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   To the grown-ups who taught a certain silly kid to think like a grown-up.
 
    
 
   To the kids who taught a certain silly grown-up to think like a kid again.
 
    
 
   To all the teachers, in and out of school, who managed to shape a brain that could never stay long in this dimension.
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   May we answer ‘present’ at the world’s rebirth,
 
   Like the yeast white flour needs.
 
   For who would teach rhythm to a dead world of cannons and machines?
 
   Who would give the shout at dawn to wake the dead and orphaned?
 
   Tell me, who could restore the memory of life to men whose hopes are disemboweled?
 
   They call us men of coffee, cotton, oil.
 
   They call us men of death.
 
   We are men of dance
 
   Whose feet take on new strength from stamping the hard ground.
 
    
 
   – Léopold Sedar Senghor (1906-2001), Senegal
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   PROLOGUE
 
    
 
   September 25, 2005
 
   Dunian Space
 
    
 
   Daniel Thundyil leaned forward, drumming his heels against the side of a seat that was still just a little too high for him.
 
   “So Dad, you realize when I said I’d be okay with moving again, this wasn’t exactly what I had in mind.”
 
   Robin looked up from the control array to offer his son a thin smile. “I know, and I’m sorry to throw you into this on such short notice, but I had no choice.”
 
   “You say that a lot.” Daniel frowned, then pulled his knees up to his chest to rest his chin on them, his feet still tapping absently on the edge of the seat. He hadn’t stopped fidgeting since they left the space center. The silence bothered him.
 
   “Once you’re finished sulking, I think you’ll find this trip to be quite the adventure,” Robin said brightly.
 
   “Right.” A surprise trip with a dad like Robin was always an adventure. It wasn’t the adventure part that bothered Daniel. Hard as it was to change schools, and languages, and whole identities every few months, Daniel enjoyed this life. He just liked to know which of his dad’s psychopathic enemies they were uprooting themselves to chase down.
 
   “It’s not every day you get to cross into a parallel dimension,” Robin said. “Aren’t you at least a little excited?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “Nervous?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   Robin sank back in his seat, heaving a sigh that got lost in the muffling hum of the pod’s engines. Just a year ago, he would have been able to put a smile back on that face with a joke, or a song, or some half-made-up story about the constellations shifting all around them, but Daniel was getting to that dreaded age where kids are impossible to talk to. Robin had to marvel at how quickly his son had grown up. It didn’t seem all that long ago that he had been the moody adolescent with too much energy and not enough direction. Their custom-made vessel might have allowed them to leap across space and dimensions, but Robin and his growing son remained as firmly bound to time as any of their ancestors.
 
   “What’s it like, you think?” Daniel said finally, leaning his head against the glass to gaze at the infinity of stars outside. “This other planet—dimension—thing.” He still didn’t seem to believe the idea even as he said it. Robin hardly believed it himself. 
 
   “Not unlike home, I would imagine,” Robin replied.
 
   “What makes you say that?” Daniel twisted around in his seat to raise an eyebrow at his father. “Your guy told me everything was all backwards and upside-down there. He said the people there weren’t, you know, like us.”
 
   “They’re human,” Robin said, “and so are we. What else is there to know?”
 
   Daniel rolled his eyes. “That’s not what I meant.”
 
   “There will be cultural differences from what we’re used to. We won’t know exactly what those are until we get there, but we’ll figure it out. Don’t worry.”
 
   “I never said I was worried. That’s you.”
 
   “True.” And Robin didn’t know what to do but laugh because Daniel had no idea how true it was. “You got me.”
 
   “But just because I’m not worried doesn’t mean I get why we’re doing this,” Daniel said. “I’m still waiting for you to explain.”
 
   “I’ve told you,” Robin said. “There is something I need to find, urgently, before it falls into the wrong hands.”
 
   “Yeah, I know. You’ve said that like five times, but what? What is this thing you need to find so bad?”
 
   “I’m not sure yet.”
 
   “Is that even true?” Daniel asked. “Or do you just not want to tell me?”
 
   “I have some theories—”
 
   “That you can’t tell me, right?”
 
   Robin gave his son an apologetic smile.
 
   “If we’re leaving our planet on a theory, it must be for something serious,” Daniel said. “So, this killer you won’t tell me anything about must be bad news, huh?”
 
   “Daniel, I—”
 
   “I know, I know,” Daniel scowled, slumping down in his seat to put his feet against the glass above the control panel. “The less I know, the safer I am.”
 
   For a few moments Daniel sat crunched down in his seat, tapping an irritated rhythm on the glass with the soles of his shoes.
 
   “I’m thirteen, Dad. Would it kill you to have me in the loop every once in a while?”
 
   Robin didn’t answer.
 
   “Come on,” Daniel begged, even though he knew it was pointless. “Could you at least give a name?” 
 
   “Killer 31, code name—”
 
   “Code name: Mohan. I know. Everyone’s really impressed with the cute little nicknames you give your enemies. I meant his real name.”
 
   Robin shook his head. “You wouldn’t know him.”
 
   “Him?” Daniel repeated. “Okay, so it’s a guy. Is he from our city?”
 
   “Let me rephrase,” Robin said calmly. “You don’t want to know him.”
 
   “Yes, I do. If I’m going to take over for you some day—”
 
   “You’re going to have to hold that thought,” Robin said, drumming the final measures of code into the control panel.
 
   Daniel had just opened his mouth to protest when a violent shudder ran through the pod and the air around them thrummed with some unseen force.
 
   “Whoa!” Daniel grabbed the arm of his seat in alarm. “What’s going on?”
 
   “We’re about to cross over,” Robin said, his eyes fixed ahead.
 
   “What—” Daniel began, but the rest of the words issuing from his mouth turned into an unintelligible gargle as the walls of the pod warped and stretched before him. A plunging sensation in the pit of Daniel’s stomach caused him to double over and realize that he had only one knee and upwards of a hundred knuckles. He opened his mouth to scream only to find that his lungs had collapsed into his spleen, while his eardrums and elbows broke into a billion bright white grains of sand.
 
   “Dad!” he cried out, but his voice had turned to sand as well. The glass dome of the pod crumbled to mix with the disintegrating stars, the whiteness swirled up around him, and the world disappeared.
 
   For some time—it could have been a few seconds or a few weeks for all they knew—neither father nor son saw, heard, or felt a thing. Then, all at once, both slid off the edge of limbo and back into their bodies.
 
   Daniel let out an undignified yelp as reality deposited him back into his seat beside his father. Unable to work his limbs, he collapsed into a trembling lump of jelly, his breath coming in short, shaking gasps.
 
   Robin closed his eyes and took a single breath to calm his own hammering heart before turning to put a hand on his son’s shoulder. “Alright there, young man?” he asked mildly. “All of you make it through?”
 
   Daniel could only gibber a stream of breathless nonsense, his eyes still fixed sightlessly on the pod glass opposite him.
 
   “Let’s see…” Robin patted Daniel’s knee. “Your legs are here. Hands…” He gently uncurled one of his son’s clenched fists. “Here. Face…” He turned Daniel’s face toward him to look into those eyes that so resembled his own. “Here.”
 
   When Daniel’s stunned gaze locked with his father’s stern, steady one, Robin saw him blink back into consciousness. 
 
   “O-okay, okay!” Daniel stumbled into his voice as though lurching out of a dream. “I’m fine!” He swatted his father’s hand away. “I’m fine!”
 
   “Attitude.” Robin smiled. “Here.”
 
   “Oh—” Daniel gulped as he readjusted himself in his seat, still shaking. “Th-that was—”
 
   “An adventure, no?”
 
   “Sure,” Daniel let out an exasperated laugh. He didn’t think he would ever figure out how his father handled every crazy turn of their lives with such unwavering calm. It didn’t seem fair.
 
   “S-so, that’s it?” Daniel asked, laying his spinning head back to stare at the pod’s ceiling. “That’s really it? We just crossed over into the parallel dimension?”
 
   “It would seem so,” said Robin. “We’re among the first—possibly the very first—to do so. Think of it Daniel, no one else in the universe has experienced the miracle of physics and technology we did just now.”
 
   “Yeah, hooray,” Daniel said, putting a hand to his head to massage the dizziness out of it. “Who wouldn’t want to feel like they just got squeezed through a tiny straw and blown into a million pieces? Seriously, if you’d told me we were going to have to—what?” he snapped at Robin, who had begun to laugh.
 
   “Just you. I don’t think I know any other kid so used to this weirdness that they could find a way to be annoyed by inter-dimensional space travel. You’d laugh at you too if you weren’t so busy being mad at me.” Before his son got the chance to retort, Robin pointed out the window. “Now take a look at that.”
 
   “What?” 
 
   Turning, Daniel followed his father’s gaze and felt a gasp escape him. Even after a dozen trips in space, the sight of a planet up close was still breathtaking.
 
   “Is that it?” he asked softly.
 
