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IMARA KALU WATCHED AS HER SISTER, Naki, tasted the air and predicted the weather for tomorrow. Weather taster. It was a common hila, but few had perfected it like Naki. Naki’s chest puffed out, and her head tilted back, which made her sapphire blue graduation robes prominent. A gold chain hung around her neck, which meant she was hila wasomi now. Elite. Attached to the end of the gold chain was a medal with the word Valedictorian glowing in gold.

Imara pulled her attention from Naki and tapped the delicate golden ring on her finger. A hologram display popped up with her name, the time, her location, and four of her most common apps. Imara tapped the ring again after noting the time, and the display disappeared. Eight more minutes before her life would change forever.

Imara frowned at the crowd of people in front of her. Why did parties always have to be such a disappointment? As if to punctuate her question, two people walked past, and Imara heard their idle conversation.

The girl placed ruby red nails over her equally ruby red lips in mock surprise. “You really helped build the bridge here in Alexandria?”

“Yep,” the guy said with a smile.

Lie.

The girl moved her red nails down to a thick, silver necklace. She spun the chain around her finger. “The Egyptian Council should give you a medal. But how did you know the steel beams were too heavy?”

The guy grinned and said, “I’m a weight feeler.”

Truth.

The guy continued, “I felt the beams out of curiosity as I was walking by one day, and I could tell the bridge would fail.”

Lie.

“I’m hila wasomi, you know. I just graduated today.”

Lie.

Imara stood at the edge of the room, trying to ignore their conversation. She twitched at his latest lie and finally decided to say something. Ready to put the guy in his place, Imara turned to face the couple. The guy jerked toward Imara with a sneer. Instead of acknowledging her presence, he grabbed the girl with red nails and said, “Let’s go dance.”

The girl smiled, and Imara could see this was what the girl wanted all along. Imara huffed to herself. She watched red orange whips of selfishness dance behind both the guy and the girl.

Parties were the worst.

People lied all over the place to impress attractive strangers. The whips of selfishness and prickles of greed in the room were so thick, the colors almost obscured the people.

Imara tapped her gold ring again and sighed. Four more minutes. Frustrated, Imara shot a glance back at Naki. Naki twisted her long black braids and chatted away. Naki was the one who made Imara come to the graduation party. Their parents left as soon as the graduation was over, but Naki insisted Imara go to the party. Imara would have rather spent her Friday night packing for the next day.

Imara brushed a wrinkle from her colorful party dress. The abstract splotches of magenta, crimson, canary yellow, and powder blue rippled as her hand touched the smooth fabric. She knew the wrinkle wouldn’t release, but Imara brushed the fabric with a heavier hand.

It’s not like Naki needed someone to talk to at the party. A small crowd of people surrounded Naki, hanging on her every word. Imara noted with a touch of pride that at least Naki wasn’t lying. Of course, Naki’s intentions weren’t completely selfless. She always craved attention. But at least when she got it, she only used it to tell great stories.

Imara sighed heavily and looked out at the crowd. Selfishness. Greed. Lies. Her eyes flitted over the colors, and the crease in her forehead grew deeper. Manipulation. Imara flinched when she saw it followed by a quick nose crinkle. Why were people so bad at places like this?

Imara looked out again, daring herself to see something positive. Red orange whips, burnt orange prickles, raven black rashes, short flashes of violet light. Disappointing as it was, Imara had never seen anything different at a party. She didn’t expect to now. But then a new color caught Imara’s eye.

Turquoise blue smoky swirls. Hope.

The rich turquoise blue swirls were cheerful and bright and danced like no one was watching. Bewitched, Imara let her eyes land on the young man to whom they belonged. He was right around her age with surprisingly symmetrical features. The hope swirls dancing off his skin almost perfectly matched the neat shirt and tie he wore. The guy scratched the back of his tall Egyptian neck. His smile grew as he spoke to a young woman wearing a dusty mauve dress. As his smile grew, so did the smoky swirls.

Imara ran her thumb across the fabric of her dress. She tried to recall if she had ever seen someone with such genuine hope and delight. He moved his hand away from his neck and raised it up to his head. With half a smile, he ran his long fingers through the healthy portion of dark locks on top of his head. Imara pinched the fabric of her dress, completely mesmerized by this stranger. It helped that he was wildly attractive, but the turquoise smoky swirls of hope commanded her attention. Pure goodness like this usually only existed in children.

A smile grew on Imara’s lips as she reached up to tug the short hair on the back of her neck. Her gaze lingered when, suddenly, he turned and looked her right in the eyes. Imara twisted her body to the wall with a sharp intake of breath. Her face burned as she blushed. She clamped her hands over her ears. Her rich brown skin was too dark to reveal her blushing, but Imara knew her ears still managed to turn red when she was embarrassed. Naki teased her for it all the time. But how could the guy see red ears from all the way across the room? Covering her ears probably looked a lot stupider than if she had done nothing.

Just then, a ringing sounded in Imara’s ear. She nearly jumped out of her shoes when she heard it. Imara sucked in a breath and tried to release it through a long, calming exhale. The ringing sounded again, and Imara glanced at her ring. She left the large room and entered an empty hallway. How could she let herself get flustered like that right before this! She’d been waiting for this phone call all day. Professionalism was imperative.

