Empire 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kele koro 
 
      
 
    Also called the Common Kafo, Quiver-bearing Kafo, or the Kafo of Sickles and Spears, the koronu are a class of warriors, hunters, merchants, and farmers widely considered to be the default kafo of any person not tied by blood to any of the other kafonu. Koronu may be farmers, laborers, businessmen, doctors, or any profession that is not the exclusive province of another kafo, though the highest honor for a koronu is military service. Koronu may intermarry with their own or with manga koronu. 
 
      
 
    CHIBA 
 
    A farmer family based on the northern islands of Kaigen 
 
    Alexis Chiba-Heidrich (age 16, Carythian, jijaka) a fourth-year student at Daybreak Academy, in a relationship with Maadi Biraye 
 
      
 
    KANKAN 
 
    A prestigious warrior family with branches all over the world, based in central Yamma 
 
    Akuba Kankan (age 36, Yammanka, tajaka) a security guard, second in command to Chief Koma 
 
    Sam Kankan (age 22, Carythian, adyn) a servant in the Thundyil household 
 
      
 
    KOMA 
 
    A prestigious warrior family based in northern Yamma  
 
    Sidibe Koma (age 47, Yammanka, tajaka) the chief of security on Dakkabana 
 
      
 
    MATSUDA 
 
    An old warrior family based on the Kusanagi Peninsula in the Shirojima region of Kaigen. Historically, the Matsuda family has produced some of the best swordsmen in Kaigen. They are best known for the Sasayaiba or Whispering Blade, a technique passed from father to son among the most powerful fighters in the clan, wherein the fighter produces ice harder than steel in the shape of his weapon of choice 
 
    Matsuda Ayumi (age 13, Kaigenese, jijaka) a first-year student at Daybreak Academy, cousin of the Matsuda brothers Mamoru, Hiroshi, Nagasa, and Izumo 
 
    Matsuda Hiroshi (age 16, Kaigenese, jijaka) a fourth-year student at Daybreak Academy, the second son of Matsuda Misaki, the youngest known Matsuda to master the Whispering Blade 
 
    Matsuda Izumo (age 13, Kaigenese, jijaka) a first-year student at Daybreak Academy, the fourth and youngest son of Matsuda Misaki 
 
    Matsuda Mamoru (deceased at age 14, Kaigenese, jijaka) the first son of Matsuda Misaki 
 
    Matsuda Misaki (age 46, Kaigenese, jijaka) mother of Matsuda Mamoru, Hiroshi, Nagasa, and Izumo, old friend of Robin Thundyil, Elleen Elden, and Koli Kuruma 
 
    Matsuda Nagasa (age 14, Kaigenese, jijaka) a second-year student at Daybreak Academy, the third son of Matsuda Misaki 
 
      
 
    MIZUMAKI 
 
    A minor Kaigenese warrior family based in the Shirojima region of Kaigen 
 
    Shiku Mizumaki (age 43, Kaigenese-Carythian, jijaka) a criminal apprehended by Firebird 
 
      
 
    FOLA 
 
    A little-known koro family based in eastern Yamma 
 
    Doctor Fola (age 49, Yammanka, tajaka) a doctor in the Dakkabana hospital, jakama to Mori Biida 
 
      
 
    NANDIZA 
 
    A Sizwean warrior family, based in southern Sizwe 
 
    Kumbixi Nandiza (age 24, Sizwean-Yammanka, tajaka) a security guard under Chief Koma 
 
      
 
    MAGOZA 
 
    A prolific Sizwean warrior family, based in southern Sizwe 
 
    Hylan Magoza (age 31, Sizwean-Carythian, tajaka) a dagger-wielding assassin incarcerated by Firebird 
 
      
 
    TAU 
 
    A minor Native Baxarian koro family with branches in southern Carytha and northern Abiria 
 
    Hota Tau (age 30, Native Baxarian, tajaka) 
 
    Talutah Tau (age 32, Native Baxarian, tajaka) 
 
      
 
    SHENG 
 
    A world renowned fonyaka family based in eastern Ranga, known for producing unbeatable fighters and for possessing more bloodline techniques than any other family in history 
 
    Sheng Biao Long (age 58, Ranganese, fonyaka) the best living fighter in the world 
 
      
 
    DUNO 
 
    A minor warrior family based in eastern Yamma 
 
    Dankara Duno (age 27, Yammanka, tajaka) a security guard under Chief Koma 
 
      
 
    GUANG 
 
    A farmer family based in present day Ranga (formerly part of the Kaigenese Empire) 
 
    Guang Yang Cheng an explorer and astronomer from Old Kaigen who drew the first world maps 
 
      
 
    AKARA 
 
    A warrior family based in eastern Yamma 
 
    Maka Akara (age 29, Yammanka, tajaka) a security guard under Chief Koma 
 
      
 
