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Truth Seer Trilogy Book 2

How do you heal an unseen wound?

Cairo 2121. The city is falling, and Imara feels helpless. Though she has her boyfriend and her sister by her side this time, the Egyptian cartel has allied with an old threat, and now kidnapping and murder are commonplace. It will take Imara’s true colors—and Abe’s mysterious potential—to set things right and begin to heal the city’s soul.

In this follow-up dystopian thriller, Imara and Abe are joined by a host of colorful new characters and skills. But only Imara can make the impossible choice of fixing the mistakes of her past... or saving a city.
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TEN HOURS AFTER ESCAPING CERTAIN DEATH, Imara Kalu jumped back in harm’s way. It had been natural to rescue her sister from crazed terrorists, but now she put her life on the line for a complete stranger. A little boy running from a slave cartel.

She adjusted the thermostat on her temperature-controlled underclothing as she ran. So much running, but at least this time she wasn’t in underground catacombs with no service.

“We’re almost there,” Abe said as he tapped a message on his hologram screen. “Edrice says it’s two more blocks, and then we’re there.”

Edrice was Abe’s business partner. With a hila of photographic memory, she knew the city of Cairo like the back of her hand. Maybe even better.

On the plane ride to Cairo, Abe had explained how Edrice tracked the little boy for several days. He’d been caught by Sef, the slave cartel leader, but somehow the boy had escaped. Maye, one of Abe’s employees, had been sent to rescue the boy. For some reason, he was unwilling to be rescued.

Imara jumped over a pile of glass shards in the street. Looking over her shoulder, her eyes traveled from the glass to the empty window from which it had clearly come. Through the window she saw a small group of people with heads bent, exchanging whispers. They stood near the broken window but did nothing to fix it. Was that normal?

As her feet pounded the pavement, she looked back at Abe, hoping he would have an answer. He shrugged. “That happens a lot. Most buildings have impact-proof glass now, but it’s too expensive to install in homes.”

They turned a corner and kept running. Imara shook her head. “But why?” she asked. “Why would anyone break the glass? And who did it?”

Abe’s shoulders twitched as he grimaced. “Sef. It’s always Sef. Or some of his men, anyway. He’s the leader of the slave cartel. He kidnaps orphans. He deals drugs worse than death. His gangsters are more feared than venomous cobras.”

His ran his hand down the side of his face, and everything about his expression seemed foreign. She had seen Abe experience fear, determination, anger, and love even. But never had she seen him so devoid of hope. Since hope was the quality that had attracted her to him in the first place, her heart ached to see him without it now.

His copper skin looked lighter under the street lights than it had in the catacombs. He ran his fingers through the generous portion of dark hair on his head, and then a small twinkle appeared in his eye. His feet slowed as he brushed his hand over her elbow and gave a squeeze. “We can save the boy if you’re here,” he said. “My employee, Maye, is with him now, and Sef’s gangsters are closing in. They’ll kill Maye and kidnap the boy if we can’t convince the boy to come with us. But you’ll be able to convince him. I know you will.”

With a smile, she increased her speed. She had made a lot of mistakes in the past. She saw the worst in people and pushed everyone away. Her sister, Naki, she had hurt worst of all. But in the catacombs, Abe had believed in her. He believed she could change if only she tried. All she wanted now was to make things right with Naki and find a way to help Abe. If he had believed in her, she could believe in herself. No matter what happened tonight, she would save that boy.

In the past week, she’d lost her job, her mentor, and her hila. Once a truth seer, now she was nothing but a hollow shell of a person. One desperate to make things right.

“This way,” Abe said as he pointed down an alley.

Around the corner, a small boy of about ten stood with his back against the alley wall. His fingers clenched around a knife hilt with the blade facing toward them.

A young woman with billowy clothes and big eyes stood a meter away from the boy. She stared at her hands as her breath shuddered in jagged puffs. Blood dripped from her palms down to her elbows. Abe had his bag open and gauze out before Imara had a chance to blink.

“It’s almost curfew,” the young woman said as she held her palms up for Abe to clean. “He cut me twice! The first time wasn’t bad, but this time...” Her breath rattled as she tried to suck in air.

“I’ve got it, Maye,” Abe said. “The cut isn’t deep, and I have my ointment with pain killer. You’ll be good as new in no time.”

She hissed at him and stomped her foot. “How could you leave us like that? You’ve been gone for five days. Five!” Her shoulders shook as she glared at Abe.

A slew of angry retorts bounced through Imara’s mind, but she tried to push them all away. Surely, Maye had no idea that Abe went to the catacombs to rescue his dad. She obviously had no idea how many times his life had been in danger. If she knew, she wouldn’t yell at him like this. The anger still bubbled in Imara’s chest, but she took a deep breath to calm it. She wasn’t this person anymore. She was going to see the best in people, not the worst. Besides, this was no time to be making judgments about Maye.