Imara took one last breath then tapped the ring on her finger. She clicked the phone call app on the hologram, and a woman’s face appeared on the hologram screen. Imara pushed the hologram screen away from the ring so the screen was directly in front of her. Then she used her fingers to enlarge the screen.

“Hello,” Imara said with a smile.

“Imara Kalu?” the woman asked. Her eyes stared down at her desk, but she glanced up to see Imara nod. The woman’s afro bobbed as she nodded. She said, “I’m with the Kenyan police force, and I’ll conduct your final interview this evening.”

Imara nodded and said, “Safiya Otieno, right? The chief gave me your name.”

Safiya nodded, the black curls atop her head bouncing again. “Your resumé is impressive, Imara. You have more experience than most college graduates we see. The chief was impressed by the interrogation you did last month. We tried to get information from Imamu for weeks, and you did it in one night.”

Imara beamed. This interview was going better than she expected. But then a slithering rope of emerald green betrayed Safiya’s compliments. Apprehension. Imara froze the smile on her face as she braced herself for bad news.

“Now, you know we can’t use your word as evidence in court?”

“Yes, of course,” Imara said. “I know the law. And the chief explained the technicalities. I can only use my hila to steer the interrogation in hopes of getting a confession. My word alone isn’t enough.”

Safiya nodded while a thicker emerald green rope of apprehension slithered out from her skin. “There has been some concern that you aren’t hila wasomi yet.”

Imara cut in, desperate to defend herself. “Yes, but my hila graduation is in three years. And I’ve gone to Nazari Academy of Hila every summer since I was thirteen. Their summer training program for hilas is the best in the world. And their standard for hila wasomi is higher than any other training program. They never let people graduate early, no matter how skilled they are.”

“I see,” Safiya said, unimpressed.

“I could get a letter of recommendation from the head of my department. Her name is Carlotta Santini, and she’s a world-renowned truth seer. She’s taught me every summer since I started hila school. She says I’m the best student she’s ever had. I’m sure she would be happy to tell you more about my qualifications.”

From the corner of her eye, Imara noticed a teenage girl with silky black hair and black lipstick, which stood out against her creamy white skin. She stood over a young boy at the end of the hallway. The teenage girl rested her elbow on a hover cart and wore a sharp smile. The boy stood with his shoulders square and his feet planted. From a distance, it looked like they were just talking. But Imara could see more than the average person. Blood red flames of anger burned out from the girl’s skin while forest green corkscrews of jealousy twisted through the flames. Charcoal balls of panic bounced off the boy’s olive skin.

Imara glanced back at her hologram and tried to pay close attention. But worry nagged at her insides as she stared at Safiya. Emotions this strong, even in kids, could lead to trouble. Imara stepped closer in case she needed to intervene.

Safiya scrolled through the hologram screen on her desk. “Yes,” Safiya said. “I believe one of our officers spoke to Professor Santini. You can have her send a letter of recommendation, but I don’t think it will make a difference at this point.”

Imara frowned and searched for a quick defense. Before she thought of anything, the boy down the hall let out a small yelp. Imara’s eyes darted toward him. The teenage girl turned toward the boy, unaware of Imara’s presence. The girl’s blood red flames of anger grew. Imara shuffled toward them on the balls of her feet. She was close enough now to see a round patch pinned to the boy’s slate blue dress shirt. The patch was black with an elaborate lime green T stitched onto it. It was a symbol for the taggers. Imara couldn’t decide if it was bravery or idiocy that made the boy wear the tagger patch openly. Even in an open-minded city like Alexandria, taggers were considered crazed extremists.

The teenage girl pushed her black hair behind both of her ears while she leaned forward, spitting out words Imara couldn’t hear.

“Imara?”

Imara forced her eyes back to the hologram and said, “I’m so sorry. Could you repeat the question?”

Jagged indigo waves of annoyance rolled out from Safiya’s skin, but they were minimal. Safiya said, “We rarely hire consultants; we prefer permanent, long-term employees. We want to know if you are committed to Kenya, especially since you go to hila school in Egypt.”

“I’m from Kenya. And I went to college in Kenya.” Imara spoke without thinking and wished she had spent more time creating a solid argument.

“Yes, but you live in Egypt now, isn’t that right?”

Imara nodded and clenched her jaw to force it into a smile. “Yes, but only for hila school, which is over now for the summer. I’m moving back to Kenya tomorrow. I usually live in Kenya even for hila school. I didn’t this summer because there were night seminars, and I didn’t want to commute.”

“I see,” Safiya said, not completely unimpressed, but not as convinced as Imara had hoped.

Imara stole a small glance back at the girl and boy and took a few steps closer to them. Now she could finally hear their conversation.

“You didn’t deserve that scholarship,” the black-haired girl said. She leaned forward over the boy as she spoke. “You stole it from me. I know what you did.”

Imara was surprised their conversation had nothing to do with the tagger patch on the boy’s chest. At least not yet.