    YAMBI 
 
    A farmer family based in southern Yamma 
 
    Dayo Yambi (deceased at age 31, Carythian, tajaka) an arms smuggler who died in an accidental explosion 
 
      
 
    OBA 
 
    A farmer family based in eastern Yamma 
 
    Aboka Oba (age 13, Yammanka, tajaka) a first-year student at Daybreak Academy 
 
     
 
    SUMBA 
 
    A farmer family with branches all over the world, based in southeastern Yamma, near the Abtyan border 
 
    Kevan Sumba (age 45, Carythian, adyn) a police officer from Livingston, Carytha, second in command to Captain Yakov Crow 
 
      
 
    TARORE 
 
    A prolific koro family based in central Yamma, with branches all over the world, known in ancient times for their skill with the bow and arrow, traditional allies of the Wagadu 
 
    Bori Tarore (age 47, Carythian, adyn) a servant in the Thundyil household 
 
    Kela Tarore (age 15, Yammanka, tajaka) a third-year student at Daybreak Academy, cousin of Segu Tarore 
 
    Oku Tarore (age 43, Yammanka, tajaka) a security guard under Chief Koma 
 
    Samil Tarore (age 25, Carythian, adyn) a police officer from Livingston, Carytha 
 
    Segu Tarore (age 16, Yammanka, tajaka) a fourth-year student at Daybreak Academy, cousin of Kela Tarore 
 
      
 
    OTHER 
 
    Koronu born to families with no jaseli-verified lineage 
 
    Rajani Allegre (age 13, Disanka-Carythian, tajaka, sondatigi) a first year student and Daybreak Academy 
 
    Broken Spear the founder of the Jamu Kurankite 
 
    Aaron Alexander (age 59, Carythian, adyn) a servant to the Thundyil family 
 
    Yakov Crow (age 41, Carythian, adyn) a police captain from Livingston, Carytha 
 
    Elleen Elden (age 47, Hadean-Carythian, littigi) Hellbat, wife of Uther Elden, mother of Lucian Elden, old friend of Robin Thundyil, Matsuda Misaki, and Koli Kuruma 
 
    Lucian Elden (age 13, Carythian, littigi) son of Elleen and Uther Elden, childhood friend of Daniel Thundyil 
 
    Uther Elden (age 44, Hadean, littigi) husband of Elleen Elden, father of Lucian Elden, old friend of Robin Thundyil 
 
    Dilan Lafont (age 34, Carythian, fankatigi) a criminal apprehended by Firebird 
 
    Kanya Strong (age 41, Carythian, adyn) a servant in the Thundyil household 
 
    Mateo Vargas (age 27, Carythian, adyn) a police officer from Livingston, Carytha, third in command to Captain Yakov Crow and Lieutenant Kevan Sumba 
 
      
 
      
 
    JASELI 
 
      
 
    Also known as the Kafo of Voices, the jaseliwu are a class of historians, musicians, and storytellers, whose role it is to guard their people’s history and to advise, entertain, and educate the rest of the population. Jaseliwu may intermarry with their own or with finawu. 
 
      
 
    BALASSEKE 
 
    A splinter branch of the older and more respected Gesseke line, known for the beautiful voices of their female singers, their skill on the balafon, and their cunning under pressure, often stereotyped as sneaky and self-serving 
 
    Bintu Balasseke (age 15, Yammanka, tajaka) Jaseli to Manga-koro Naxato Kende, a student at Daybreak Academy, co-jaseli to Jali Seku Tirama and Jali Nana Tirama 
 
    Mbali Balasseke (age 16, Yammanka, tajaka) Jaseli to Manga-koro Siya Wagadu, a student at Daybreak Academy, co-jaseli to her cousin Jali Kyanga Gesseke 
 
      
 
    GESSEKE 
 
    One of the oldest of the jaseli lines, the Gesseke trace their lineage back to the court jaseliwu of the Second Kingdom in Yamma. 
 
    Kyanga Gesseke (age 16, Yammanka, tajaka) a fourth-year student at Daybreak Academy, jaseli to Siya Wagadu, co-jaseli to her cousin Jali Mbali Balasseke 
 
    Maru Gesseke (age 26, Carythian, tajaka) a reporter with Livingston’s Karanyang News 
 
      
 
    HARPER 
 
    A Hadean-Carythian family based in southern Carytha, one of the few white families ever legitimized as jaseliwu by the Yammanka government 
 
    Danika Harper (age 32, Carythian, tajaka) a news anchor with Livingston’s Karanyang News 
 
    Maka Harper (age 39, Carythian, tajaka) a professor of history and ethno-musicology at Daybreak Academy, second cousin to news anchor Danika Harper 
 
      
 
    KUYASSE 
 
    The oldest of the jaseli lines, the Kuyasse trace their ancestry back to a period before the First Yammanka Kingdom and are known for their achingly beautiful voices, their deep knowledge of history, and their skill with the kora 
 
    Suraya ‘Sura’ Kuyasse (age 55, Yammanka, tajaka) jaseli to Robin and Rakesh Thundyil, jakama to Sadiki Tirama 
 
    Yura Kuyasse (age 17, Yammanka, tajaka) a fifth-year student at Daybreak Academy, a spokesperson and translator under the patronage of the school 
 
      
 
    WULENKABA 
 
    A Native Baxarian family of oral traditionalists based in northwestern Abiria, granted the status of jaseli by the Yammanka government. 
 