   “Yes.” Robin’s voice had also grown hushed with wonder. He leaned over Daniel to put a hand on the glass. “Isn’t it stunning, the most beautiful thing you’ve ever seen?”
 
   Daniel made a thoughtful noise, cocking his head to get a better angle on the familiar blue-green sphere outside the window. “I was expecting it to be, I don’t know, purple or something, but it’s not. It looks just like home.”
 
   “Doesn’t it?” Robin marveled, his eyes still fixed on the cloud-shrouded orb on the other side of the glass, the only planet in its little solar system capable of sustaining life. “Who would have thought that in between the fibers of our universe, there was a near carbon copy of home?” 
 
   As much as the sight filled Robin with wonder, it made him sad. He didn’t know why. It just did.
 
   “What did you say its name was again?” Daniel asked.
 
   “The few scientists who know of its existence refer to it as Duna Fune or Planet Adyn, but I’m told the native people of this dimension have a different name for it.”
 
   “Yeah? What do they call it?”
 
   “Earth.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter One: 
 
   The Hum
 
    
 
   Power means different things to different people. For poets and politicians, words are power. For some, money is power. For most of Earth’s history, weaponry and resources have constituted power. My grandfather always told me—and I believed for many years—that knowledge was power. But the funny thing about power is that no matter what you think it is, or how much you think you have, it’s the people above and all around you who get the final say.
 
   I’m not sure how old I was when I first tried looking in the mirror and telling myself, with a shiver of pride and a warning prickle of something like fear, ‘I am the most powerful person in the world.’ In a way, it was true. My hands and mind could do things no one else’s could, but I was too young then to understand that some power—the kind that really matters—comes from other people. And what good is being faster, or stronger, or smarter than everyone else when it leaves you all alone?
 
   Looking back on my childhood, I couldn’t remember anyone ever trying to talk to me about my abilities. What I did remember was sitting on the bench outside the daycare center office while my teacher, Ms. Mitchell, spoke in a low voice to my parents. 
 
   “I’m sorry to call the two of you in here,” she said, “but I need to talk to you about Joan.”
 
   “What is it? Is she alright?” Mama asked.
 
   I didn’t know why grown-ups thought I couldn’t hear them if they put a wall between us. I could always hear them.
 
   “She’s not hurt or anything,” Ms. Mitchell said hastily. “Actually just the opposite. I’ve been noticing that she… well… she isn’t quite normal.” 
 
   Ms. Mitchell had always been my favorite daycare teacher, and I had thought I was one of her favorite kids. She had never had to meet with my parents about my behavior, so why was she suddenly talking in this cold, hushed tone like I’d done something wrong?
 
   “You two must have noticed…”
 
   “Noticed what?” Papa demanded.
 
   “Joan doesn’t move like other kids. She doesn’t get hurt by the same things. A couple weeks ago, while she was running around, she tripped and fell onto the gravel. She must have skidded four feet, but when she got up, her knees weren’t bleeding or even scraped. It was like nothing had happened at all. Then, a few days ago she got hit square in the head with a big wooden building block and didn’t bruise. She didn’t even blink.”
 
   “Are you trying to say there’s something wrong with our daughter because she doesn’t get hurt?” Papa said in that impatient voice he got when he really just wanted someone to stop talking.
 
   “No—I don’t know, Mr. Messi. After what I saw today, I really don’t know.”
 
   I clutched the edge of the bench until I felt my fingernails digging into the wood. I had only been trying to help. Eva and I had been playing with a toy truck. As we rolled it back and forth, I had pushed it a little too hard and it had rolled past her, right into the little space between the fence and the play shed. Eva had stuck her arm behind the shed to get it, but she couldn’t reach.
 
   “Want my truck!” she shouted in frustration. “Want truck!” She started to cry, and Ms. Mitchell came over to comfort her.
 
   “Okay, Eva,” she said, pulling the three-year-old away from the shed and patting her on the back. “You’re okay. It looks like you’re going to have to find a different toy to play with.” But Eva didn’t stop crying. 
 
   “Want truck!” she sobbed, and I felt my tummy twist up in guilt. I hated it when other kids were sad, and it was my fault the truck had gone behind the shed.
 
   “It’s okay, Eva!” I piped up. “I’ll get it!” 
 
   Crossing past Eva and Ms. Mitchell, I gripped the edge of the play shed and pulled it away from the fence. It made a nasty grating sound as it dragged across the concrete, but that was nothing compared to the scream that hit my ears a moment later.
 
   Startled, I turned to see Ms. Mitchell staring at me with an expression that didn’t belong on her kind, calm face. She had let go of Eva and both her hands were over her mouth. She looked scared, horrified, like she had just seen a monster.
 
   “I just wanted to get the truck,” I tried to explain, thinking maybe she was upset because I had gone behind the shed without permission. I waited for a moment for her to scold me, to laugh, to tell me she had just been joking. But she didn’t say anything. She just gathered a sniffling Eva in close to her and slowly backed away.
 
   “I-I don’t know how she did it,” Ms. Mitchell was stuttering to my parents. “She’s only four!”
 
   “She eats her vegetables,” Papa said. “I don’t see why this is a reason to call us both in from work.”
 
   “Mr. Messi, I don’t think you understand. That shed weighs over four hundred pounds when it’s empty. It took three workmen to move it into the yard.”
 
   “W-well then it couldn’t have been Joan,” Mama said with a nervous laugh. “Maybe it was the wind. Or—maybe you just weren’t seeing right.”
 
   “The wind? Mrs. Messi, I was right there. Now, I’ve been working with kids for over thirty years, and I’ve seen them do some strange things, but this… this was beyond strange.”
 
   “Alright, this is ridiculous.” I heard the scrape of a chair as my dad stood up. “If you’re just going to waste our time with fantasy stories—”
 
   “Marcel,” Mama said reproachfully, “don’t be rude.”
 
   “No, we don’t have to listen to this nonsense,” Papa snapped. “We’re done here.” As he and Mama came out of the office, I heard him mutter, “I can’t believe I postponed my four-o-clock for this.”
 
   Mama didn’t respond. She just pressed her lips together, looking sad, and said, “Let’s go, Joan,” without looking at me.
 
   “Go on, sweetheart,” Ms. Mitchell said as my parents made their way to the door. “Get your outside clothes from your cubby.”
 
   Ms. Mitchell had always applauded my ability to put my shoes and coat on by myself—apparently it was difficult for most kids my age—but today she didn’t smile, she didn’t congratulate me. She just looked on with an uneasy frown as I tugged my dull rubber boots on over my socks and stood up to get my coat off its hook.
 
   Mama and Papa had gone out ahead of me so they could argue on the other side of the glass door where they thought I couldn’t hear. 
 
   “Marcel—”
 
   “Don’t,” Papa cut her off. “Josie, just don’t.”
 
   “But don’t you think this is something we should at least talk about?” Mama’s voice rose in pitch like it always did when she was on the edge of tears.
 
   “There’s nothing to talk about. She’s a normal girl.”
 
   “Ms. Mitchell doesn’t think—”
 
   “Ms. Mitchell is an idiot,” Papa said shortly.
 
   “Then maybe… maybe we should send her to a different daycare?”
 
   “If you want to go to the trouble. It’s your time.”
 
   “It would be nice to have your support—”
 
   “I don’t understand you, Josie!” Papa burst out. “Why do you do this? Why do you have to blow everything out of proportion?” And even without hearing them, I would have been able to see his wild angry gestures. “I’m so sick of your treating every little thing like it’s the end of the… good God, are you crying?” His voice took on an exasperated edge. “You’re not crying.”
 
   When I had my coat on, Ms. Mitchell held the door open for me. I noticed she stood a few steps back from me as I walked through, and she didn’t offer me her usual goodbye hug.
 
   “Alright, Josie, pull yourself together,” Papa dropped his voice to a whisper as I came outside, as though that made any difference.
 
   “I just—what if there’s something really wrong with her?” Mama squeaked. “All that stuff when she was a baby and now this—”
 
   “There is nothing wrong with her,” Papa hissed. “Here, I’ll prove it. Hey, Joan!”
 
   “Marcel—” Mama protested, but he ignored her.
 
   “Open this door,” he said, rapping his knuckles against the sliding side door of his SUV.
 
   “Marcel, don’t do this.”
 
   “Why? What do you think she’s going to do? Rip the door off?” He turned back to me. “Go on, Joan. Open it.”
 
   I hesitated for a moment, looking from Mama to Papa, and then went to the car. Going up on my tippy-toes, I grasped the door-handle in both hands. The steel sang lightly beneath my fingers, tightening my grip, inviting me to pull on it. I was about to slide the door open when my eyes found Mama’s worried face and I stopped. 
 