The boy shivered, which made the black patch flutter against his dress shirt. “I didn’t do it,” he said. “I promise. It wasn’t me.”

The girl frowned, and her black lipstick thinned against her pursed lips. In a loud whisper she said, “Liar! I’m a sound seer. I can see the unstable vibrations in your voice.”

“I’m just nervous,” the boy stuttered.

“You’re a fanatic. Why would I trust you? You taggers think you’re better than the rest of us, but you’re not. You do bad things too.”

There was the mention of the tagger patch Imara expected.

The girl snarled at the boy. Her face relaxed, and a sinister smile passed over her lips.

“Tell me why you want this job,” Safiya asked.

Imara clenched her jaw. She fought the urge to do a thought-clearing shake of the head. She looked back at the hologram and tried to ignore the girl and boy in the hall. “I’ve always wanted to use my hila to help people. With my hila, I can protect the people of Kenya by putting criminals behind bars. Ones that otherwise might not get caught.”

Safiya smiled and looked at the screen on her desk. Imara used her distraction to glance back at the teenage girl. Burnt orange prickles of greed joined the forest green corkscrews of jealousy coming off her skin.

“There’s only one way to make this right,” the girl said. She pointed her chin toward a waterfall that spilled into a decorative pond. The tiny crystals imbued in the water were invisible to the naked eye, but they made the water glitter with characteristic golden sparkles.

The tagger boy shuddered at the sight of the waterfall. “Please don’t,” he said with a whimper.

The girl pulled the hover cart in front of her, and Imara stood with indecision. If she wasn’t professional, her dream job was out the window. But she couldn’t stand by and do nothing.

“How have you used your hila to protect people in the past?” Safiya asked.

Imara forced her eyes back on the hologram. The second she did, the hover cart moved away from the teenage girl with a jolt. It would crash into the boy before he could react.

Without a thought, Imara lunged forward and used her body to shield the boy. Metal and wheels blasted into her side as the hover cart hit her with full force. Imara fell to the ground in a heap, and a sharp pain stung in her hip.
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IMARA PUSHED HERSELF TO A STANDING position and clutched her hip. She checked on the boy first. He stared at her with his mouth gaping open. “Thanks,” he said.

Imara smiled and looked to the girl. She now had wine-colored fear spikes growing off her skin. She pushed her silky, black hair behind one ear and raised a foot about to run. Imara took hold of the girl’s shoulder with a gentle squeeze and pointed to the ground with her other hand. The girl dropped her head and sat against the wall.

Finally, Imara turned back to face the hologram screen, afraid of what she would see.

Safiya held one finger over her mouth in thought. She took a moment to stare curiously at Imara while Imara rubbed her foot against the back of her leg. After several long seconds, Safiya said, “Did you just jump in front of a hover cart to protect that boy?”

Imara got ready to nod.

“In the middle of our interview?” Safiya finished.

Imara swallowed and dropped her eyes to the ground as she nodded.

To Imara’s surprise, Safiya laughed. “That’s exactly the kind of dedication we need.”

Imara looked up, and a smile crept onto her face. “Really?” she said.

Safiya nodded with a kind smile. “Yes, Imara, we’d be happy to hire you. I am officially extending an offer. I’ll send the paperwork over in the morning, and if you get everything finished in time, you can start on Monday.”

“Thank you so much!” Imara said. “I can’t wait to help with interrogations. This has been my dream since I was twelve. I’ll finish the paperwork as soon as I get it. Thank you so much.”

Safiya smiled. “I look forward to working with you. See you Monday.”

Imara’s face stayed calm while she ended the phone call, but the moment Safiya’s face disappeared, Imara’s eyes squinted with joy. She punched her fist in the air and felt her cheeks stretch wide from a smile.

Imara tapped her gold ring, and the hologram disappeared. She did one last, big smile, but then bit her lip as she turned to the boy. He tilted his head to the side and stared at her through narrowed eyes. His surprise passed quickly, and soon he smiled. “You saved me from the eraserfall,” he said.

Imara glanced at the waterfall with golden sparkles and shot one eyebrow up while her mouth twisted into a knot. She did her best to not sound condescending. “There’s a protective shield over the eraserfall.”

The boy’s hair tousled as he shook his head from side to side. He pointed to the teenage girl. “She stole the key from Mr. Nazari. She took away the shield and was going to push me into the eraserfall.”

Imara tried to hide her amusement. “You need more than a key to take away the shield. You need two administrators and a police officer. Look.” Imara reached out for the waterfall. Just before she touched the water, her hand stopped with a jerk. A red shield covering the eraserfall was visible for half a second.

“Oh,” the boy said. He looked down, and his olive cheeks grew pink.

Imara turned back to the teenage girl. The girl scratched one ear with her black fingernails. She shifted her weight to one side as far away from Imara as possible without scooting over. She kept her eyes on the ground, refusing to make eye contact with Imara. “Please don’t tell my dad,” she whispered.

“What’s your name?” Imara asked.

“Keiko,” she said with a frown.

“You told him you stole a key?” Imara’s gentle voice was a sharp contrast to Keiko’s greed and fear. “Is that the kind of person you want to be?” she asked. “A thief?”