    Kaia Wulenkaba (age 51, Abirian, tajaka) a professor of advanced historiography and political science at Daybreak Academy, head of the school’s history department 
 
      
 
    TIRAMA 
 
    The most successful and second oldest of the jaseli lineages, the Tirama are known for their quick wit and ruthlessness 
 
    Namudana Tirama (deceased at age 40, Yammanka, tajaka) a civil rights activist assassinated for releasing jaseli secrets to the public, best friend of Kante Kuruma 
 
    Nana Tirama (age 15, Yammanka-Carythian, tajaka) a third-year student at Daybreak Academy, jaseli to Naxato Kende, apprentice and co-jaseli to her brother Seku Tirama and co-jaseli to Jali Bintu Balasseke 
 
    Sadiki Tirama (age 19, Yammanka-Carythian, tajaka) back-up jaseli under the patronage of the Thundyil family, apprentice to Suraya Kuyasse 
 
    Seku Tirama (age 17, Yammanka-Carythian, tajaka) a fifth-year student at Daybreak Academy, jaseli Naxato Kende, jakama and co-jaseli to his sister Nana Tirama and Bintu Balasseke 
 
      
 
      
 
    FINA 
 
      
 
    Also known as the Falleke’s Kafo, the finawu are class of religious teachers, historians, preachers, and musicians. An ancient offshoot of the jaseli kafo (specifically the Kuyasse family), the finawu control all temples and religious education. Finawu may intermarry with their own or with jaseliwu. 
 
      
 
    SEKHMET 
 
    An ancient fina family based in central Abtya. Many Sekhmets have branched out to pursue koro professions, though they are said to retain a deep connection to the occult. 
 
    Shumba Sekhmet (age 30, Carythian, tajaka) Kalleyso, an infamous criminal apprehended by Firebird, husband of Yun Sekhmet, father of Ethica and Amas Sekhmet 
 
    Yun Sekhmet (deceased, nationality and powers unknown) wife of Shumba Sekhmet, mother of Ethica and Amas Sekhmet 
 
    Amas Sekhmet (deceased at age 1, Carythian, powers unknown) son of Shumba and Yun Sekhmet 
 
    Ethica Sekhmet (deceased at age 8, Carythian, powers unknown) daughter of Shumba and Yun Sekhmet 
 
      
 
      
 
    NuMu 
 
      
 
    Also known as the Smith’s Kafo, the numu are a class of craftsmen, architects, and engineers. Traditionally, numuwu are associated with metal-working, though they also work in wood, ceramics, stone, and synthetic materials. Numuwu may intermarry with their own or with senkuliwu.  
 
      
 
    KURUMA 
 
    One of the oldest and most esteemed numu clans, the Kuruma have many branches that, all together, control the vast majority of the world’s steel production and machinery manufacture. 
 
    Kante Kuruma (deceased at age 36, Yammanka, tajaka) the founder of the Kafoka Rights Movement in Yamma that won non-koronu the right to own and control their own businesses 
 
    Koli Kuruma (age 45, Yammanka, tajaka) a reclusive genius, an old friend of Robin Thundyil, Elleen Elden, and Matsuda (then Tsusano) Misaki, the inventor of all Firebird’s tech including the Firebird coat and the Thundyils’ inter-dimensional pod 
 
    Mori Kuruma (Yammanka, tajaka) father of Kante Kuruma, founder of Kuruma Steel 
 
    Siramori Kuruma (age 16, Yammanka-Carythian, tajaka) a fourth-year student at Daybreak Academy, numu to Naxato Kende 
 
      
 
    KOUMBIA 
 
    One of the oldest and most esteemed numu clans, the Koumbia control the vast majority of the world’s ceramics and kayiri production 
 
    Jamari Koumbia (age 16, Yammanka-Carythian, tajaka) a fourth-year student at Daybreak Academy, numu to Naxato Kende 
 
    Mani Koumbia (age 39, Yammanka, tajaka) numu to Rakesh Thundyil 
 
      
 
    DUMBAYA 
 
    A prominent numu family that controls the production of most of the world’s electronic devices 
 