Curfew was approaching, and that meant anyone under eighteen had to be off the streets. Right now, they had to save this boy before they ran out of time.

Ignoring Abe and Maye, Imara took careful steps toward the boy. His face may have been hardened and his knife pointed, but his arms trembled. She automatically searched for the colorful shapes depicting his emotion. With her hila, she’d been able to see emotions, truths, and even intentions. Even though she knew her hila was gone, her eyes still searched for the colors. She saw nothing.

The boy growled as she stared, but his chin quivered at the same time. Yesterday, she would have seen wine-colored spikes coming off his skin, but today she saw body language. Body language that indicated fear.

She needed this boy to trust her. If he was scared, she had to show him she wouldn’t hurt him. She dropped to the ground and crossed her legs. As an extra measure, she clasped her hands behind her head. “Can I hurt you when I’m sitting like this?” she asked.

The boy blinked back at her. He narrowed his eyes, as if thinking. When Maye let out a sigh from behind her, he raised his knife higher and moved his face into a glare. “This is a trick,” he said. “You’re trying to hurt me.”

Imara took in a slow breath. When she spoke again, she used a soothing voice. This time, she tried a different kind of question. “Why do people trick others?”

The boy blinked at her again. His knife lowered a centimeter as he screwed up his face in thought. “You want to hurt me,” he said.

She kept her hands clasped behind her head and again sought her soothing voice. “I’ve been hurt before too. It’s hard to trust people after that happens, but you know what?”

The boy watched her, looking more confused than anything.

She decided to give him a little smile. “I just learned that most people don’t want to hurt me.”

The boy’s eyes shifted around from her to Abe, to Maye, and back again. He’d held his knife out with a rigid hand, but then it relaxed, and he cocked his head to the side.

“I have an idea,” she said. “What if you come with us but we let you keep your knife? If you feel threatened, you can stab anyone. Even me.”

The boy stared for several seconds before he started to nod. Once the nod began, he stopped and asked, “Where do you want to take me?”

She glanced back at Abe, realizing she didn’t know the answer.

“To my headquarters,” Abe said.

This made the boy tighten his grip on the knife and bare his teeth in a scowl.

Abe took a step back and raised his hands up with his palms out. “We have a nice place for you to eat and sleep until you can go back to the Egyptian Council.”

At those words, the boy’s shoulders relaxed. “The Egyptian Council?”

“You already know about the Egyptian Council?” Imara asked.

The boy stared with a blank expression, so finally, Abe answered. “His parents died three months ago. He was in the care of the Egyptian Council until Sef’s gangsters kidnapped him a week ago.”

“How do you know that?” the boy asked as he narrowed his eyes.

“It’s his job to know,” Maye answered with sharpness in her tone. “We work for the Egyptian Council, and it’s good that you trust them. The sixteen council members are the only part of Cairo that hasn’t been infiltrated by Sef.”

“I want to go back to the Egyptian Council,” the boy announced.

“We can take you there in the morning, but right now we need to get you off the streets before curfew,” Abe said. “Do you trust us?”

The boy coiled.

Imara looked into the boy’s eyes and held his gaze until his shoulders relaxed. With a smile, she said, “We might need your help if there’s trouble on the way. Can you use your knife if you have to?”

The boy’s head bobbed up and down, and he rolled his shoulders back.

“Would you like to stand in front of us or behind us as we walk?” she asked as she got to her feet.

He considered for a moment and then said, “Behind.”

“That’s a smart choice. Then you can keep an eye on us and make sure we don’t do anything tricky.”

Without her hila, she couldn’t see the tangerine glow of pride coming off his skin, but she noticed other things. His lips twitched into barely a smile, and his chest puffed up. Her heart ached for the loss of colors, but with body language, she found she could still interpret his emotion.

A loud whoop sounded from down the alleyway. Maye shivered, and Abe jerked his head toward the entrance of the alley. “We need to get out of here,” he said under his breath.

Imara nodded and glanced back at the boy to wave him forward. When she turned back to march after Abe, she noticed Maye staring at her. Her face had relaxed, though her shoulders were still tense. After a moment, Imara noticed she started to smile. Just a little.

Not sure exactly what to do next, Imara smiled back. It was such a tiny thing, but it made her heart swell. Maybe now that she was determined to stop seeing the worst in people, she could have friends. Real friends. For the first time in years.

Soon they were on their way, with Abe in the front and the little boy in the rear. Everything went smoothly for about a minute, but then, the boy sucked in a breath. Even without seeing him, she knew he was afraid once again.