Keiko shook her head, but didn’t offer any words in response. Keiko kept her eyes glued to the ground. Even after waiting a few moments, Imara didn’t see the color she wanted. She’d have to try again.

“Tell me about the scholarship,” Imara said.

Imara directed the question toward the boy, but it was Keiko who answered. “Someone corrupted the file for my scholarship essay. I would have won, but this tagger fanatic destroyed my essay.”

The boy jostled his head back and forth. “It wasn’t me.”

“I saw you with the scrambler!” Keiko yelled back.

“I was bringing it to Headmaster Bello. I didn’t even know it was a scrambler.”

“Liar!” Keiko said.

Imara cut through their argument with a dulcet voice. “He’s not lying.”

“You don’t know that,” Keiko said with a sneer.

Keiko opened her mouth to speak more. Before any words escaped, Imara turned to the boy and said, “Why don’t you go find your parents?”

The boy nodded and ran without a second glance down the hall back toward the party. Imara watched him and saw someone by the doorway. Whoever it was went back in to the party before Imara could recognize anything. Imara squinted with her head cocked to the side, but then turned back to Keiko.

“He’s lying,” Keiko said. Blood red flames of anger burned around her, growing with each syllable. “I would have won the scholarship if not for him. He deserves to be punished.”

Imara stood back. She watched Keiko’s forest green corkscrews of jealousy twist and grow around the anger flames. The colors hung heavy and thick when Imara finally spoke. She kept her voice gentle and barely above a whisper. “He thought you were going to push him into the eraserfall.”

Keiko swallowed, and her shoulders slumped.

“Did you see how terrified he was?” Imara asked. “Can you imagine if you had been in his place?”

Keiko looked down at the ground, but clenched her jaw.

Imara turned her head down to catch Keiko’s eye. “To erase a hila is to kill a part of someone’s identity. It’s meant for people who use their hila to destroy or take away lives. The worst of the worst. An eraserfall is an execution.”

Keiko’s eyes shot up, and words tumbled out of her mouth. “I know all that. Obviously I knew the shield was still there. He was completely safe. I just wanted to scare him, not hurt him.”

Imara tilted her head to one side and gave Keiko a significant look. Imara said, “Not hurt him? You pushed the hover cart at him. That would have hurt him if it wasn’t for me.”

Keiko’s head fell, and Imara finally saw the color she was waiting for. Mustard yellow drips of guilt slid off Keiko’s skin. Keiko slumped her shoulders closer to the ground and picked at the black polish on her finger-nails.

Imara rubbed her hip, which still stung. She said, “The hover cart hurt me, and I’m older than that boy. He would have been hurt a lot worse.”

“I deserved the scholarship,” Keiko said while flurries of sepia desperation overpowered the mustard yellow drips of guilt.

“Is that the kind of person you are, then?” Imara asked. “You get revenge through fear and pain? Revenge won’t get you the scholarship. Was it worth it? Would you be happier if he were in pain?”

The mustard drips of guilt returned, thicker now. Keiko blinked to hide the tears forming in her eyes. “No. I would feel worse.” Keiko sniffed. “I’m sorry you got hurt.”

Imara reached out and helped Keiko to her feet. “I’m fine,” Imara said. “Next time you think you’ve been sabotaged, try telling the headmaster or Mr. Nazari. There’s no reason you need to take justice into your own hands.”

Keiko nodded and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. She looked at Imara expecting more chastisement, but Imara simply said, “Where did you get this hover cart?” 

Keiko pointed to a door that led to the kitchen.

Imara nodded and waved Keiko away. “Go back to the party,” Imara said. “No more revenge.”

Keiko nodded with a smile and turned so fast her black skirt spun out around her.

Imara shook her head as she grabbed the hover cart. Why did she even bother with the girl? Keiko looked to be about sixteen and already had the worst jealousy Imara had ever seen. Keiko did eventually show guilt, but strong emotions like Keiko’s weren’t easily overpowered.

Imara rolled the hover cart through the door. The moment Imara entered the kitchen, a blast of heat from hot stoves assaulted her. Workers bustled from one end of the kitchen to the other, which only increased the temperature more. Imara wiped her hairline with her fingertips and sighed from the heat. If she stayed in here much longer, she’d have to adjust the thermostat for her underclothes.

“This hover cart was out in the hall,” Imara called out. “Can I leave it here?”

Pots and pans clanged, and knives clattered. The head chef shouted orders to the cooks and waiters. No one seemed to hear Imara’s question.

Imara surveyed the room and decided to direct her question toward a specific person rather than the entire kitchen. She chose the waiter standing closest to her. His back was to her as he arranged glasses of water on a shiny, silver tray. His large, rough hands looked tan and brusque. It was strange to see them handle the slender, delicate glasses.

“Excuse me,” Imara said to the waiter.

The waiter started at the sound of her voice and stepped back in surprise. His foot twisted when it made contact with the ground. He swayed backward and reached for the counter to stop himself from falling. Instead of the counter, his right hand slapped against the shiny, silver tray and sent it soaring through the air. Imara watched with horror as the tray came crashing down on top of her.