   I remembered the way Ms. Mitchell had looked at me and realized that I couldn’t bear to have Mama look at me that way—with that kind of fear. So I tugged at the door weakly and pretended I couldn’t move it. Mama’s shoulders relaxed in relief, Papa said “There, you see,” and everything went on as normal, but Ms. Mitchell was never the same around me again. She wouldn’t look me in the face when I talked to her. She didn’t hug me anymore. 
 
   That day at the daycare, I realized two things. The first was that I was stronger—much stronger—than anyone around me. The second was that I could never let anyone know that. For whatever reason, grown-ups didn’t like my strength. They didn’t want to see it. They didn’t want to talk about it. It scared them. And I didn’t want people to be scared of me. I wanted them to like me.
 
   So at the tender age of four, I began treading lightly, carefully monitoring my every movement to conceal my strength, to be as normal as possible. I taught myself to open doors and pull out chairs as though it took effort. I learned to control my reflexes so that I never made a move that was too fast or forceful. I learned to walk like other people, setting each foot down heavily as though my own weight bore down on me more than it actually did. 
 
   By the age of five, I had become an expert at masking my strength and speed. By the age of six, I could fool anyone into thinking I was just an ordinary kid. But as it turned out, my superhuman strength wasn’t the only abnormal thing about me. I was seven years old when the real weirdness reared its head.
 
   Like a lot of girls that age, seven-year-old me loathed boys. Mostly because they thought they were better than me. The whole world acted like boys were better than girls. The superheroes on TV, the great historical figures we learned about in school, the supposed strongest and fastest people in the world were all male—then at recess, the boys at school thought they got to act like I wasn’t good enough to play their games. And how dare they think that when I was stronger and faster than all of them, and their older brothers, and their dads. Of course, none of them actually knew about the super-strength I was so careful to hide, but it made me furious all the same. 
 
   So when Tyreese’s mother told him that he and his brothers had to invite me to join their baseball game, I jumped at the chance to show them how dumb they were for trying to exclude me.
 
   “Please can I go, please?” I begged, dancing in circles around Mama as she carried the laundry out to the line.
 
   “You’re not done with your chores yet.”
 
   “Yes, I am.” Truth be told, I had cheated, but I figured there was no harm cleaning at triple speed in my room where no one could see.
 
   “Joan,” Mama sighed, “you know I don’t like you playing with those boys.”
 
   “Why not?” I demanded. “You let me go play at Ryan’s house.”
 
   “I—that—that’s because I know Ryan’s mother.”
 
   “You know Tyreese’s mom. She brought us Christmas cookies.”
 
   I never really understood why Mama didn’t like Tyreese’s family. Every time they were around, she stood weird, and laughed weird, and got all jumpy like they might bite her. Sometimes I wondered if it was because they were the only black family in the neighborhood, but my kindergarten teacher said that was racist and Mama was too nice to be racist, so that couldn’t be it.
 
   Whatever her reasoning, she always had some excuse for why I couldn’t go play with Tyreese and his brothers. “You know how boys like that are,” she would say, or “you want to be careful around those kinds of people,” or “you know those boys are just trouble.”
 
   Today it was the always-ridiculous, “They just play so rough. I don’t want you to get hurt.”
 
   “Please, Mama!” I pressed, knowing I could wear her down if I kept at it. “I’ll wear a helmet,” I said, even though my skull was undoubtedly harder than any protective gear I might put over it.
 
   “But—honey, what about your hands?” Mama said. “You don’t even have a glove.”
 
   “Zander is going to lend me his old one. Please!” 
 
   “Alright,” she caved with a worried sigh. “Just be careful.”
 
   “I will!” I promised, already skipping across the yard to meet up with the boys.
 
   I did have to be careful any time I played with other kids, just not for the reasons Mama thought. There was never much chance of me getting hurt, but it was easy to forget how strong I was while caught up in the excitement of a game. I had to be careful to stay in control.
 
   The sun was beating down on the dusty field when we got there. Weeks of dry heat had turned the grass crunchy beneath our shoes. The static whir of cicadas in the trees all but drowned out the boys’ voices as they negotiated positions.
 
   “Stand over here,” Tyreese said, pushing me as far into right field as he could. “If the ball comes to you, just throw it to one of us.”
 
   “Don’t try to tag anyone out yourself,” Zander added. “You’re not fast enough.”
 
   I spent half of that first inning completely ignored, rocking on the balls of my feet in an uncomfortable mixture of nervousness and indignation, jumping every time I thought the ball might be headed in my direction and hating the way the leather glove felt on my hand. It sat thick and heavy around my fingers as they curled in anxiety. When it was finally my team’s turn to bat, I tore the smothering thing off and hurled it to the ground. My hands twitched as I watched each of my teammates step up to bat. By the time my turn came, my nervousness had mounted to a crackling knot of bright white heat at the center of my chest.
 
   Tyreese and one of the other kids from what the older boys were calling ‘Team Loser’ had already struck out. That annoying ten-year-old from the next block over, Mark, was apparently a killer pitcher.
 
   “Don’t screw up, Cootie-face,” Zander sighed glumly as he held the bat out to me.
 
   The bristling knot in my chest flared as I snatched the bat from him and the sound of cicadas seemed to swell. The aluminum prickled in my hands like it was alive as I stepped up to the plate and slung the bat to my shoulder like the baseball players I had seen on TV. Mark, the pitcher, laughed, and the anger crackled from my chest to fill my body. I could feel the metal vibrating in my clenched hands as Mark drew his arm back.
 
   He flung the ball. I swung with all my fury, but I wasn’t prepared for the way the bat threw me off balance, and I ended up staggering in a circle without hitting anything. Mark and the rest of the older boys snickered while pained groans rose from Team Loser.
 
   “I told you we shouldn’t have let a girl on our team,” one of the kids behind me muttered, probably thinking I couldn’t hear him.
 
   “It wasn’t my idea,” Tyreese said as he rolled the ball back to the pitcher’s mound. “My mom said we had to.”
 
   “It’s okay, girly,” Mark laughed, stooping to pick up the ball. “We’ll give you that one free, since you’re a lady.”
 
   I ground my teeth together and the energy in me came roaring right up to my eyeballs. That was when I decided I would hit that ball. I would hit it with all my unstoppable strength, and it would go ‘ping,’ and it would fly so far that no one would ever see it again.
 
   The bat was trembling, but not because my hands were shaking; my anxiety, my indignation, and my anger were all clamoring up from deep inside me, narrowing to a single strain of hard determination that resonated through my arms into the bat. The surge grew louder, stronger, until I couldn’t tell where my body ended and the metal began, until there was nothing in the world except my will to hit that ball.
 
   Mark wound up and threw. My whole universe shrank to the little hunk of cork and cowhide hurtling at me, and I swung.
 
   I missed.
 
   I knew that I missed because there was no ‘ping,’ no ‘thwack,’ no hint of impact. But the next thing anyone knew, the ball was flying back the way it had come. 
 
   “Whoa!” Tyreese exclaimed as the ball shot like a bullet past Mark, past the infielders, past the outfielders, zipping over two hundred feet of open grass to plunge into the wooded area behind the park.
 
   The older boys could only stand there and blink in confusion as Team Loser broke into cheers.
 
   “Run, Cootie-face!” they shouted, jumping up and down. “Run, run!” 
 
   I didn’t need to run—that ball wasn’t found until a month later when a neighbor kid fished it out of the swamp behind those little woods—but when I felt Tyreese and Zander pushing me toward first base, I stumbled into motion. Careful not to let my jittery legs move too fast, I jogged my way around the field and back around to home base.
 
   “That was the coolest!” Tyreese clapped me on the shoulder.
 
   “What even happened?” another boy asked. “It looked like the bat didn’t even touch the ball!”
 
   “It didn’t,” I said, still flexing my fingers in an effort to work the buzzing twitch out of them.
 
   “What do you mean?” Tyreese laughed. 
 
   “I didn’t hit the ball with the bat,” I said. “I hit it with my feelings.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Well, not just my feelings,” I said to clarify. “I also had to concentrate really hard.”
 
   It was a difficult sensation to describe, almost like my desire to hit the ball had flowed right through my arms, through the bat, and into the air around it to make contact with the ball. It was like, for a split second, I had made the metal and air a part of me. Anyone could do it if they concentrated hard enough—couldn’t they?
 
   “What are you talking about?” Zander asked, scrunching up his face.
 
   “I’m talking about when you use what you feel to move something without touching it. You guys know what I’m talking about, right?”
 
   All I got in response was wall of blank stares. The cicadas had fallen silent.
 
   “See, the bat is metal,” I tried to explain to their uncomprehending faces. “You know how metal sort of—hums when you hold it? And sometimes you can push your feelings through it and use it to move stuff?” It was something I had always been able to do. Why were they all looking at me like I was crazy?
 
   “What’s wrong with her?” one of the boys whispered.
 
   “Girls are weird,” Zander said in a knowing voice. “They always wanna talk about their feelings.”
 