When she turned to face him, he stared at the ground. Maye gasped even louder than the boy had and started backing away with short steps. Abe appeared at Imara’s side and grabbed her arm.

“Just back up slowly,” he said as he pulled her away. “Nice and slow.”

She stared at him, then back at the boy, mystified by their reactions. As far as she could tell, the road looked no different than it had a moment ago. The only strange thing she detected was a slightly musky scent in the air.

Abe tightened his grip on her arm and whispered, “Sef uses them to scare the kids. It’s how he gets them to be his slaves.”

She scanned the alley, still confused, until her eyes landed on a black line slithering across the ground. She had thought it was rope at first, but when she looked closer, she saw it moving. The sleek scales running down its body were blacker than the night sky.

Maye let out a yelp when it slid near her foot. She whimpered and wrapped her arms around her stomach. “I can’t do this, Abe,” she muttered under her breath. “Cobras? This is too much for me.”

Imara gulped and took a slow step away from the cobra. The snake seemed to sense her movement, its head following her until its black eyes glinted in the moonlight. The yellow on its belly shone bright against its black scales. She locked her eyes on it, hoping eye contact would distract it from the boy. But only a second later, the cobra turned to him.

In a snap, the cobra flared out the hood around its face and flashed its teeth. In almost the same moment, she realized it not only headed for the boy, but also that it would be close enough to strike within seconds. All of their efforts to save the boy could be lost in a single bite.

Every thought slipped from her mind as she imagined the snake sinking its teeth into the boy’s leg. She didn’t know how, but she knew she couldn’t let that happen. Her body moved even before she had a plan. Before she could be afraid.

Her hand shot out from her body and snatched the cobra by its tail. Its head whipped back, ready to strike, but she lifted it and swung it through the air so hard, its head whiplashed. She swung it around until its head smacked against the ground. Before the cobra could coil, she swung it again and smacked it even harder on the ground. Three more times she swung it, and the third time, she heard a small crack. She dropped the cobra, hoping enough damage had been done. Just in case, she lunged in front of the boy to keep him from harm.

Ignoring the knife in his hands, she wrapped her arms around his shoulders, desperate to keep him safe. She glanced back to see the cobra lying still on the ground.

Abe’s mouth hung open, his eyes wide. “You just...” He blinked. “I don’t know how...” he shook his head. “You just killed a cobra. With your bare hands!”

The pride coming from his eyes lifted her spirits considerably. Before she could react to his words, Maye flinched and said, “If there’s a cobra, gangsters can’t be far behind.”

“Right,” Abe said. He turned as if looking for someone, then shook his head. He tapped his ring to check the time, then said, “We only have a few minutes. Time to run.”

Imara grabbed the boy by the wrist, which he allowed without protest. Again, their feet pounded the ground as they passed building after building. After three blocks, they rounded a corner, and a short, tan building came into view.

“That’s headquarters,” Abe said as he pointed.

Before she could let out a breath in relief, six people appeared on the street before them. They all wore a red armband and held their fists up, ready for a fight.
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IMARA WRAPPED AN ARM AROUND THE boy’s shoulders and pulled him to her body. He moved in close enough that she could feel the shivering in his limbs.

“Ignore them,” Abe whispered. “Just keep walking.”

Six gangsters looking for a fight didn’t seem like the sort of thing she should ignore. But Abe knew Cairo better, so she tried to heed his advice. The best she could do was step forward and pierce the gangsters with the meanest glare she could muster.

“Out past curfew, I see,” came a voice from behind.

It took only a tiny glance back to see the speaker. He was a portly man with a constellation of freckles spread over his light brown cheeks. The freckles might have been endearing on their own, but the eyes above them were worse than the cobra’s. He stared at the boy with a fury that didn’t make any sense. How could a boy so young incite so much fear and anger in a grown man?

The man tucked a hand into the pocket of his pinstripe suit. “Give me the boy and I’ll leave.”

The boy gripped Imara’s free hand with fingers as hard as iron. Her grip on his shoulders was no softer. What kind of person could go after a mere boy with such vengeance? Whatever kind of people they were, she didn’t have time to figure it out.

With a tiny gulp, she moved toward Abe’s headquarters with steps so small, she hoped they would be imperceptible. She made eye contact with each of the gangsters, hoping to distract them.

The freckled man stood in a staring match with Abe when one of the gangsters decided to act. He jumped toward Imara, and the boy at her side screamed.

Another gangster closed in on her other side, giving her no choice but to fight. She peeled the boy’s fingers off her hand and pushed him forward. “Run inside that building. I’ll keep the gangsters busy,” she said.

A gangster reached for the boy as he started to run, but Imara barreled toward the man with the red armband until her head slammed into his gut. While he teetered backward, she rammed a heel into the other gangster’s shin and slapped the hand reaching for her hair.