The glasses fell and broke on the ground almost in a rhythm. A sharp scream escaped Imara’s mouth. Her previously gentle voice was all but gone as she spewed out accusations. “How could you be so clumsy? I can’t. I can’t do this.”

The waiter grabbed a towel for Imara, apologizing profusely as he went. But it wasn’t the liquid spilled over her dress that made her lose control. It was the tray.
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IMARA GRIPPED THE SILVER TRAY IN her hand and tried to look away, but her eyes transfixed on her reflection. Imara looked at her dark brown skin, so blemish free it was enviable. She looked at her slender neck and the soft black curls tumbling over her forehead. Then her black eyes with golden flecks that almost looked like stars. She looked, but she didn’t see. All she saw was writhing, splattering, and festering. The waiter approached her and Imara threw the tray at him.

“Get that thing away from me!” she shouted.

Imara snatched the towel from the waiter’s hand and dashed out of the kitchen before anyone could stop her. Once in the hallway, she stopped and leaned against a wall to catch her breath. Her chest fell with heavy breaths and she clenched her fists to stop them from shaking. Imara cringed with guilt when she saw the waiter’s terrified face in her mind. She gulped and squeezed her shaking fists. It was too late now. What was done, was done. When her hands finally relaxed, Imara dabbed her colorful dress with the towel.

The skirt of her dress was still damp, but at least the liquid was clear. Imara tapped her ring and scrolled through the apps on the hologram until she found the one for her temperature-controlled underclothes. She turned the temperature up to help dry the rest of the liquid.

Imara looked at the towel in her hand and squished her mouth into a knot. She glanced back at the door of the kitchen. Imara squeezed the towel and took a step toward the kitchen. But before her other foot came forward, Imara dropped the towel and turned toward the party. They’d find the towel anyway. She didn’t need to bring it back to them.

Imara’s hands quivered as she walked toward the party. She would find Naki and tell her she was going to bed. Imara had a busy day tomorrow with moving home and filling out paperwork. She’d already had more than enough excitement for the night and didn’t want another ounce of it.

Imara was only a few steps away from the party when her steps faltered again. Her heart pattered in her chest, and a shudder went through her body as she remembered the ugly sight that faced her in the mirror. Imara forced the thought away and took a deep breath. She brushed her party dress for no reason other than to keep her hands busy.

At last she was ready. Imara stepped through the doorway and hugged the wall, away from the hustle. She wanted to go home more than anything. She grabbed a piece of toasted bread topped with hummus from a passing waiter. Imara chomped down on the spiced hummus and toast, begging her nerves to relax.

Imara scanned the crowds for Naki. Imara found her surrounded by a smaller, but intent crowd of people. Before Imara moved, a smoky turquoise blue swirl caught Imara’s attention. Her heart pounded when she saw the stranger she had admired earlier. He was almost close enough to touch. Even with his back to her, Imara appreciated how his tailored dress shirt brought out his best features. He looked good in turquoise blue. Imara flicked her head to the side and scolded herself. She was staring again, except this time he was staring too.

Staring at Naki.

Imara’s smile fell faster than it had appeared.

Of course he was staring at Naki. Everyone loved Naki. She commanded attention everywhere she went. She was charismatic, funny, beautiful. Imara let out a silent sigh. Oh well. Apparently the young man wasn’t destined to be her true love as she had jokingly imagined. Of course she knew that. But it was disappointing to have her hopes dashed so immediately.

No. It was a good thing. She didn’t need some stupid romance. Not right now. And not with someone from Egypt. She’d just have to find a reason to be grateful for his interest in Naki. On a whim, she decided to say something, to fully admit to herself that nothing was there.

“That’s my sister,” Imara said.

His shoulders twitched when he turned to Imara. A flush of heat came and left his cheeks so fast Imara almost missed it. But it didn’t matter. She saw his embarrassment in a flash of violet light. He wore a cocky smile to mask the emotion. “The valedictorian?” he asked.

Imara nodded, but didn’t offer any other information.

“Is she your older or younger sister?” he asked.

“Older.”

He squinted one eye and said, “How old are you?”

“Twenty-one.”

He ran his fingers through his thick, dark locks and made a smug face. “Ah, well, I’m Twenty-four.”

Imara saw right through his attempted bravado. Her hila helped. A mischievous smile played on her lips. “Then you’re the same age as my sister. Did you just graduate?”

He shook his head. “Nah, I’m mashimo. I don’t have a hila.”

Imara’s eyebrows raised high on her forehead. “Mashimo? That’s rare. Almost everyone has a hila now.”

He shrugged and turned his body away from the party and toward Imara. When he leaned toward her, Imara’s pulse quickened. Why was he looking at her like that? With a smile he said, “I’m an enigma, what can I say?”

Imara swallowed and smoothed out her skirt. His advance meant nothing. Hadn’t he just been staring at Naki? She turned her head to the side to look aloof. “If you don’t have a hila, then why are you here?”

He wore another grin, and Imara had to admit, it looked good on him. She brushed a curl from her forehead trying to hide the thought. His smile grew, and Imara pursed her lips. He could see right through her, she knew it.