   “I’m not being weird,” I protested angrily. “And I’m not just talking about my feelings, I’m talking about my…” but as soon as I started the sentence, I realized that I didn’t have a word for it. Was there a word for what I had just done?
 
   As I looked around at Tyreese, Zander, and the others, it was obvious that they had no idea what I was talking about. Now that I thought about it, no one ever seemed to know what I was talking about when this came up.
 
   There had been the time Papa had been fishing in his pocket for change and I told him, “You don’t have enough.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You only have a penny and three dimes,” I said, nodding to the coins I could feel humming through the denim of his pocket. “It’s not enough.”
 
   He looked at me in stunned silence—as though it was somehow strange that I knew what was in his pocket without looking—before getting out his credit card and paying with that instead.
 
   Then there was the time Mama lost her car keys.
 
   “What are you doing?” I had asked, unable to figure out why she was frantically digging through her purse when the keys were calling out from the car floor as clear as little bells. “They’re under your seat.”
 
   “Really?” she said, sticking her hand under the driver’s seat and groping blindly in all the wrong places. “Did you see them fall down there?”
 
   “No, I feel them,” I said. “They’re more to the left. Can’t you feel them?”
 
   Mama had paused then and looked up at me with that tense, alarmed expression that told me I had said something unsettling. I just didn’t know what it was.
 
   “They’re right by your hand,” I said, leaning forward in my booster. “You can’t feel them at all?”
 
   Mama didn’t answer. She had stopped grasping for the keys. 
 
   “Here.” I made a pushing motion with my arm, nudging the keys toward her. When they bumped up against her fingertips, she uttered a scream of surprise that made me stop.
 
   “Sorry,” I said, lowering my arm. I wasn’t sure what I was apologizing for. I just knew I had never seen Mama’s eyes so wide.
 
   “You—wh-what do you mean you’re sorry?” She looked at me and I could tell she was scared. “That wasn’t you…?”
 
   I hadn’t known what to say, so I had just shaken my head.
 
   “Hey, Joan?” Tyreese asked, leaning in to peer under my baseball cap at me. “You okay?”
 
   “Yes,” I said, although I wasn’t at all sure I was. 
 
   Until then, I had thought maybe my parents couldn’t do what I did because they just weren’t very perceptive or smart, but if Tyreese and the other boys couldn’t do it either, did that mean most people couldn’t do it? Was that why there was no word for it?
 
   “I’m going home,” I said abruptly.
 
   “What?” Tyreese said. “You can’t leave! We just started!”
 
   “I’m sorry.” I turned and made for the sidewalk.
 
   “Let her go,” Zander said. “We don’t need any girls.” And I was too caught up in my thoughts to even get angry at him.
 
   I had always known I was stronger than other people. I had always known I had better eyesight and hearing than everyone else. Could it be that I had an extra sense—an extra ability—that they just didn’t have at all?
 
    Most people, I had noticed, needed to see or touch something to know what it was made of, but I just needed to stand near it. I could walk into a pitch dark room and know the mass, texture, and composition of everything within ten feet of me without reaching out to touch any of it with my hands. 
 
   Metals were the most distinct—the most alive—to me, always pulling at my skin, singing their presence wherever I went, demanding my attention. And each metal had its own voice, from the plaintive keening of copper wires to the low drone of the nickels in my piggybank.
 
   There had been one night, as I lay under the covers with my fingers flexing against the sheets, when I found that I could respond to the hum of the steel bedframe underneath my mattress. As my hand opened and closed, I pulled at the metal, bringing it into the control of my fingers, moving it. It wasn’t until I heard the groan and pop of springs that realized I should probably stop before I collapsed the whole bed under me. It hadn’t seemed that weird at the time. If materials like metal could reach out and touch my mind, why shouldn’t my mind be able to reach out and touch them back?
 
   Water was another substance I had always been good at sensing, the richer in minerals the better. Many nights, as I sat in the bath, I had closed my eyes and felt the water, heavy with magnesium particles, stirring against my skin. Playing around a bit, I had found that I could whip up a swirling funnel of water by moving my fingers in circles above the surface, or send a soapy wave rolling across the length of the tub with a sweep of my hand.
 
   One time, I even tried getting some of the bathwater to levitate but quickly found that water was an uncooperative substance, slipperier and less responsive than metal. Getting it to rise out of the tub required not only intense concentration, but also a sort of relaxed steadiness that I couldn’t quite manage. If my fingers tensed up or my focus faltered for a fraction of a second, I would lose my grip, and the water would splash back into the tub. I had given up after only a few tries without it ever occurring to me that other people couldn’t get water to levitate at all.
 
   While moving metal and water was nothing new for me, this business with the baseball was different. It was the first time my influence had extended beyond the familiar hum of the metal to move the air around it. It was also the first time that I realized that other people couldn’t do what I did. 
 
   Maybe I should have been alarmed, wary of this strange ability no one else seemed to have. But all I felt was excitement as I covered the distance back to my house in quickening strides, barely resisting the urge to break into a sprint.
 
   “Joan,” Mama said in surprise when I entered the kitchen. “You’re back early. Is everything okay?”
 
   “Yes,” I said, and hurried past her to my room.
 
   “You’re not hurt, are y–”
 
   “Nope.” I shut the door.
 
   Leaning back against the wall, I listened for a moment to make sure Mama wasn’t going to come knocking to pester me some more. When her shuffling footsteps stayed in the kitchen, I rushed to the toy box. With my hands still twitching with energy, I scrambled to pick up the first few action figures I could find. It took me a few tries to stand them up, but I finally got them into neat row on my dresser. Now that I was conscious of this unique ability, I wanted I wanted to test it. I wanted to see exactly what it could do.
 
   Settling myself down in my chair, I stared at the action figures, took a deep breath, and swung my open hand past them as I had swung the bat at the ball. 
 
   Nothing happened. 
 
   I paused for a moment, rubbing my fingers together, and tried to think back to how I had hit that homerun. The energy hadn’t just come from movement. It had come from emotion. I needed to let what I was feeling—all this excitement, and fascination, and nervousness—overtake me like it had back on the field. 
 
   That turned out not to be too difficult. I only had to draw in a few deep breaths before my heart began pounding with excitement and I felt that swell of energy that was so hard to describe—like the shudder of a starting engine, the fits of bubbles at the surface of boiling water, the clamor of a tree filled with cicadas, I swung my hand again and—
 
   “Whoa!” I started as the energy jolted out of me faster, harder than I meant it to. I wasn’t even sure what had happened, but in an instant, my lamp had shot off the bedside table to crash into my bookshelf in a spray of sparks and broken porcelain.
 
   “Oh… oops.” I lowered my hand, shaken. That confirmed it: I could move solid objects with my feelings—but that hadn’t been what I meant to do at all. I was still missing something. Shaking out my hand, I thought back again to the moment I hit that ball. There had been movement, there had been emotion— and what else? What else? 
 
   Concentration, I realized, after flexing my fingers for a moment. In the split second before the swing, I had been nervous, I had been angry, but I had channeled all of it into hitting that ball. It wasn’t enough to just whip my feelings into a frenzy, I had to focus them. 
 
   Biting my lip, I stared into the painted plastic faces of each of the action figures in turn, telling myself I wanted to knock them down, I needed to knock them down. I swung again and sure enough, a burst of energy shot down my arm and hit the toys, sending them tumbling across the room.
 
   “Yes!” I leapt from my chair to punch the air. “I’m a wizard!”
 
   Just then my bedroom door opened and Papa stuck his head in. “Hey Joan, are you throwing things in here?”
 
   “No.” I said, edging sideways to hide the broken lamp from view. “No, I’m…” I fumbled and then, in a strange moment of curiosity, I decided to tell him the truth, just to see what would happen. “I’m moving my toys without touching them.”
 
   “You mean like with your mind?”
 
   I couldn’t tell if he was serious or not. Mostly he just looked impatient.
 
   “Yes,” I said, rubbing my fingers together nervously. “Like that.”
 
   “So you’re pretending to have telekinesis?” He wasn’t serious. He thought this was all a joke.
 
   “Does it have to be pretend?” I asked quietly.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Do you think—” I swallowed. “Do you think, if I tried really hard, I could make things move with my mind?”
 
   “Yeah, good luck with that,” he snorted. 
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Come on, Joan, you’re smarter than that. You know you can’t just move things around with your mind. That kind of thing only happens in cartoons. It’s not possible in real life.”
 
   And I realized that he was right. According to everything I had learned from watching other people interact with the world around them, it was impossible to move something without touching it. I knew just as well as any other kid how the world worked. I had had the same kindergarten science classes as everyone else, grown up in the same reality as everyone else; why was I the only one who never seemed to fit into it?
 
   “You know that, right?” Papa said and for the first time I noticed something like concern creasing his forehead. “You know that stuff’s not possible?” His hand had tightened around the doorknob.
 