Only distracted for a moment, both gangsters reeled back, ready for new attacks. In the chaos, Imara noticed a female gangster with eyes on the boy. Still running, the boy only needed a few seconds to get inside. She just needed a brief distraction.

She crouched to the ground to avoid a swinging fist. While low, she spread her fingers across the ground until they found a heavy wooden board. Clutching the board, she rolled to the side to avoid a boot.

Soon, she was back on her feet and used the board to whack the woman’s leg with as much force as she could. By then, the boy had been stopped from his goal. His feet kicked through the air as a gangster held him up by the shoulders. The boy flashed his teeth and bit down on the gangster’s hand. Even though he yelped, the gangster didn’t release the boy.

Shouts rang through the air, including ones from Abe, but Imara was too engrossed in the fight to register his words.

All she cared about now was getting the boy safe. Abe had been so insistent about getting the boy inside. It didn’t seem like that would be enough with all these gangsters around, but it would be a start. She had no training in fighting, but for some reason, the gangsters mostly ignored her and focused on the boy. If they decided to ignore her, she would take advantage of it.

She eyed the gangster holding the boy, waiting until he stepped close enough to her. Then, she whacked the wooden board against his head. A crack sounded out, and her gut clenched. Hopefully she hadn’t done more harm than she meant.

The gangster shook his head, recovering too quickly. Still, he had dropped the boy when the board hit his head.

“Run inside!” Imara shouted, pointing at the building.

Again, the gangsters ignored her and focused only on the boy. Desperate to stop them, she lunged for the nearest gangster’s legs. As he toppled to the ground, the other gangsters tripped over him. Only one was still on the boy’s tail.

The boy was up the steps, a hair’s breadth away from the entrance. He slammed a fist against the door opener. The female gangster stood at the bottom of the stairs and reached for the boy’s ankle, but she missed by a centimeter.

The boy crossed through the doorway, and the door closed behind him. The nearest gangster let out a growl, and Imara raised her fists, ready to fight even with no knowledge of hand-to-hand combat. But, apparently the gangster had given up. She frowned again at the doorway but didn’t attempt to go inside. With narrowed eyes, Imara turned and noticed the rest of the gangsters wearing the same dejected expression. Would they really let the boy go just because he was inside?

For the first time since the fight broke out, she heard Abe’s voice well enough to comprehend his words. “As I’ve been trying to say, we have three minutes until curfew.” His face turned red as he curled his hands into fists. “If you’re going to break your promises, you can bet I will too.”

The portly man nodded at one of his gangsters, but it was so fast, she almost didn’t notice. A split second later, the gangster jammed an elbow into Imara’s side. She clutched her stomach as she gasped for air.

“HEY!” Abe yelled as he marched up to the portly man.

The man scratched his freckled nose and said casually, “Is she one of yours?”

Abe stomped forward until his nose was centimeters from the man’s. At this distance, Abe towered at least a head over him. Abe jabbed a finger into the man’s sternum and said, “If she gets hurt because of you, I swear you will regret it.”

The freckled man swallowed and stepped out from Abe’s shadow. Once he backed up, he lifted his chin. “Don’t cut it so close to curfew next time.”

Abe scowled as the man turned his back and started walking away from them. The gangsters followed without question. As they left, she noticed the wooden board just a meter away. Bits of concrete and broken glass littered the rest of the street. She’d never seen such debris except in the worst parts of Nairobi. What kind of a city was Cairo if this was one of the better roads? Why would Abe choose to stay when things were so bad?

The gangsters disappeared down an alley, and she noticed the road was now empty but for her and Abe. “Where’s Maye?” she asked.

“She already went inside.” He shook his head while letting out a long, slow breath.

“Who was that man?” she asked. “And what promises were you talking about? Why didn’t they try to get the boy once he was inside?”

He grimaced at each of her questions, then screwed up his face as if trying to decide which to answer first. Finally, he said, “That was Sef and a few of his most delightful gangsters.”

“Why didn’t they try to get the boy once he went inside?”

“It’s against the rules.”

Her eye twitched at his words. “What rules? It’s illegal? I thought Sef broke rules all the time. He’s the leader of a child slave cartel. And you said he deals drugs worse than death. What does he care about rules?”

Abe shook his head and let out another long breath. “It’s hard to explain. He breaks rules, but he doesn’t break his own rules. He must have been really desperate to attack before curfew. And right outside our headquarters too. We have security cameras but he might have disabled them. A couple of his gangsters have electricity-based hilas. I’m sorry that guy elbowed you in the stomach. They’re not supposed to do that.”

“What do you mean supposed to?”

He rubbed a hand down the side of his face with a pained expression. Rather than answer, he reached for her until his fingers rested in a gentle squeeze above her elbow. “Are you okay?” he asked.