    Sibi Dumbaya (Yammanka, tajaka) the mother of famed civil rights activist, Kante Kuruma, co-founder of the Kuruma Steel company along with her husband Mori Kuruma 
 
      
 
    ZITHATHWA 
 
    A minor splinter group of the Kuruma family, based in a poor region of southern Sizwe, most Zithathwa work in construction and car repair 
 
    Fikile ‘Fiki’ Zithathwa (age 13, Sizwean, tajaka) a first-year student at Daybreak Academy, a childhood friend of Kente Ekwenzi 
 
      
 
      
 
    SENKULI 
 
      
 
    Also known as the Glassworking Kafo, the senkuli are a class of craftsmen, architects, and engineers famous for their ability to produce various types of durable glass and ceramics. Originally an offshoot of the numu kafo (founded when members of the Kuruma and Koumbia families illegally intermarried with kafoless northern tribesmen), the senkuliwu gained the status of an independent kafo when their founding members discovered the secret to making near-impervious glass. Senkuliwu may intermarry with their own or with numuwu 
 
      
 
    ZILAZEN 
 
    The oldest of the senkuli lines and the founders of the kafo, based in northern Yamma, known for discovering the secret to the light-weight, nearly impervious Zilazen glass. All other senkuli families are offshoots of the Zilazen by either apprenticeship or descent. 
 
    Tura Zilazen (age 16, Yammanka, tajaka) a fourth-year student at Daybreak Academy, senkuli to Naxato Kende 
 
      
 
    EKWENZI 
 
    A minor splinter group of the Zilazen based in Eastern Yamma, the Ekwenzi specialize in jewelry making 
 
    Kente Ekwenzi (age 13, Yammanka, tajaka) a first-year student at Daybreak Academy, childhood friend of Fiki Zithathwa 
 
      
 
    MISCELLANEOuS 
 
      
 
    Joan Messi-Thundyil (age 13, French-American (Earth), tajaka, jijaka, fonyaka, unnamed power to manipulate metals and some other solid objects) a first-year student at Daybreak Academy 
 
    Principal Mogo the current principal of Daybreak Academy 
 
    Solvetta (age 11, real name and nationality unknown) a criminal apprehended by Firebird 
 
    Killer 31 (age, powers, and nationality unknown) the theonite who killed Robin Thundyil 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Glossary 
 
      
 
    Abiria a country occupying the southern part of the continent of North Baxaria, a former Yammanka colony populated by the descendants of indigenous Abirians, Yammanka colonizers, and the Hadean slaves they brought with them 
 
    Abtya a country occupying the northwestern part of the continent of Kelendugu, populated mostly by tajakalu 
 
    adyn a person with no theonite nyamaya, telekinetic abilities, or enhanced strength (by Earth standards, a regular human being) 
 
    awa a Yammaninke word meaning ‘so,’ ‘well,’ ‘okay,’ ‘good,’ or ‘um’ 
 
    ba a Yammaninke adjective meaning ‘big,’ ‘great,’ or ‘important’; a Yammaninke noun meaning ‘important person’ 
 
    Ba a respectful suffix for an important person 
 
    Bakwendi a small town in central Yamma, formerly part of the Banta Empire 
 
    banbo the Yammaninke word for ‘south’ 
 
    Banjoya a prominent city in central Yamma, the former seat of the Banta Empire, which opposed Yammanka rule until the end of the Second Kingdom, when King Banjoya, for whom the city is named, accepted Yammanka rule 
 
    Basadenyaa a popular fictional superhero on Duna (called ‘Gecko Girl’ in most Lindish translations) 
 
    Bemba a mythical figure in Falleya, the first male human ancestor 
 
    Bembadon the sixth day of the eight-day Dunian week, named for the mythical human ancestor Bemba from the Donkili, a day of rest, peace, and family 
 
    Biladugu a country on the continent of Namindugu, populated by the descendants of various indigenous peoples and colonizers from Abtya and Yamma 
 
    bogolan a traditional type of Yammanka fabric associated with wealth and status 
 
    Carytha a country occupying the northern part of the continent of North Baxaria, a former Yammanka colony populated by the descendants of various indigenous peoples, Yammanka colonizers, and Hadean slaves  
 
    Chakadon the fourth day of the eight-day Dunian week, named for the mythical human ancestor Chaka from the Donkili, a day of work 
 
    dafe a Yammanka article of clothing consisting of a large rectangle of fabric that can be worn around the waist, shoulders, or head, also called a ‘wrapper’ 
 
    Dakkabana an international space center operated primarily by Yamma, with different sectors belonging to other nations 
 
    dinma (pl: dinmanu) a Dunian measure of time (roughly equivalent to one and a half seconds) 
 
    Disa a country on the continent of Namindugu, a former Yammanka colony populated by the primarily tajaka descendants of native Disankalu and Yammanka colonizers 
 