“My dad owns this school,” he said. “I live in Cairo, but I always come to the graduation party.” He turned back to steal another glance at Naki. He did it fast, hoping Imara wouldn’t notice. She did.

Imara pushed another curl off her forehead. She tried to maintain her aloof expression, but it was difficult with this juicy tidbit of information. “You’re Abraxas Nazari?” she asked.

He waved his hand around. “Everyone calls me Abe. Abraxas is so stuffy.”

The turquoise hope swirls around Abe spun faster, and an involuntary smile forced itself on Imara’s face.

Abe took a step toward her and said, “What is it?”

Imara scrunched the smile down. She shook her head, trying to play it cool. She said, “Your father is very proud of you.”

Abe did a half smile, and his brown eyes glowed bright with a joke. “How do you know that?” He leaned closer and said in a voice only she could hear, “Are you a troublemaker? It can’t be good if you have to talk to the owner of the school.”

Imara waved off the remark, but a short chuckle escaped her. “Everyone knows your father. He talks about you a lot.”

Abe’s grin turned flirtatious. It made his eyes stand out. They were a deep russet brown and strikingly beautiful. He said, “Well, I wish my father would have mentioned you. I might visit the school more often if I knew someone as beautiful as you was here.”

Imara’s cool laugh caught Abe off guard. She said, “You obviously don’t know my hila.”

His eyes grew wide in anticipation. “Why, what is it?”

“I can see the truth,” Imara said.

Abe shrugged. “Then why did you laugh? I do think you’re beautiful.”

Imara pursed her lips. “You think my sister is beautiful too.” Abe’s grin fell, and his ears turned pink, but Imara wasn’t finished yet. “You’re trying to decide between the two of us.” She turned her head and shook the curls off her forehead, trying to salvage her aloof expression. “You’ll choose her,” she finished.

It only took Abe a moment to regain his cool. Instead of surprised, he looked genuinely curious. “You can see that?” he asked.

Imara shrugged it off, but felt the corners of her eyes droop. “No, but everyone chooses Naki. People don’t like to be around someone who can see their lies. Everyone has truths they would rather hide.”

“I wasn’t deciding between the two of you.” Abe’s flat response wasn’t at all what Imara expected.

Imara shrugged again. “It doesn’t matter if you were. Isn’t that what parties are for? Talking to beautiful strangers? You can have her. I was about to leave anyway.”

Abe’s head turned up a notch. “Why?” he asked.

“I have things to do.”

“But, um. But we’re already talking. Shouldn’t we at least finish our conversation?”

Imara rolled her eyes. “I was about to tell my sister I’m leaving. Come on, I’ll introduce you to her. Then you can tell her how beautiful you think she is.”

Abe did a pointed glance back at Naki and shrugged. “She is pretty, but—”

Abe turned to fully face Imara and scratched his neck while he found the perfect words. A small smile formed on the corner of his lips, and he glanced down at the ground. He said, “I liked how you jumped in front of that hover cart to save that boy.”

Imara’s eyes widened. Her cheeks burned, and she resisted the urge to cover her ears, which were surely red as roses now.

“Do you always throw yourself into things to protect people?” Abe asked.

Imara swallowed, and his smile grew. He leaned in closer and said, “That hover cart must have hurt.”

Imara smiled and bit her lip, unable to keep the emotion from her face. “You were spying on me,” she said with mock accusation.

“No,” Abe retorted.

“Yes, you were,” Imara said and squished up her mouth as if that proved the point.

Abe sighed. “Ok, fine I was. But you were the one staring at me from across the room. How could I not be intrigued?”

Imara blushed yet again, and she hoped Abe would think red ears were endearing or something because she had a feeling it wouldn’t stop any time soon.

“Why were you staring?” Abe asked.

Imara looked away. How could she answer that?

“You saw something,” Abe said, proud of his discovery. “With your hila. Am I right?”

Imara nodded.

“What did you see?” Abe asked.

Imara’s mouth clamped shut. She never expected such an intimate question from a complete stranger.

Abe frowned when he saw her reaction. “I’m sorry. Is that inappropriate for me to ask?”

“Uh,” Imara paused and blinked twice. “No, it’s just, people don’t usually ask me what I see.” She looked down. “They’re too afraid of what I’ll say.”

Imara smiled, but stared down at the marble floor. “And when I call someone out on a lie, they usually try to justify it or make it seem less significant. Very few people own it like you just did.”

Abe fought back a grin and rubbed his chin with his thumb. He said, “I told you, I’m an enigma.” Suddenly his hand shot out away from his body. Imara watched in wonder as he snatched a baba ganoush topped pita triangle from a waiter’s tray, all the while keeping perfect eye contact with Imara. He popped the triangle into his mouth and smiled while he chewed. He was only trying to impress her, but it surprised Imara how well it worked.

Abe licked the tip of his pointer finger and said, “So, what did you see?”

There were thousands of things she could have said, but simplicity would probably be best. “Hope,” she said.

“Hope?” Abe said, impressed. “You can see feelings?”

Imara nodded. “Emotions, motivations, lies.” Imara looked down and said with a touch of guilt, “I can see a lot.”