The warmth of his fingers turned her brain to mush and suddenly staring into his eyes seemed like the only important thing in the world. She nodded without considering his question.

When a teasing chuckle erupted from his mouth, it brought her back to reality. “Are you sure?” he asked.

This time, she actually considered the state of her body. She’d only escaped the catacombs a few hours ago and now a new adventure had gripped her by the shoulders and shook wildly. Tingles of anxiety danced under her skin, and her heart pounded in her chest. Although, at least a little of the heart pounding had something to do with Abe and the way he was looking at her now.

“I’m fine,” she said as she leaned into him. Everything with Abe was so new, but nothing had ever felt so natural.

“You were amazing,” he said, wrapping his arms around her. “Better than I expected. Much better. That cobra...” He chuckled and nuzzled his chin into the curls on her head. “I loved that.”

Just when she had almost pinpointed the smell of his t-shirt, something spicy, he pulled away and said, “Come on. Let’s go meet everyone.”

He took her hand, but quickly tore it away and grabbed his forehead. “Oh,” he said. “There’s just one thing. We have this employee, Husani. You’ll see what I mean when we get in there, but he flirts a lot, and we had to make rules about employees dating each other.”

She started to open her mouth, but Abe waved a hand through the air. “No, we can still date each other if you start working here, that’s not a problem. We just have to be professional when we’re at headquarters and on missions and stuff. No holding hands or flirting or fluttering our eyelashes at each other. That kind of thing.”

“That makes sense,” she said. “But I haven’t taken the job yet. I want to make sure I spend plenty of time with my family over the next couple months. I have a lot of making up to do. Especially with Naki.”

Her head hung as the memories gripped her. For eight years she had ignored and mistrusted her sister. The memory of those eight years sat like a bitter taste in her mouth. But things would be different now because Imara was determined to be better.

Abe ran his fingers over her cheek with a smile that warmed her up. “You don’t have to decide tonight; just come meet everyone. They’re going to die when they see the video I took of you and that cobra.”

She cocked her head to the side. “You got video?”

“Yeah, you didn’t notice?”

She shrugged. “I guess I was a little distracted.” Now that imminent danger had passed, she had a new concern. Meeting new people. After years of mistrusting everyone she met, was she even capable of making friends?

Imara stepped through the office doorway, expecting to see a roomful of people. Instead, there were only four. The boy, Maye, a teenage boy, and a young woman with a lilac ribbon in her hair.

The teenage boy stared out the window and said, “Did you see how hot that gangster woman was? When did Sef get attractive gangsters? I might need to cause some trouble just so she has to come and take care of me.”

The young woman with the lilac ribbon rolled her eyes. “Please don’t start flirting with the enemy, Husani, or we’ll all be in trouble.”

Abe cleared his throat, and all of them turned to face him at once. Imara started to smile, trying to make a good first impression. Before her lips could curve up, Maye marched toward them with a glare.

“I quit, Abe. I QUIT. This job is insane! I never thought it would be this dangerous.”

“Come on, Maye,” the young woman said as she tucked a stray hair under her lilac ribbon. “It was just a bad day. You can’t give up yet.”

Maye turned and jabbed a finger toward the young woman. “Don’t patronize me, Edrice. You’re afraid to go on missions too. Do you know how many times I almost died today? Eleven. Eleven times! I might as well start preparing canopic jars because I’m going to die if I go on another mission, I know it.”

Her voice was rising with each syllable. Before she could continue, Abe raised his hand as if to calm her. “Maye,” he said. “You’re allowed to quit. I’d never ask you to do something you’re uncomfortable with.”

“She can’t quit,” the girl with the lilac ribbon—apparently Edrice—said. “Without her we’ll just have you, me, and Husani.”

Ignoring her, Abe looked back to Maye with a gentle expression. “You know how much we need you right now, but it’s up to you.”

Maye seemed to consider his words, but it didn’t last long. “I can’t do this anymore,” she said.

Edrice rolled her eyes. “Really, Maye? It can’t be that bad.”

Maye turned on her, hunching her shoulders forward. “How would you know? You don’t do anything but sit in this office all day.”

Abe stepped between them, facing Maye. “There’s no shame in quitting. Edrice can send you the paperwork by tomorrow night. It will take a few days before you get your last paycheck. Is that okay? I can loan you money if you need it earlier.”

Maye huffed and turned her back on them. “That’s fine. Just send me the paperwork, and I’ll you see around.”

With that, Maye stormed out of headquarters, her hijab billowing behind her. The air went still for a few moments as everyone sat, afraid to react.

Finally, the teenage boy let out a low whistle. He turned to Imara with a smirk. “How was that for an introduction to our team, huh?”