    “Yeah, I know,” I said, trying to make my uneasiness sound like annoyance. “I’m just playing pretend.”
 
   “Well, pretend more quietly, okay?” he said. “I’m trying to get some work done.”
 
   “Okay Papa.”
 
   As he left I turned from the door to stare down at my hands, which I knew now could do the ‘impossible.’ Years later, I didn’t remember the day of that baseball game as the day I discovered my powers, I remembered it as the day I discovered that they were something special—and the day I started to explore them.
 
   For the rest of that afternoon, I experimented with moving different things in my room. Using my hands to stir up the air, I could make loose papers dance like fairies. I found some coins in a jar and entertained myself for over an hour making them jump and spin back and forth across my dresser. With some practice I could lift one into the air and—if I focused really hard—get it to float there for a few seconds before it dropped back down to bounce across the carpet.
 
   To my dismay—but not surprise—I couldn’t connect with all the materials in my room as well as I connected with copper pennies. The same way metals sang and pulled at my awareness, there were substances that pushed against it. I identified them better by their silence than their song. Wood muffled my senses, while rubber, plastic, and glass cut out spaces of stark silence. 
 
   So, I wasn’t too shocked when all my concentrated efforts to move my eraser only got a feeble twitch out of it. Even though I could fly sheets of loose-leaf all over the room on an air current, the paper itself was slow to respond to my powers. My plastic action figures were also less than cooperative; I could only move them with air, or by latching my powers onto the tiny metal screws holding their joints together.
 
   I would have gone on to test my newfound power on every solitary item in the room if Mama hadn’t come knocking on my door to call me to dinner. I spent the meal in a daze, nearly forgetting to eat as my fingers fidgeted, feeling out everything around me, trying to decide how easy it would be to latch onto it with my powers and move it. 
 
   “Joan?” Mama’s voice said, breaking my focus. “Are you okay?”
 
   “What?” My eyes blinked open. “Yeah.” And I realized that I had closed my eyes in concentration.
 
   “Did you just fall asleep?” Papa asked.
 
   “Um, yeah,” I said, even though I had never felt more awake in my life.
 
   “Oh sweetie,” Mama said. “I knew you shouldn’t have gone out to play with those boys. It was probably too much. After dinner, we’ll get you into bed, okay?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   It was only later, after Mama had helped me into my pajamas and tucked me in, that it occurred to me to wonder why I hadn’t told my parents about my powers. Sure, I had mentioned what I was doing to Papa, but only as an experiment. The strange thing was that it had never even crossed my mind to tell either him or Mama for real. I was so used to hiding my strength from them, my first impulse was to conceal anything important. 
 
   I still remembered that day at daycare with Ms. Mitchell; I knew how they reacted to anything out of the ordinary. Papa would do his best to ignore it by running away to the office. Mama would try to cover it up, or worse, get it fixed. Neither of them would understand that this wasn’t something that needed to be fixed. It was part of me. And I wanted to explore it without any parents, or teachers, or doctors sticking their fingers into it. 
 
   I decided then, staring up into the darkness with the world humming all around me, that I would keep this power hidden. I would learn to use it in secret, behind the closed door of my bedroom, where it could be mine, just mine, and no one could ruin it with their worry, or judgment, or fear.
 
    
 
   ........
 
    
 
   There was no word for my ability to sense and move the things around me, so I came up with my own. I called it the Hum, because that was what it felt like—all the substances of the world humming to me at their different frequencies, and responding when I hummed back just right.
 
   For those first few months of practice, using my powers went a little like flying in a dream. Sometimes it worked beautifully, sometimes I could flail until I was blue in the face and barely move anything. There were days I wore myself ragged grasping at ropes of water only to have them slide through my fingers onto the floor, or heaved until I was light-headed without working up a decent air current. But there were also days—when my head was clear and my heart was in it—that I could lift my hands and conduct a room full of Humming objects like my own personal orchestra.
 
   For years, that daily practice time in my room was the one thing that kept me sane and happy. But under the comforting rush of the Hum, there was always a gnawing undercurrent of questions. What were these powers? How had they come to be part of me? Was there anyone else out there like me? Or was I the only one? Those questions wore at me, eating at my insides every night as I lay awake, creating a cold, insatiable hollow at the center of my being.
 
   I spent hours every day flipping through books, my eyes scanning hungrily, raking every paragraph for evidence of people who could do what I could. Of course, human history and myth was teeming with gods, saints, and sorcerers with supernatural abilities, but there was nothing that could explain me, nothing to fill the hollow. After years of reading, and thinking, and theorizing, all I had were the gnawing teeth of more questions. Could I be a regular human who had been exposed to radiation as a child like the superheroes in my comics and cartoons? Was I the result of some kind of secret experiment? Was I a wizard? A demigod? An alien? Had I somehow sold my soul to the Devil?
 
   That last question shook me the most—not that I thought it was possible. I didn’t even believe there was a devil. Mama had made a weak effort to raise me Catholic, but like my father, I had never bought the whole God thing (it was one of the few things on which the two of us could agree). To me, God seemed like a refuge people like Mama made up for themselves when they weren’t strong enough to deal with reality. 
 
   But for me there was no refuge. My Sunday school teachers had made it abundantly clear that supernatural abilities like mine were not welcome in God’s world. And if God was going to reject me for the one thing that made me happy, I was going to reject him right back. People said religion was supposed to inspire kindness and acceptance; all I ever saw it inspire was intolerance and fear—and people were so fearful. Fortunately for me, I didn’t need other people. I certainly didn’t need a god. I was not like Mama. 
 
   I was not weak. 
 
    
 
   I was the most powerful person in the world.
 
    
 
   Having powers wasn’t what changed my life. For thirteen years, my powers were my life. What changed it was the discovery that I was not the only one.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two: 
 
   New Neighbors
 
    
 
   The day the world turned upside down started out pretty normal, with me up early, bent over my desk, scribbling away at some last-minute homework. I could easily have finished it all the previous night, but my grandpa’s old book on the Napoleonic Wars had proved much more engaging and I didn’t see any reason I should put that aside in favor of this mind-numbingly boring worksheet:
 
    
 
   What was the date of the Sugar Act?
 
   April 5, 1764
 
    
 
   What was the Sugar Act?
 
   It was a modified version of the Sugar and Molasses Act of 1733 (which our textbook doesn’t mention) that required colonial merchants to pay a tax of six pence on every imported gallon of molasses. However, this act was intended to be more strictly enforced (they were pretty easily avoided before) and included more items to be taxed, including sugar, wines, coffee, etc. I could explain the impact this had in the colonies and how it relates to the American Revolution, but you didn’t ask, so I won’t.
 
    
 
    
 
   What was the date of the Proclamation of 1763?
 
   October 7, 1763. Duh.
 
    
 
   I had never opened my school’s insipid eighth-grade history textbook. I already knew most of the hard facts it had to offer—dates, names, and numbers—and unlike the idiots who wrote it, I actually understood the significance of a few of them.
 
    
 
   What was the date of the Stamp Act?
 
   March 22, 1765
 
    
 
   What was the Stamp Act?
 
   It required citizens of the American colonies to put taxes on all newspapers and official documents. This act represented the British Parliament’s first serious attempt to establish governmental authority in the colonies and had to do with the debt amassed during the Seven Years’ War, but you didn’t ask about any of that stuff and there’s no more space here, so I won’t talk about it.
 
    
 
   What was the date of the Boston Massacre?
 
   March 5, 1770
 
    
 
   What was the Boston Massacre?
 
   A fight between rioters and British soldiers that began when approximately fifty protestors attacked British Officer Captain Thomas Preston, and resulted in the British firing into the unarmed crowd. Five of the colonists were killed, including free black man, Crispus Attucks.
 
    
 
   “And done!” I set my pencil down with a flourish. “Of course, a competent teacher would check to make sure I actually understood how all these events tied together to lead to the Revolutionary War, but why bother with actually understanding what we learn? It’s just school right? No need to actually teach us anything. That would just be overkill.”
 
   My knowledge of history was partly thanks to my ability to remember everything I read. But more than my near-photographic memory, I had my grandfather to thank. Without him, I never would have put my machine of a memory to such good use. He was the one who had taught me to enjoy the histories and mythologies I read instead of just combing them for answers.
 
   You might think having every fact in the history books stored in your mind would make middle school a breeze, but no, knowing the joy of honest learning just made the stupidity of my classes unbearable.
 
   “I mean, I know I’ve got a head start on most kids,” I muttered, looking down at the completed worksheet, “but I think even my classmates are too smart for this crap. Who thinks that—”
 
   “Joan!” Mama’s voice called from the bottom of the stairs. “Breakfast is ready!”
 
   “Okay, coming!” I said, and flopped back down in my chair with a sigh.
 
   “Thanks for listening, Erik.” I smiled wryly at the Magneto poster above my desk. “You too, Clark.” I swiveled to face the Superman poster on the wall opposite Magneto. “You guys are the best.”
 