“No way,” Abe said, even more impressed. She didn’t expect a reaction like that. Most people were intimidated by her hila. He seemed to think it was the coolest thing in the world. “What does it look like?” he asked.

His admiration encouraged her. Without fear she said, “You’ve heard of aurora borealis?”

“Yeah, the northern lights?”

Imara nodded. “That’s sort of what it looks like.”

Abe smiled. Not cocky like before, but full of wonderment. “Fresh,” he said. “Does it come out of their eyes? Or heart?”

Imara laughed. “No, it comes off the skin, or through their clothes. There are different colors for different feelings. And different shapes too. Some emotions are wispy, some are sharp, some are like water droplets. If the feeling is directed toward a certain person or thing, the colors point in their direction. What were you talking about when I was staring?” Maybe it was rude to ask, but curiosity got the best of her. She had to know what made him to feel such strong hope.

“My job,” he said.

“What do you do?”

“I’m an entrepreneur.”

“Like your father,” Imara said.

Abe nodded. “Yes, but my business is just a baby right now. We’re still working out a lot of kinks. I love it though.”

Imara tapped her foot inside of her shoe. He was being vague on purpose. He was making her ask questions, keeping her intrigued. “What kind of business do you have?”

Abe smiled and slid his thumb across his jaw-line as tangerine pride glowed from his skin. He was waiting for this question. He seemed certain it would impress her. “Oh,” he said with a shrug. “We help rescue kids who have been kidnapped by a child slave cartel.”

Imara’s eyes went wide. “Is that dangerous?” she asked.

Abe waved his hand. “Nah. It’s not that bad.”

Lie. And yet, Imara was intrigued by the lie rather than put off by it. He tried to make his work seem less impressive. Which was hard because he rescued children.

From a slave cartel.

What could be more impressive than that? Imara tried and failed to think of a more altruistic business.

Abe’s face grew serious, and the importance of his work overcame his desire to impress her. He said, “They target orphans. Kids who are in care of the Egyptian Council and have no family. They take kids from care homes, pretending to be from the Egyptian Council, then delete their identity records. No one realizes the kid is missing because no one is left who cares about the kid. It’s disgusting. So, we uh, we try to keep tabs on all the kids. And when one goes missing, we go after them.”

It took a great deal of effort for Imara to close her dropped mouth. Finally she said, “That’s incredible.”

Abe shrugged and gave such a beautiful aloof expression, Imara was almost jealous. “What can I say? I have soft spot for orphans.”

Those words were rehearsed. He played it off as though he thought of them on the spot, but Imara could tell he hadn’t. Still, no matter how rehearsed, his passion for his work was every bit as evident through his body language as it was through the turquoise hope swirls dancing off him.

Abe’s eyebrows lowered, and the playful look on his face fell. He said, “Look, I know it sounds like I made that up to impress you, but I didn’t. It actually is true.”

Imara raised an eyebrow. Why did he care so much what she thought of him? “I know,” Imara said with a smirk.

Abe laughed. “Oh yeah.” He shook his head. “You throw yourself in front of hover carts, and you call people out on their lies. I like you, truth seer.”

Imara smiled and held his gaze. She didn’t even mind the blushing this time.

“What’s your name?” Abe asked.

Imara said her name, but at the same moment, a noise rose from the center of the large room. Imara’s eyes followed Abe’s gaze toward the noise. A small crowd stood together saying something in unison. Wine-colored fear spikes spotted with a raven black rash of anxiety grew out from every member of the crowd. Among them, Imara noticed the tagger boy from the hall. The lime green T on his chest fluttered as his body shook with fear. But his wasn’t the only tagger patch in the group. The woman next to him had one and so did the man next to her. And two more people behind them. And... everyone. Everyone in the small group wore a black patch with a lime green T.
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THE GROUP OF TAGGERS SPOKE IN unison in the center of the room, their voices too quiet to hear. Imara reached up to tug the hair on the back of her neck. She stared carefully at the crowd, waiting for their next move.

This wasn’t the first time taggers chose Nazari Academy of Hila for one of their demonstrations. A graduation party was hardly the time for a political display, which was one of the many reasons they were considered fanatics. They didn’t exactly follow rules of etiquette. 

Now that the taggers had everyone’s attention, their low whispers grew to loud shouts. In unison they chanted a phrase over and over again. They said, “We will not be silenced. We will not be ignored. We will bring the darkness to light.”

Mr. Nazari got to the small crowd of people by the fourth repetition. He smoothed his hair and patted his jacket down. He wore a polite expression, looking completely unperturbed. It was a strange expression considering the jagged indigo waves of annoyance coming off his skin in droves. But then, Mr. Nazari hid his emotions well. Imara always noted a disconnect between his feelings and his expressions.

As professional as ever, Mr. Nazari smiled. “Thank you for being here. As you know, this party is to celebrate the graduates. This is not the time for a demonstration. I’d be happy to arrange something for you next week. We can have a press conference and everything.”

It sounded like a reasonable offer, but the taggers ignored Mr. Nazari. They repeated their phrase and with each repetition got louder.