“Uh,” she said, toeing the line between saying something nice and saying something truthful.

The boy chuckled and saved her from having to answer. “I’m Husani. And you must be the lovely—” He stopped when Abe shot him a glare. “I mean, the completely normal-looking Imara. Welcome to headquarters.”

Husani’s copper brown skin matched Abe’s making them both look traditionally Egyptian. With a name like Edrice, Imara had been expecting Abe’s business partner to look similar. Instead, her fair skin and hazel eyes almost made her look European. But since air travel had become so fast and cheap in the last fifty years, the world culture was more global than ever. Race was pointless to assume based on name, home country, or even family members.

Edrice stepped forward and took Imara’s hand in a warm handshake. The judgmental expression she wore when talking to Maye had disappeared. Now, she wore a smile that made her eyes twinkle. “Welcome,” she said, as she dropped her hand and turned back to the others.

When Abe mentioned the name of his business partner back at Nazari Academy of Hila, Imara wasn’t sure how to picture her. Edrice was definitely prettier than she expected. And younger. Probably only nineteen or twenty.

A surge of jealousy stung through her and then an accusatory thought.

Coward.

That’s what Edrice was. She sat in her office putting other people in danger, all while she did nothing but paperwork. She’d been quick to dismiss Maye’s fears. Definitely a coward. And an immature one at that.

The thoughts flew through her mind so fast, Imara didn’t have a chance to stop them. More thoughts raced in, but she slammed a door on them.

No. She wasn’t this person anymore.

No more judging people before she knew them. No more assuming the worst. Even if it took every bit of brain power she had, she would find something nice about Edrice.

She was young, maybe slightly immature, but still, she co-owned a business. That was impressive. And apparently she was in charge of the paperwork. Also impressive since, to Imara, wrestling a cobra seemed less of a burden than doing paperwork day in and day out. What else? There had to be something else.

Just as she was searching, Edrice pulled an orange from her pocket and handed it to the young boy with a smile. He snatched it away without a thank you, but Edrice didn’t seem to mind. She smiled at him and patted him on the head.

There. Edrice could do nice things too.

Edrice turned back to her and said, “It’s good to meet you, Imara. Abe said enough about you in a message to know we’d love to have you work here. You probably noticed, we’re a little desperate for employees. I’m coordinating a job for tomorrow if you’re interested.”

“Edrice is our scheduler,” Husani said, dropping into a chair. “And the brains. Her hila is photographic memory so she helps us through buildings and stuff by memorizing the blueprints.”

Imara attempted another smile as she nodded at Husani. See? Edrice was smart and organized. She also figured out a way to use her hila to help the business. All very impressive things.

“I’m a time feeler myself,” Husani said. “I act as a stopwatch, timer, alarm clock, and more. I know exactly what time it is down to the nanosecond. It’s not a very exciting hila, but you’d be surprised how often it comes in handy.”

“What about you?” Imara asked the boy. He stood in the farthest corner of the room, dipping his head down, trying to appear smaller.

When she addressed him, he looked up with wide eyes and said, “What?”

“Do you know your hila?”

He frowned. “I’m only eleven.”

She nodded in understanding. “Still too young then? Do you have any guesses? Some children can tell even before their hila manifests.”

The boy puffed up his chest. “Twitch finder. They can tell when someone is trying to hide something. Just like Sef was hiding...” His eyes went wide, and he clapped a hand over his mouth. “Never mind,” he said as he dropped his attention back to the orange in his hand.

“Good thing we stopped them from kidnapping you,” Abe said. “Twitch finders can be useful, and Sef never would have let you go.”

“They weren’t going to kidnap me, they were going to kill me!” the boy shouted.

Abe narrowed his eyes, then softened his expression to a smile. “Sef doesn’t kill children.”

“He does if they find evidence that can get him arrested,” the boy muttered under his breath.

Abe’s eyes went wide, and he stepped toward the boy with a curious hunger in his eyes. “What do you mean? You actually found evidence? Real evidence?”

The boy’s jaw flexed, and he took a step back. Before he could retreat anymore, Imara stepped forward and used the most soothing voice she could manage. “What would happen if Sef gets arrested?” she asked.

The boy peeled his orange as he stared at the floor. “There would be less stealing and less fighting. It would be better.”

Imara nodded and gave a knowing look to the boy. “Telling us doesn’t change what you know, but it might help us stop him. Wouldn’t you like that?”

He nodded reluctantly and slipped an orange section into his mouth. “Sef has a list. It names everyone in the city who works for him, including some police. There’s a record of what his men did and how much they got paid. If the Egyptian Council had that list, they could arrest Sef and everyone working for him.”

“Where is it?” Imara asked. “Why hasn’t anyone tried to steal it?”