    Disanka (pl: Disankalu) a person from Disa; an adjective describing a person or thing originating from the nation of Disa or its culture 
 
    Disaninke the main language spoken in the country of Disa 
 
    doni doni a Yammaninke phrase translating roughly to ‘calm down’ or ‘take it easy’ 
 
    Donkili a song performed by finawu to teach others about the history of the world and its relationship to the religion of Falleya 
 
    Dugubali the name of the Falleya Spirit of the Stranger, meaning literally ‘placeless’ 
 
    Duna a planet that closely resembles Earth in a dimension that parallels ours 
 
    Duna Fune the Yammaninke word for Earth, meaning literally ‘Twin of Duna’ 
 
    euphorium an illegal drug 
 
    Fa-Kiye a reverent address for God, Kiye, in the Yammanka religion of Falleya, meaning literally ‘Father Kiye’ (sometimes used as a mild oath) 
 
    fankatigi (pl. fankatigiwu) a sub-theonite with physical strength equal to or surpassing that of the average theonite 
 
    faja the primal male vital force, the source of consciousness, instinct, and rudimentary reasoning (combines with naja in living beings to create the higher vital force of nyamaya) 
 
    Falleke the holy union of God, Kiye, and Goddess, Nyaare, in the Yammanka religion of Falleya 
 
    Falleya a Yammanka religion centered on the Falleke (the marriage between God, Kiye and Goddess, Nyaare) 
 
    fankama (pl. fankamanu) patron or master of the household, similar to English ‘Master’ 
 
    fankatigi (pl: fankatiwu) a person with superhuman physical strength but no theonite nyamaya or other special abilities 
 
    fina (pl: finawu) a member of the fina kafo; a prefix for a member of the fina kafo, similar to the English ‘Mr.’ or ‘Ms.’ 
 
    finayaa a respectful address for a female member of the fina kafo, roughly equivalent to the English ‘ma’am’ 
 
    Firebird the alter ego Robin Thundyil used when fighting crime 
 
    fonya a shortened form of fonyoya the ability to control air 
 
    fonyaka a shortened form of fonyojaka (pl: fonyakalu) a person with fonya (the ability to control air) 
 
    fonyo the Yammaninke word for ‘wind’ 
 
    gbaati a shortened form of kewaati or kettewaati (pl: gbaatinu) a Yammanka measure of time (36 minutes in Earth time) 
 
    gidan a Yammanka term of endearment for a sibling or close friend 
 
    goroji the Yammaninke word for liquid caffeine 
 
    Grotta a high-security prison in Livingston, Carytha, specifically designed to contain powerful theonite criminals 
 
    Hades the westernmost country on the continent of Namindugu, a former Yammanka colony, the original homeland of most of Duna’s adyns 
 
    haketo the Yammaninke word for ‘forgive me,’ ‘excuse me,’ ‘pardon me’ 
 
    Hellbat the alter ego Elleen Elden uses to fight crime 
 
    hen the Yammaninke word for ‘yes’ 
 
    Imma Fini an upscale instant clothes printing service on Duna 
 
    i ni soxoma a Yammaninke greeting used in the morning, meaning literally ‘you and the morning’ 
 
    i ni kiye a Yammaninke greeting used in the afternoon, meaning literally ‘you and the sun’ 
 
    isandlabali an acrobatic, kicking-based fighting style developed by Baxarian and Kaigenese slaves in northern Sizwe, meaning literally ‘handless’ 
 
    Isi-Sizwe the primary language spoken in the country of Sizwe 
 
    ja a type of spiritual energy in the Yammanka religion of Falleya 
 
    jakama (pl. jakamanu) the Yammaninke word meaning ‘teacher,’ ‘mentor,’ or ‘master,’ a formal address used by an apprentice to address their mentor 
 
    Jamu Kurankite a global peace-keeping and humanitarian aid force of highly trained theonites based in Yamma, meaning literally the ‘Peace Army’ 
 
    Jamuttaana (pl: Jamuttaananu) an agent of the Jamu Kurankite 
 
    jarabolo a fighting style that mixes wrestling and high contact techniques, taught in koro schools across Kelendugu, meaning literally ‘lion arm’ 
 
    Jali a prefix for a member of the jaseli kafo, similar to the English ‘Mr.’ or ‘Ms.’ 
 
    jaliden a diminutive address for a young member of the jaseli kafo  
 
    jalido a jaseli-exclusive hall where high-ranking jaseliwu gather to discuss matters that are secret from the public 
 
    Jalike a respectful address for a male member of the jaseli kafo, roughly equivalent to the English ‘Sir.’ 
 
    jaliya the ‘way of the jaseli’ 
 
    Jaliyaa a respectful address for a female member of the jaseli kafo, roughly equivalent to the English ‘Ma’am.’ 
 