   “I made your favorite,” Mama said when I got downstairs. “Blueberry pancakes.”
 
   “Oh. Thanks.” I had told Mama five, maybe six, times now that I didn’t actually like blueberry pancakes. She just thought I did because she had nice memories of making them for me when I was little. I hadn’t enjoyed them since I was five, but it was pointless to talk to Mama about anything—even something as simple as pancake preferences. 
 
   Cutting a piece of pancake out with the side of my fork, I skewered it and put it in my mouth. It stuck there, gummy and waxy, as I started to chew. Undercooked. I swallowed and refrained from making a face. I should have gotten downstairs earlier and just grabbed some cereal for myself.
 
   “How are the pancakes honey?” Mama asked distractedly, pouring some coffee for herself.
 
   “Well…” I started, but when I looked up at Mama, she was such a sad picture—with that taut smile on her lips and those circles around her eyes—that whatever snide remark I had been planning died on my lips. “Good. They’re really good.”
 
   “Good,” she murmured and sank down in the chair opposite mine with her coffee cupped determinedly between her hands.
 
   My mother was beautiful. There was no denying that, even at her thinnest and most strained. I knew from photographs that she had once been radiant, filled with an easy, smiling charm like sunshine. I had never seen her like that. But I had always thought of her as pretty in a quivering, wispy sort of way, like the echo of a sweet sound. 
 
   When she was busy, she moved around with a desperate fevered energy that teetered on the edge of hyperventilation. When she sat still, she was the saddest thing I had ever seen. I couldn’t bear it when she was still.
 
   “So, Mom,” I said to break the silence. “You know how Ms. Davis left that message yesterday?”
 
   Mama didn’t even look up at me. She was far gone, her gaze lost in whatever sad thoughts were swirling in her untouched coffee.
 
   “Mom?” I tried again. “You in there?”
 
   No response. Just her shallow breaths and a short sniff as she tried to keep herself together.
 
   She always got like this when Papa was away on one of his ‘extended business trips.’ I knew I shouldn’t blame her—but I did. I blamed her for not divorcing him. I blamed her for gritting her teeth and smiling when he came home three days late with some other woman’s stuff in his car. I blamed her for crying where he couldn’t hear instead of talking to him, yelling at him, doing something. But my poor, spineless mother had only one way of dealing with anything that upset her and that was to deny it.
 
   Mama was kind, and beautiful, and even intelligent when she put in the effort, but she was a coward. I wasn’t sure of a lot of things about myself, but one thing I knew with ferocious certainty: I never wanted to be weak like my mother.
 
   “Mama,” I said again.
 
   “Sorry—what?” She looked up from her coffee like a startled deer.
 
   “I asked if you heard Ms. Davis’ message from yesterday?”
 
   “Um… who?” she asked.
 
   I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “Ms. Davis. My math teacher. You met her at conferences.”
 
   “Oh—y-yes.”
 
   “She called and left a message.”
 
   “Oh. I must have missed it. I got held up chatting with our neighbors down the street. Did you know someone’s moving into that house on the corner?”
 
   “The ridiculously big one?” I asked.
 
   “Yes. They seemed nice. I talked to the man, Robin… Robin… oh, what was his last name? Thunder? No—Thundall? Something like that. Something weird. He had a son your age. They were moving in some boxes when I passed. It might be nice to have some new neighbors.”
 
   “But you did listen to Ms. Davis’ message?” I asked, refusing to let her change the subject, although I wasn’t sure why.
 
   “We should take them a casserole. Or maybe something else. Do Indians like pie?”
 
   “Mom,” I prompted.
 
   “Oh. Right.” She blinked. “Ms. David. Wh-why was she calling?”
 
   “To let you know I’m failing math class.”
 
   “What?” Mama looked so alarmed, so distraught, that I immediately backpedaled.
 
   “Well—not failing exactly. I’m getting a low C.”
 
   “Oh, thank God.” She put a hand to her heart. “Honey, you scared me. But you’re so good at math. Why aren’t you doing well?”
 
   “Because I haven’t been turning in my homework.”
 
   Mama shook her head in confusion. “Why?”
 
   “I don’t—I just brought it up to tell you that I did all my homework for today, so you don’t have to worry.”
 
   “Oh.” Mama relaxed. “Good.”
 
   “And it’s done well,” I added, because she didn’t ask.
 
   For weeks, I had been rushing home to delete messages from teachers who were “concerned about my progress” before Mama got home. Of course, if any of my teachers paid any attention to their students, they would have known that I wasn’t neglecting my homework because it was too challenging; I was neglecting it because it was boring.
 
   I didn’t care about my grades. I knew they weren’t an accurate reflection of my intelligence, so watching them plummet didn’t bother me. I only deleted my teachers’ messages because I didn’t want to make Mama any more stressed than she already was.
 
   I had gotten home before Mama yesterday, as usual. I had listened to Ms. Davis’ message on the answering machine. And for a long time I had stood with my hand hovering over the delete button. I didn’t know what made me pause. Maybe I was a tiny bit annoyed that I’d gone almost a quarter now with the worst grades I’d ever gotten and neither of my parents had even noticed. Maybe I was just curious—curious to see what Mama would do when confronted with the idea that her smart, well-behaved daughter was in danger of flunking a class—if she would care enough to sit me down, to lecture me, yell at me, do anything at all.
 
   But of course she hadn’t. 
 
   My carefully honed powers of deception were utterly wasted on my mother. I probably could have set the kitchen on fire and she wouldn’t have batted an eye until the flames were licking at her ankles.
 
   I was grateful to find that I was running late when I looked at the clock again. It gave me an excuse to leave most of the mushy pancakes on my plate.
 
   “Bye, Mom,” I said as I slung my backpack over my shoulder and nudged the door open.
 
   “Oh—” She looked up from her coffee in surprise, as though she had forgotten I was there all over again. “Bye, honey. I love you.”
 
   “Love you too.” I frowned and ducked out of the door.
 
   Crawford Middle wasn’t far from my house. Just twenty minutes on foot—twenty minutes of giant yards and generic white houses. I had retreaded the same route every day since elementary school and I still sometimes confused one house for another, they all looked so similar. But I didn’t enjoy my daily walk for the view. 
 
   As I made my way to the sidewalk, I closed my eyes, drew in a deep breath and felt my face relax into a smile. This time outside the confines of my room, but still entirely by myself, was the only chance I got to focus, undistracted, on the feel of the outside world. Just by tuning in to the Hum, I could perceive more than a regular person could with all their senses. 
 
   I could feel that the branches of the trees were still damp from last week’s rain even as the moisture retreated from their leaves in preparation for winter. I could feel that the Hamiltons had remembered to pick up yesterday’s mail. The Randalls hadn’t. The Franklins still hadn’t emptied their kiddie pool. Leaves were gathering on the slide of their play structure. Without opening my eyes, I counted four cars parked on the near side of our street: two vans, a sports car, and a pickup truck.
 
   The late autumn air was just crisp enough to sharpen my focus, but not quite cold enough to numb it. I lived for that tipping point between seasons: the tail end of summer when the fringes of the leaves turned, or the last weeks of winter when snow melted into streams that etched rivulets through the dust and darkened the soil with the promise of life. If there was one thing I loved about living in this stupid little town—and there probably was just the one—it was getting to experience the four seasons in all their glory.
 
   In the wintertime, when the Wisconsin wind whipped needles of snow through the air and drove temperatures down below zero, Mama would offer to drive me to school, but I always refused. Twenty minutes of quality time with the outside world—even when it blustered, and wailed, and tried to bite my fingers off—was better than five stuck in a car trying to make conversation with my mother. 
 
   My grandpa had been the only human being I had ever actually liked spending time with. When I was as young as four, he had started reading with me about Boudicca and Cleopatra, having me sound my way through the easy words and stopping to explain the hard ones. When I was six, the two of us had spent a summer restaging the rise and decline of Rome across a table-sized map with little horses and soldiers he had whittled himself. The next year, we had done the same thing with Napoleon’s conquest of Europe. My grandpa was the first person—the only person—in my life who had made the world outside the Hum seem alive and full of wonders,
 
   Even after he became too feeble to show me how to work his old guns or string a longbow, I had still loved sitting and listening to him talk about wars, and legends, and empires. During that last year, when he was too sick to carry on long conversations, I had sat near his bed and slowly read to him, like he had read to me when I was small. I still found myself thinking about him whenever I followed a river down a map or thumbed through the pages of a well-worn book—but I tried to push thoughts of my grandpa out of my head as I shoved my hands into the front pocket of my sweatshirt and opened my eyes to the sidewalk before me. Best not to have any thoughts in your head when heading to school. 
 
   When I reached Crawford, the bell was already ringing its deafening signal for the start of class and I had to hurry to be on time for English.
 