“It’s saved on his ring in an un-shareable file,” the boy said. “He can sync to a wall hologram and access the list from there, but once he un-syncs, the list automatically deletes itself from the wall hologram. He protects the list carefully, but if anyone downloaded it, Sef would be finished.”

Abe let out a short laugh in disbelief. “No wonder he attacked us even before curfew. And here I thought he was going senile.”

“Are you tired?” Imara asked the boy. When he nodded, she turned to Abe. “You said there was a place for him to sleep, right?”

Abe nodded and pointed down the hall to a door on the right. “Just down there. There’s a little bed and some food as well.”

She took the boy’s hand to lead him out of the office. She relaxed more than she had in days until Husani asked, “Hey, Imara, what’s your hila?”

* * *
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ABE SLAMMED THE DOOR behind Imara so she wouldn’t have to answer. “Don’t ask about her hila again,” he said to Husani.

“Why? Is it a weird one?”

He clenched his jaw and settled into the chair behind his desk. “She’s... mashimo.” That seemed like the easiest answer, even if it wasn’t technically true.

“I like her,” Edrice said suddenly.

Husani sat up wearing a half smile. “Maye said she killed a cobra with her bare hands.”

“No, she didn’t,” Edrice rolled her eyes. “Obviously Maye was exaggerating.”

Abe felt his face melt into a smile. “She did, and I got video of it. Do you want to watch?”

They both hurried to his side and gaped at the screen projecting from his hologram ring. When the video finished, Edrice punched a fist in the air. “This is exactly the kind of person we’ve been missing on our team. Where did you find her?”

Husani waggled his eyebrows up and down with a grin. “Not to mention she’s extremely hot. I know I can’t flirt with her at work, but after hours I might steal her away...”

“Stop,” Abe said, clenching his teeth together. “She’s not single, so don’t even go there.”

Husani’s face wilted, but he recovered with a shrug only a moment later.

“Also,” Abe said as he sunk into his chair. “I am the best at hiring people. You already know this. Besides...”

His thoughts drifted back to the catacombs. The Judge, the leader of a fanatic group called the taggers, had kidnapped Abe’s dad, Imara’s sister, and a few others. They spent days in the catacombs, braving traps and illusions in order to rescue those kidnapped. Abe’s dad, the owner of the best hila school in the entire world, was an obvious target for the kidnapping. Imara’s sister had seemed like a random victim, until they found out the Judge was after Imara all along.

Abe could still taste the relief he felt at seeing his dad alive after being taken hostage. His dad even had good things to say about Imara, including how he thought about hiring her. Of course, his dad’s excitement faded when he realized Abe had feelings for her, but he’d get used to it. Eventually.

Abe let out a quiet chuckle. “Besides, my dad said he’s thought about hiring Imara, so obviously I had to poach her before he got the chance.”

Edrice snickered. “You and your dad have the strangest competitions. Can I draw up the hiring paperwork and make it official?”

He ran a thumb along his chin as he replied. “Not yet, but hopefully I can convince Imara in the next couple of days. This job is perfect for her personality. She protects people without any thought for herself.”

“I like her too,” Husani said. “Not like that. Calm down, Abe, I know she’s not single. I just think she’s going to do well with us.”

Abe sat back in his chair and smiled. Yes, Imara was perfect for this job. And now that they knew about Sef’s list, he might actually be able to save his business.
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CLIMBING OUT OF A BUBBLE CAR, Imara said to her sister, “Things in Cairo are not great. But we helped rescue this boy, and he told us about this list, and apparently it’s the first time in a long time they think they can actually beat the guy. Sef is his name. Although, we did a job the other night, and I had to punch a guy in the face, and that was really scary.”

Naki gave Imara a sideways glance as she joined her on the sidewalk. “Since when do you know how to punch a guy in the face?”

“Abe’s teaching me hand-to-hand combat. He says I have a knack for it, but I think he may be flattering me. He does have a massive crush on me, after all.” She ended with a snicker. Naki forced a smile on her face and let out a strained laugh.

“What about you?” Imara asked. “What are you doing this week?”

She pinched her tangerine-colored shirt between her fingers in order to keep herself from tugging the hair on the back of her neck. If she did that, it would be a dead giveaway.

Naki rattled off her plans for the week in her usual glittery voice. Every few sentences, her words would stumble, and they’d both be reminded how strange this was.

They were about to have lunch at Naki’s apartment. Just the two of them. Imara hadn’t been close with her older sister since they were kids. Then the catacombs happened and it changed everything. Imara would have risked her life to save Naki any day of the week, even with their strained relationship.

While in the catacombs, Imara spent days with Abe, her friend Siluk, and eventually, the hostages. In that time, she learned more about herself than she ever wanted to know.