    jaseli (pl: jaseliwu) a member of the endogamous Yammanka social class that manipulates nyama through speech, music, and dance 
 
    ji the Yammaninke word for ‘water’ 
 
    jijaka (pl: jijakalu) a theonite with the ability to control water  
 
    jiya the ability to control water 
 
    jonn the Yammaninke word for ‘slave’ 
 
    Joyakalo the tenth month of the twelve-month Dunian calendar, named for the mythical human ancestor Joya from the Donkili (roughly coincides with Earth’s April) 
 
    Jungsan the capital city of the Kaigenese Empire 
 
    ka a Yammaninke word for ‘person’ 
 
    kabaka a shortened form of kabajaka (pl: kabakalu) a person with the ability to control stone and/or other solid materials (thought to have died out centuries ago) 
 
    Kabadon the second day of the eight-day Dunian week, named for the mythical human ancestor Kaba from the Donkili, a day of work 
 
    kafo (pl. kafonu) an endogamous occupation-based social class 
 
    kafoka (pl. kafokalu) a Yammaninke word used to refer to people of a kafo other than the koro kafo and/or individuals outside one’s own kafo 
 
    Kaigen a country occupying the easternmost part of the continent of Namindugu (the center of the Kaigenese Empire, home to most of Duna’s jijakalu) 
 
    Kaigengua the primary language spoken in the country of Kaigen and the Kaigenese Empire 
 
    kallaana a racial slur used to refer to white adyns, meaning ‘corpse’ in Yammaninke 
 
    Kama a respectful address for the head of the household (one’s fankama), one’s mentor (one’s jakama), or someone in a position of authority over the speaker, roughly equivalent to the English ‘Master,’ can be used as a suffix to a first or last name 
 
    kamaya a term referring to traditional Yammanka social hierarchy, including but not limited to the practice of powerful koronu providing for members of other kafonu in exchange for their services, and young people serving and apprenticing with more experienced members of their own kafo 
 
    karanyang a simple bell-like musical instrument played primarily by female jaseliwu 
 
    kayiri synthetic material similar to paper but fireproof and sturdier 
 
    Kenduro the name of the Falleya Widower spirit 
 
    Keleba the first and only war fought between Duna’s theonite superpowers, precipitated in 5291 when Daybreak Academy principal Oyeda Biida was assassinated along with several students, meaning literally the ‘Great War’ 
 
    kele koro a member of the fighter kafo 
 
    Kiyaare a famous fictional superhero on Duna (called ‘Lady Sun’ in most Lindish translations) 
 
    Kiye God in the Yammanka religion of Falleya 
 
    Kiyedon the last day of the eight-day Dunian week, named for the Falleya God, Kiye, the day of temple 
 
    Kolunjara the capital city of Yamma 
 
    kodo the Yammaninke word for ‘north’ 
 
    kora a long-necked stringed instrument with a calabash body, played exclusively by jaseliwu 
 
    koro (pl: koronu) a member of the Yammanka warrior class that manipulates nyama through action 
 
    Koro a prefix for a member of the manga koro or kele koro kafo, similar to the English ‘Mr.’ or ‘Ms.’ 
 
    koroden a diminutive address for a young member of the manga koro or the kele koro kafo 
 
    koroke a respectful address for a male member of the kele koro or manga koro kafo, roughly equivalent to the English ‘Sir’ 
 
    Koronkalo the fifth month of the twelve-month Dunian calendar, named for Queen Koronkan Wagadu, the third queen of Yamma (roughly coincides with Earth’s November) 
 
    koroyaa a respectful address for a female member of the kele koro or manga koro kafo, roughly equivalent to the English ‘ma’am’ 
 
    koyin a Dunian unit of measure about the width of a grown man’s thumb, roughly equivalent to one and a half Earth centimeters 
 
    Kri a mythical figure in the religion of Falleya, the first female human ancestor 
 
    Kribakalo the last month of the twelve-month Dunian calendar, named for the mythical human ancestor Kri from the Donkili (roughly coincides with Earth’s June) 
 
    Kudazwe a Dunian continent divided between two nations, the independent country of Kudazwe, and Kaigenese Kudazwe, belonging to the Kaigenese Empire 
 
    kumantigi the head speaker at a public event, a role typically given to the most senior jaseli in attendance, meaning literally ‘chief of speech’ 
 
    Laaxara the realm of the afterlife in the Yammanka religion of Falleya 
 
    langa or lanya (pl: langana) a Yammaninke swear word meaning ‘curse’ or ‘malediction’ 
 