   “Last week we read through the first half of King Henry IV, Part 1.” Ms. White droned, oblivious to the fact that absolutely no one was listening. “Now, does anyone remember some of the literary devices we talked about?” An awkward pause. “Who can tell me the difference between a metaphor and a simile?” Another. “That’s right,” she said when only the chatter of people’s side conversations answered her. “A simile is a comparison using the word like and a metaphor is where you say that one thing is another thing.” 
 
   She set about writing examples on the board, but most of the class’s attention was on the back corner of the room where Katie Whitman seemed to be on the verge of breaking up with Cameron West, again.
 
   Personally, I was most interested in the catapult my classmate Drew was fashioning out of pencils, rubber bands, and the spiral binding pulled from his notebook. Drew was probably the closest thing to a friend I had at school—or anywhere, really. We exchanged the occasional amused glance at other peoples’ stupidity and sometimes had conversations about natural disasters and early vertebrates. 
 
   Drew, like me, was something of a slacker, though his case was considerably worse. The teachers had written him off as a failure because he slept in class, never turned in an assignment, and usually forgot to change his shirt from one day to the next. But none of them seemed to notice the amazing things he could do with just some stolen rubber bands and his imagination. They wouldn’t have guessed that he slept through most of math and science because he was already building rockets in his backyard.
 
   “It needs a heavier base,” I commented, nodding at the catapult. “At least if you plan on shooting anything besides spitballs.”
 
   “I know,” Drew muttered, adjusting one of the pencils. “I’m going to use my calculator.”
 
   “You don’t need that for math class?” I asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   Of course he didn’t. Drew was even better at mental math than I was. 
 
   “I think if I rubber band the whole thing to this part here—”
 
   “And I’ll take that, Andrew,” Ms. White picked up Drew’s catapult, walking right past Katie and Cameron, who continued to entertain the rest of the class with their relationship problems.
 
   “What’s the deal with you, Katie?” Cameron was saying as Ms. White deposited Drew’s creation in the trash and returned to the front of the room. “I mean, you don’t return any of my calls.”
 
   “Ron-ron.” Katie put on a dramatic expression of distress. “I don’t know. Lately you’ve just been acting really…”
 
   “Really what?” Cameron demanded.
 
   “Oh, it’s nothing,” she huffed.
 
   “It’s not nothing. Tell me.”
 
   “Well, you’ve just been really clingy. You know, I have a life! I’ve been really busy.”
 
   Cameron frowned. “Too busy for me?”
 
   I honestly didn’t know how Katie’s troop of concerned friends and the rest of the class could sit and listen to them without cracking up. They sounded completely ridiculous, yet everyone was tuning in with wide eyes like they were bearing witness to the most epic romance in history.
 
   “And the necklace you got me for my birthday,” Katie whined, pushing her mouth into that girly pout she was so fond of. “You didn’t seriously think I’d like it, did you? It’s so obviously just a cheap—”
 
   “Aw, come on, baby-doll.” Cameron reached out to touch her face.
 
   “No, you know what Cameron?” She pulled away and said in a dramatic whisper, “This just isn’t working out!”
 
   Her gaggle of girlfriends uttered a unified gasp.
 
   “Katie, you don’t mean—”
 
   “It’s over, Ron-ron.” Katie pushed him away, and making sure the whole class heard her, shrieked, “It’s over!”  Standing up, she swished her long hair in Cameron’s face and marched away.
 
   “Katie?” Ms. White said, finally forced to pause in her lecture. “What is the matter?”
 
   “I can’t talk right now, okay?” Katie whimpered and fled into the hallway.
 
   “Katie—wait—” Ms. White floundered. “Come back. You need a hall pass!”
 
   “I need to see my counselor!” we all heard Katie wail, followed by her fading footsteps and a deluge of fake sobs.
 
   Cameron, who happened to be one of our school’s thickest, angriest football players in addition to the male lead in our daily English class soap opera, kicked Katie’s empty chair into the wall before sinking into a glowering sulk.
 
   While I was hardly fond of any of the popular kids, I had a special loathing for Cameron. Maybe it was because he was a touch dumber than the others. Or maybe it was because he was a bully. He bullied Drew.
 
   One time Cameron stole Drew’s shoe and stuck it on top of the projector on the highest shelf in the room. Cameron was the tallest, most athletic kid in the class, so no one else had a hope of getting it down. Drew and a few other kids in the class embarrassed themselves trying, but none of them could jump high enough. I could. I could easily have leapt up and grabbed Drew’s shoe for him, but I didn’t. I was too afraid of drawing attention.
 
   Eventually, Drew had to stand on two stacked chairs to get his shoe down while Cameron and company laughed at his expense. Of course the teacher walked in right as Drew was climbing down and he was the one who ended up getting in trouble. 
 
   I could justify not getting the shoe down for him; keeping my abilities a secret came before anything else. But I could have said something to Ms. White as she berated Drew, I could have told her what really happened. I hoped dimly that someone else in the class might speak up, but they didn’t. They were too afraid of becoming the next target of Cameron’s bullying—and I was too. Even though I had no right to be. I was the last person on Earth who should have been scared of a stupid jock. 
 
   I don’t remember ever hating myself so much as when I watched Ms. White send a dejected Drew to the principal’s office.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said when he got back from the office and slid into his seat beside me.
 
   “For what?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t know… I’m just sorry.”
 
   We were fortunate today that Cameron was too busy getting dumped to pick on anyone—although he was sure to take it out on someone later.
 
   “Isn’t that the second time this week she’s dumped him?” Drew asked as several people began giggling and Katie’s group of friends burst into frenzied whispers.
 
   “Third,” I said. “Just wait. By the end of the day they’ll be in some corner with their faces glued together.”
 
   Drew clasped his hands to his heart. “Such a beautiful romance.”
 
   “So beautiful,” I agreed.
 
   It took a full five minutes for the talking to die down. Then, of course, another wave of whispers and giggles swept through the class when Katie shuffled back into the room sniffing into a tissue and glaring at Cameron through intentionally smeared eyeliner. But eventually Ms. White got most of the class to settle down to the stupid worksheet she had prepared for us. 
 
   I had read a lot of Shakespeare after my grandpa died. It was in English, so it didn’t remind me quite so painfully of his voice as reading in French, but it was difficult like the literature we had read together. I enjoyed Shakespeare for the same reason most kids my age despised it: because it was like figuring out a new language, it was a challenge.
 
   This worksheet Ms. White had devised was, of course, an insult to Shakespeare, plays, and the whole English language. I scribbled my way through it without bothering to glance at my copy of the play. Within a few minutes, I had reached the last question:
 
    
 
   Reread the last section carefully. Why does Hotspur lose his temper with his cousin, Glendower?
 
    
 
   Because he’s Hotspur and that’s what he does. Also, you know Glendower isn’t actually Hotspur’s cousin, right? Hotspur just calls him that because he’s Mortimer’s father-in-law and Mortimer is his brother-in-law and that’s a polite familiar address. You reread the section.
 
    
 
   I had just set down my pencil when there was a knock and the classroom door opened. Everyone looked up from their work to see an unfamiliar boy standing in the doorway.
 
   And for the first time that day, the room was silent. 
 
   I think the thing that took everyone by surprise in that first moment was his skin color. Except for a small handful of Asians, one Puerto Rican girl, and two black kids—one of whom I was pretty sure was still suspended for smoking in the bathroom—our little suburban middle school was as white as they come. So when a new kid showed up at the door, no one really expected dark brown skin and eyes like live coals.
 
   “Oh, uh—hello,” Ms. White said, after she too had recovered from that initial awkward surprise. “You must be the new transfer student. They told me you would be coming. Um—welcome, welcome. Come on in.”
 
   No one’s eyes left the newcomer as he took his first tentative steps into the room and some of the girls uttered audible sighs. 
 
   I had never been interested—or rather let myself be interested—in boys. Boys were other people, and I made a pointed effort to avoid those. But even I had to admit that this one was… something to look at. At first, I couldn’t even say why. Maybe it was his skin. It wasn’t just dark, it was different, warm and luminous—like there was sunlight on it, even indoors on this gray day. And the light wasn’t contained to his skin. Every inch of him seemed to exude a weird, ember-like glow. It wavered through his untidy hair and pulsed out of his black eyes.
 
   “Welcome,” Ms. White said again as the boy reached the front of the room. “Welcome to first-hour English.” 
 
   It was clear from the uneasy way he held himself that he was keenly aware of all the eyes on him. There was something weird about the way he walked too. It was light and fluid, almost effortless—like something not quite human.
 
   “Do you speak English?” Ms. White asked.
 
   “Uh… English?” the boy said blankly, causing Cameron and a few other jerks in the class to snicker.
 
   “I am Ms. White,” Ms. White said slowly, pointing to herself. “Can you say that? Ms. Whi—”
 
   “Oh. Yeah, hi,” the boy said with barely a trace of an accent. “Nice to meet you.”
 