As a truth seer, she could see when someone was lying or telling the truth. She saw emotions as brilliant colors and shapes coming off the skin. As a child, it seemed like a gift, but it quickly became more of a curse.

She learned to see the worst in everybody, herself most of all. But then, Abe came along and convinced her that seeing the worst was not only unnecessary, but also damaging. The idea had changed her life.

The Judge, leader of the taggers, believed that people should be judged and tagged with their crimes. In order to stop the Judge, Imara was forced to do the unthinkable and jump through an eraserfall, forever losing her truth-seeing abilities.

The thought still sent a shiver through her spine, but she recovered when she realized Naki was using her hologram ring to unlock the door to her apartment. As Naki stepped inside, she said, “Sorry it’s a mess. Ever since my old roommate moved out, things have been piling up all over the place.”

Imara snickered as she headed for the kitchen. “Because you’re a slob, and your roommate was the one who did all the cleaning?”

Naki gasped and put her hand over her heart, but then she shrugged and let out a grunt. “Okay yes, I loathe cleaning, but that’s not the only reason I miss having a roommate. It’s so quiet without her here. I have to bring boys over all the time just so the silence doesn’t kill me.”

Imara’s eyes drifted up into an eye roll as she pulled a loaf of bread from the cupboard. “There are other ways to get rid of silence, you know? You don’t have to get a new boyfriend every week.”

After retrieving a block of cheese and a package of beef brawn from the fridge, Naki folded her arms over her chest and pouted. “I’m hurt by that. I don’t get a new boyfriend every week. Are you suggesting I don’t really care about them?”

Immediately stopping her search for the honey, Imara dropped her hands to the side, heavy as lead. “I’m so sorry. I was just teasing. I didn’t mean—”

Naki giggled and set a fresh onion on a cutting board. “I know, and I was teasing back. Or I was trying to, anyway.” Her giggles slowed until a thick silence rested between them. Naki looked back with a different expression, one closer to regret. “It’s going to take us some time to learn how to be friends again, isn’t it?”

Not knowing how to respond, Imara settled on a nod. Apparently becoming a better person wasn’t an instantaneous process—an obvious truth, but no less frustrating. She regretted a lot of things through the years, but shutting Naki out was the one she regretted most of all. Whatever else happened in her life, she was going to fix things with Naki. No matter what it took.

Naki started chopping the onion, and Imara continued her search for the honey. When she found it, she retrieved a pan and put it on the stove.

“Maybe I’ll just get a new roommate,” Naki said. “Then it won’t be so quiet, and I can split the rent. Win-win.”

“What if I move in?” The words came out of her mouth before she had a chance to think what it would mean.

Naki jumped into the air, nearly dropping her knife as she clapped her hands together. She grimaced, threw the knife onto the counter, then clapped her hands together several times. “Yes! Oh, Imara, that’s perfect. We’ll see each other all the time. It’s the perfect way for us to...” Her words trickled off into silence, and the bouncing in her knees slowed to stop.

“For us to learn how to be friends again.”

Naki pasted on a smile and did a short nod. The reservation in her face didn’t last long, and a moment later, Imara’s hands were sandwiched between Naki’s. “It’s perfect, Imara. We can go to movies and rugby games together. Oh, and concerts. There’s this band that plays in that park down the street every Friday night. The instruments are all electric, but their songs blend modern and ancient music styles. You’ll love them!”

When Imara’s hands were released, she set about spreading honey on four slices of bread. Naki threw the chopped onions into the heated pan and sautéed them with oil. “We can go watch the band tonight if you like. They aren’t as good as the Shida band, but no one is, so it’s not really a drawback.”

The glitter in Naki’s voice had returned, and this time it wasn’t punctuated by awkward pauses. A smile crept onto Imara’s lips as she threw the chopped beef brawn in with the onions while Naki continued sautéing them.

“They usually start playing at eight.” Naki’s face fell as she smacked her lips together and ran her tongue along her bottom lip. As a weather taster, Naki could taste the air and predict the weather. “Never mind,” she said. “It’s going to rain tonight, but we can go next week, if you like.”

Setting two slices of bread each onto plates, Imara held them out to Naki, while she evenly distributed the beef brawn and onion mixture onto the bread.

Imara bit her lip as she watched. Letting the words out slowly, Imara said, “If I live here instead of at home I need a permanent job. I’ve just been doing contract jobs with Abe’s company so far, and it has been going well.”

Now that the words had started, they started spilling out faster and faster. “I was nervous about taking the job because it’s in Egypt, and I still want to live here in Kenya. But it’s only an eighteen-minute flight from Nairobi to Cairo. And it’s only twenty points with my airport pass. I think I can handle the commute.”
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