    Lindish a language originating on the western islands of Hades and spoken in some parts of Carytha and Abiria, nearly identical to Earth’s English 
 
    littigi (pl: littiwu) a sub-theonite with the ability to control light 
 
    littiya the ability to control light 
 
    Livingston the largest city in the country of Carytha 
 
    Madugukalo or Madukalo the eighth month of the twelve-month Dunian calendar, named for the mythical human ancestor Madugu from the Donkili (roughly coincides with Earth’s February) 
 
    manga koro (pl. manga koronu) a member of the Yammanka ruling kafo 
 
    Manga Koro a prefix for a member of the manga koro kafo, similar to English ‘Lord,’ or ‘Lady’ 
 
    mba a Yammaninke expression of acknowledgement used when one is greeted or called by name, similar to saying ‘yes?’ ‘what?’ ‘I heard you,’ or ‘I understand’ (masculine) 
 
    meke (pl: mekenu) a Yammanka unit of currency used throughout most of the world, one fiftieth of a walla (roughly equivalent to four cents) 
 
    Na the Yammaninke word for ‘Mom’ or ‘Mother’ 
 
    Nabali the name of the Falleya Spirit of the Motherless 
 
    Nagidon the first day of the eight-day Dunian week, named for the mythical human ancestor Nagi from the Donkili, a day of work 
 
    naja the primal female vital force, the source of bodily form and base sensations like hunger, pleasure, and pain (combines with faja in living beings to create the higher vital force of nyamaya)  
 
    Namaste a Disaninke greeting 
 
    Nami a mythical figure from the Donkili, the founding female ancestor in Namindugu, conflated with Nyaare in some Kaigenese denominations of Falleya 
 
    Namikalo the second month of the twelve-month Dunian calendar, named for the mythical human ancestor Nami from the Donkili (roughly coincides with Earth’s August) 
 
    nanjutsu an ancient fighting style developed in the southern part of the current Ranganese Union (then part of the Kaigenese Empire) 
 
    Na-Nyaare or Na-Nyaxare a reverent address for Goddess, Nyaare, in the Yammanka religion of Falleya, meaning literally ‘Mother Nyaare’ (sometimes used as a mild oath) 
 
    Negedon the fifth day of the eight-day Dunian week, named for the mythical human ancestor Nege from the Donkili, a day of work 
 
    ngoni a small stringed instrument played by some jaseliwu 
 
    nii-san a respectful address or suffix for an older brother in the Shirojima dialect of Kaigengua 
 
    Nnyandon the third day of the eight-day Dunian week, named for the mythical human ancestor Nnyan from the Donkili, a day of work 
 
    nnse a Yammaninke expression of acknowledgement used when one is greeted or called by name, similar to saying ‘yes?’ ‘what?’ ‘I heard you,’ or ‘I understand’ (feminine) 
 
    n’terike Yammaninke for ‘my friend’ (masculine) 
 
    n’teriyaa Yammaninke for ‘my friend’ (feminine) 
 
    numu (pl: numuwu) a member of the endogamous Yammanka social class that manipulates nyama through the creation of tools, weapons, clayware, and machinery 
 
    Numu a prefix for a member of the numu kafo, similar to the English ‘Mr.’ or ‘Ms.’ 
 
    numuden a diminutive address for a young member of the numu kafo  
 
    numuke a respectful address for a male member of the numu kafo, roughly equivalent to the English ‘sir.’ 
 
    numuyaa a respectful address for a female member of the jaseli kafo, roughly equivalent to the English ‘ma’am.’ 
 
    Nyaare or Nyaxare Goddess in the Yammanka religion of Falleya 
 
    Nyaarekalo the first month of the twelve-month Dunian calendar, named for the Falleya Goddess, Nyaare (roughly coincides with Earth’s July) 
 
    nyama any active or potential energy in the universe 
 
    nyamaya the ability to manipulate nyama 
 
    Nyangakalo the seventh month of the twelve-month Dunian calendar, named for the mythical human ancestor Nyanga from the Donkili (roughly coincides with Earth’s January) 
 
    The Nyankuma Syllabary a script developed for the purposes of keeping jaseli secrets, vastly more complicated than the Yammaninke alphabet 
 
    ola a sport originating in pre-colonial Malusia 
 
    the Pankajeet an upscale hotel in the Disanka sector of Dakkabana 
 
    Pichon a loosely-defined tribal region in western Hades 
 
    Ranga a country on the continent of Namindugu (the center of the Ranganese Union, home to most of Duna’s fonyakalu) 
 
    Ranganese Union a collective of nation-states occupying most of the continent of Namindugu, populated by a mix of fonyakalu and jijakalu 
 
    Rangagua the primary language spoken in the country of Ranga and most of the Ranganese Union 
 
    Rixaara the realm of not-yet-life, that which is waiting to be born, in the Yammanka religion of Falleya 
 
    sabu magic, witchcraft, supernatural abilities outside the known forms of nayamaya 
 
    Sansumakalo the third month of the twelve-month Dunian calendar, named for Queen Sansuma Zankare, the first queen of Yamma (roughly coincides with Earth’s September) 
 