Mr. Nazari adjusted his cuff links, patted his jacket again, and took a deep breath. Outside he was the picture of calm. The colors coming off his skin told a different story. The jagged indigo waves surrounding him were joined by burnt orange prickles of greed. This tagger disruption made the other guests uncomfortable, and Mr. Nazari didn’t like how it might affect his bottom line. He raised his voice. “This is neither the time nor the place for you to force your ideas on my students and guests. I will not allow my school to be violated in such a manner. If you do not leave immediately, I’ll contact the police.”

The taggers chanted louder, ignoring Mr. Nazari. Imara tapped her ring. She scrolled through the hologram until she found the camera app and pressed record. Several people were already recording with their rings, but it was good to have as many witness recordings as possible for things like this.

Mr. Nazari tapped his own ring and a hologram appeared before him. Just before he clicked the phone app, an alarm went off inside the school. This silenced the taggers. Metal bars clanged over the windows, and a large click indicated the doors to the outside had been locked. Imara and many others looked to Mr. Nazari. Why would he activate the lockdown protocol now? Unfortunately, Mr. Nazari looked as confused as anyone. He tapped the phone app on his hologram, but nothing happened.

Mr. Nazari’s eyebrow twitched showing the first physical sign of annoyance. He spoke to his guests. “Where is Headmaster Bello? Has anyone seen him?”

Abe turned to Imara and said, “I have to go.” He touched the patterned black ring on his finger. When his hologram opened, he selected a syncing app. He clicked her picture and said, “I’ve got your info. I’ll try to catch you later.”

Imara nodded and watched Abe join his father. Abe seemed excited to deal with this turn of events, but Imara only frowned. With the school on lockdown, how would she get home? And how would she get her paperwork from the Kenyan police force?

Imara tapped her toe and narrowed her eyes. Taggers. If this demonstration did anything to keep her from her dream job, she didn’t know what she’d do.

Imara heard Abe’s confident voice deep in the crowd. “I heard Headmaster Bello say he was going to the library.”

Mr. Nazari nodded. “Will you go get him, Abraxas?”

Abe nodded and as soon as he left the room, Mr. Nazari turned to the crowd of taggers. He said, “I don’t know how you got access to our lockdown codes or how you disabled communication, but I will not stand for it. I’ll make sure you are punished to the fullest extent of the law.”

Mr. Nazari marched to a stone podium that stood at the head of the room. He brushed his fingers against the hieroglyphics carved into the front before he stepped up to the podium. He tapped his ring and took a moment to find the microphone app. Through it he said, “I am terribly sorry for the distress you have been caused. Communications have been disabled, but as soon as Headmaster Bello is here, we will use our codes to remove the lockdown. Please try to enjoy your evening. The doors will be functional soon enough.”

Mr. Nazari stepped off the podium and headed for the door next to Imara. Just as he got near, Professor Santini rushed into the room. Her dark, wavy brown hair flew behind her as she ran straight to Mr. Nazari. She wore black pants and a neat pink blouse. Her honey brown eyes were wide as she looked into the room. “What happened? Are we on lockdown?”

Mr. Nazari let out a long sigh. “I’m glad you’re here, Carlotta. I thought you left already.”

Professor Santini said, “I was on my way out when I heard the alarms and the doors lock. Is there a criminal loose? Do we need to use the eraserfall?”

Mr. Nazari shook his head and sighed again. “No, no. It’s nothing serious. Just a group of taggers decided they will not be silenced.” Mr. Nazari rubbed the bridge of his nose and breathed out until his calm expression returned. “Their antics are getting more and more desperate. You’d think they would realize they’ll never make tagging mainstream. It’s been twenty years.”

Professor Santini’s eyes glanced over to the taggers. A sad smile formed on her lips and she said, “Maybe we should let them speak. Perhaps they wouldn’t resort to such antics if they had a platform to be heard.”

“I suggested that. I even offered a press conference. And then they put the school on lockdown. I’m less inclined to listen now. I’m going to find Jabari. My son said he was in the library. Jabari and I can use our administrator’s codes to remove the lockdown. Would you try to keep things sane in here, Carlotta?”

Professor Santini nodded and looked out at the room as Mr. Nazari left through the door. Professor Santini’s eyebrows raised when she noticed Imara standing near. She quickly joined her and said, “Imara, how are you? Do you need anything? You’re frightened, I can see.”

Imara couldn’t hide her fear since Professor Santini was a fellow truth seer. Imara shrugged. “I am a little scared, but mostly annoyed. I need to get out of here.”

Professor Santini’s eyebrows shot up even higher. “Your interview! How did it go?”

Imara smiled, and without a word, Professor Santini knew. She always understood Imara like no one else could.

“Congratulations, Imara. When do you start?”

Imara frowned. “On Monday if I get the paperwork finished in time. But I can’t receive it if communications are down. And I have so much to do before I can start, but first I need to leave.”

Professor Santini gave Imara’s forearm a gentle squeeze. “This will be over soon enough, Imara. You’ll see.”

Professor Santini looked out at the crowd of nervous guests. She asked Imara, “Can I see the recording on your ring? Did you get the lockdown?”
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