    Sasayaiba a jijaka bloodline technique, unique to the Matsuda family, wherein the jijaka turns ice into a bladed weapon hard enough for use in combat against steel and glass weapons, meaning literally ‘Whispering Blade’ in the Shirojima dialect of Kaigengua 
 
    Sayaakalo the ninth month of the twelve-month Dunian calendar, named for the mythical human ancestor Sayaa from the Donkili (roughly coincides with Earth’s March) 
 
    Sayida a country on the continent of Namindugu, populated by the descendants of various indigenous peoples and colonizers from Abtya and Yamma  
 
    senjaka a shortened form of senkujaka (pl: senjakalu) a person who controls sand and dust particles (thought to have died out centuries ago) 
 
    Senku a prefix for a member of the senkuli kafo, similar to the English ‘Mr.’ or ‘Ms.’ 
 
    senkuden a diminutive address for a young member of the senkuli kafo 
 
    senkuli (pl: senkuliwu) a member of the endogamous Yammanka glass-working class that manipulates nyama through their glasswork 
 
    Senkuke a respectful address for a male member of the senkuli kafo, roughly equivalent to the English ‘sir.’ 
 
    Senkuyaa a respectful address for a female member of the senkuli kafo, roughly equivalent to the English ‘ma’am.’ 
 
    Shangoro the Thunder King a fictional crime-fighter 
 
    Sibikalo the sixth month of the twelve-month Dunian calendar, named for the mythical human ancestor Sibi from the Donkili (roughly coincides with Earth’s December) 
 
    Siira (pl. siiranu) minute 
 
    Sinimogo the name of a classic Yammaninke cartoon about the Yammanka superhero Sunjara 
 
    Siyatakalo or Siyakalo the eleventh month of the twelve-month Dunian calendar, named for the mythical martyr Princess Siyata from the Donkili (roughly coincides with Earth’s May) 
 
    Sizwe the southernmost country on the continent of Kelendugu, populated mostly by tajakalu, a former imperial power and old rival of Yamma’s 
 
    Sokolokalo the fourth month of the twelve-month Dunian calendar, named for Queen Sokolo Wagadu, the second queen of Yamma (roughly coincides with Earth’s October) 
 
    sondatigi (pl: sondatiwu) a sub-theonite with the ability to control sound 
 
    sondaya the ability to control sound 
 
    sub-theonite a person who has special abilities but does not qualify as one of the original types of theonite (tajaka, jijaka, fonyaka, or the now extinct senjaka and kabaka) such as littigiwu, sondatigiwu, and fankatigiwu 
 
    Sumuldugu the ice covered continent on Duna’s south pole 
 
    Suna the ancestral clan of all numuwu and senkuliwu, assimilated into the First Yammanka Empire in 3897 
 
    Sunjara a famous fictional superhero on Duna 
 
    Suradon the seventh day of the eight-day Dunian week, named for the mythical human ancestor Sura from the Donkili, a day of rest and reflection 
 
    ta the Yammaninke word for ‘fire’  
 
    tajaka (pl: tajakalu) a theonite with the ability to control fire 
 
    taya the ability to control fire 
 
    theonite a person whose nyamaya allows them to remotely manipulate the physical world around them 
 
    tunyale a Yammaninke exclamation of agreement meaning literally ‘it is true,’ similar to the Hebrew ‘amen’ 
 
    walla (pl: wallanu) a Yammanka unit of currency used throughout most of the world, fifty mekenu (roughly equivalent to two dollars) 
 
    xayake an extremely rude name to call someone in Yammaninke 
 
    Xoora Senondi the systematic burning of all Hadean books, works of art, musical instruments, churches, and castles ordered by Yammanka King Makundana, meaning literally, the ‘Holy Burning,’ called the ‘Great Burning’ in Lindish 
 
    xuro a strong Yammaninke swear word 
 
    Xuuse the mythical well at the center of the first Yammanka kingdom (used as an exclamation or mild oath) 
 
    Yaarinduro the name of the Falleya Widow spirit 
 
    Yamma a country occupying the central and northwestern part of the continent of Kelendugu, populated mainly by tajakalu 
 
    Yammanka (pl: Yammankalu) a person from Yamma; an adjective describing a person or thing originating from the nation of Yamma or its culture  
 
    Yammaninke the main language spoken in Yamma, the most widely-used language on the Planet Duna 
 
    Yelanye the origin of modern humans in the Donkili, meaning ‘The Planting’ in Old Yammaninke (the Yelanye marks the Dunian year 0) 
 
    Yujing the capital city of Ranga and the Ranganese Union 
 
    Zandile a country occupying the southern part of the continent of South Baxaria, a former Sizwean colony populated by the descendants of various indigenous Zandilean peoples, Sizwean colonizers, and the Kaigenese indentured workers they brought with them 
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