   “O-oh,” Ms. White fumbled, her face going instantly red. “Oh, y-yes, it’s—we’re all very happy to meet you too.”
 
   Drew chuckled under his breath. “Awwkward.”
 
   A flustered Ms. White pushed her glasses up on her nose and changed the subject. “And what did you say your name was?”
 
   “I didn’t.” The boy shoved his hands into his pockets. “I’m Daniel… Daniel Thundyil.”
 
   “And can you tell us where you’re from, Daniel?” Ms. White asked.
 
   “Oh. Y-yeah.” The boy fidgeted uncomfortably. “I can do that. I’m…” His brow furrowed for a moment. “I’m from… um… Sanada?”
 
   A few people in the class exchanged confused glances.
 
   “You mean Canada?” Drew piped up after a moment. 
 
   “Yeah.” Daniel snapped his fingers and a sharp pop of heat stirred the air. “Yeah, that’s the one.”
 
   “Okay.” Ms. White eyed the new boy in bewilderment for a moment and then seemed to decide that she hadn’t subjected him to enough awkwardness. “How about you tell us something about yourself,” she suggested, “so your classmates can get to know you.”
 
   “Something about me?” he repeated uncertainly.
 
   “It can be anything. What’s a hobby of yours?”
 
   “I…” He thought for a moment. “I like dancing.”
 
   That drew snorts of laughter from Cameron and some of the other football players. So, it had taken the new kid all of thirty seconds to make himself a target for the school’s most prolific bullies. Great job, new kid.
 
   “Oh, really?” Ms. White said as though she didn’t hear them. “What kind of dance?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Daniel shrugged with a smile. “Just dance.”
 
   “He’s a ballerina!” Cameron guffawed, setting off a whole chorus of cruel laughter.
 
   New kid Daniel, however, looked more confused than embarrassed as he stood in front of our class full of terrible hyenas.
 
    “Well, Daniel,” Ms. White said as the laughter faded into chuckles. “This is our only open spot at the moment.” She pulled out the chair opposite mine. “This will be your assigned seat now.”
 
   “Okay. Thanks.” Daniel sat down, again with that swift, fluid grace that was so unlike any human movement I had ever seen.
 
   “Now.” Ms. White crossed back to the board. “As I was saying, dramatic irony is when the audience knows something that the characters don’t know.”
 
   “Hi,” I said, offering Daniel a smile. 
 
   “Hi.” He returned the smile and it glowed—to the point where I could swear it created physical warmth.
 
   Usually I didn’t initiate conversations, but I found myself wanting to make an exception here. I knew what it was like to be a new kid at a school. And when I had moved into the district, I had at least had the good fortune not to be the target of Cameron’s idiotic taunts. I might not be ready to stand up to bullies for this kid, but I could at least be a friendly face.
 
   “I’m Joan,” I said.
 
   “Yeah.” Daniel fiddled distractedly with the zipper of his jacket. “I’m—” He paused, sniffing sharply. Then he ducked his head under the table. I heard a loud “Ah-choo!” and felt a bewildering wash of heat against my knees. Before I had had a chance to contemplate the sensation, Daniel had straightened back up in his seat. “I’m Daniel.”
 
   “Right, and you said your last name was Thundyil?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I—um, I think I live down the block from the house you just moved into,” I said.
 
   “Oh. Really?”
 
   “Yeah. You met my mom yesterday.”
 
   “Oh yeah. I think I remember her,” Daniel said. “She was nice.” He paused for a moment, looking me up and down. “You look like her.”
 
   “Really?” Hardly anyone ever said I looked like Mama. She was so much prettier than I was.
 
   “Yeah. Except for the eyes.” He gestured at his own face. “Hers aren’t quite so…”
 
   “I know,” I looked down, self-conscious. “Mine are weird.”
 
   “No, no,” Daniel said earnestly. “I mean—” He plunged under the table again and there was that puff of heat again as he sneezed, “Choo!” and then bobbed back up. “I mean, I guess they are a little weird. But they’re cool.”
 
   “Oh.” I felt my face going pink. “Thanks.” 
 
   My eyes were actually the only part of my appearance I really liked. I had inherited my father’s milky-pale skin and square jaw along with Mama’s light brown hair and slightly upturned nose. But my eyes were a different story. Instead of brown like my father’s or hazel like Mama’s, they had come out violently, inexplicably blue. Brought to an almost sapphire intensity in some light, they were the only part of my appearance that came close to reflecting how unique I was on the inside.
 
   “Freaky, aren’t they?” Drew said as he dug for more rubber bands in his pocket and began work on another catapult.
 
   “Yeah.” Daniel leaned forward to peer at me and I thought I felt the air grow warmer. “A little bit.” He stuck his head under the table again. “Choo!” 
 
   “Allergies?” Drew asked sympathetically.
 
   “Yeah. Or something like—” he dove for cover once more. “Choo!” And this time I was sure I felt heat brushing my leg. Did regular sneezes usually scald like that? “Something like that.”
 
   “Why do you keep doing that?” Drew asked.
 
   “Doing what?”
 
   “Putting your head under the table.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Daniel said quickly. “I don’t have to tell you. I just feel like it.”
 
   Drew gave him a strange look. “Okay, weirdo.”
 
   As Ms. White droned on about archetypes and allegories, I surveyed the weirdo again—from his faintly wavy black hair, to his expressive black eyes, to the slightly lighter skin on his palms—and found that I couldn’t begin to place his race. His hair seemed far too fine and straight for someone of his deep brown skin color. Maybe he was half African American and half something else. Maybe he was Indian? Or Hispanic? Nothing I could think of seemed to fit.
 
   “Where are you from?” I asked.
 
   “Uh…” Daniel stiffened slightly. “Canada.”
 
   “Well, I know you came from Canada,” I said, a little amused. “I just wondered what your ethnic background was. Like, where’s your dad from?”
 
   “Oh, that. Um…” His gaze passed momentarily over the map of the world tacked to the bulletin board. He tilted his head, squinting. “Ch—Chi—na. My parents were from China.”
 
   Drew looked up from the literary devices worksheet he had been ripping into neat strips. “Dude, no offense but you don’t look Chinese at all.”
 
   “Andrew,” Ms. White said sharply. “Will you please stop disrupting class? We don’t have much time to get through the rest of these—”
 
   Sadly for her, she was interrupted by the bell.
 
   “Oh.” Daniel jumped at the near-deafening noise as the rest of the class started packing up their books. “That’s a terrible sound,” he grimaced.
 
   “You think?” I said dryly.
 
   “And that—that means class is over?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “What else would it mean?”
 
   “I um… I don’t know where I’m supposed to go next.”
 
   “You have a schedule?” I asked.
 
   “Oh, yeah. They gave me that.” Daniel reached into his pocket and pulled out a slightly crumpled piece of paper. “I just can’t um… I mean—I’m not really sure how to—”
 
   “Can I see it?” I asked.
 
   He unfolded the paper and handed it to me.
 
   “Well, you have music with Mr. Hager next,” I said, looking over the schedule. “So do I. You can just follow me.”
 
   “Oh.” He looked relieved as I handed the paper back to him. “Good. Thanks.”
 
   Our school had a pretty dumb way of organizing music class. There was strings class and band class. Kids with lessons in a specific instrument got placed in one or the other based on that and everyone else just got thrown in wherever there was space, regardless of their preferences. 
 
   “So, it looks like you’re in strings,” I said. “Do you play the violin, viola, bass, cello?”
 
   “Those are… musical instruments?” Daniel asked.
 
   “Yes,” I said, confused.
 
   “Do you hit them?”
 
   “No. You definitely don’t.”
 
   “Oh. Then I can’t play them.”
 
   Oh God. I was less and less sure this guy was actually from Canada—or this planet. 
 
   When we got to strings, our ancient, partially deaf teacher, Mr. Hager, did with Daniel what he did with anyone new to the class: he threw him in the always shorthanded viola section.
 
   “I— um—I don’t play—” Daniel began, but Mr. Hager didn’t hear him.
 
   “Just go ahead and pull any of the unmarked violas off the back shelves,” Mr. Hager said. “Any one is fine. Just make sure it’s got all four strings on it.”
 
   “But I have no idea how to play a—a viola,” Daniel protested, only to be completely ignored as Mr. Hager started fumbling around for the baton Drew had just stolen off his stand. “I don’t know how to play any of these.”
 
   “It’s okay,” I said, deciding that someone had to come to Daniel’s rescue, “neither do most of the people in this class.”
 
   “But I don’t even know which ones are violas.”
 
   “They’re the ones that are smaller than the cellos but bigger than the violins.”
 
   “Th-the what?”
 
   “Okay, here, I’ll show you.” I led him to the shelf of spare violins and violas while the rest of the class took out their instruments and started to tune.
 
   “Wow…” Daniel looked around the room as it filled with the sound of greasy bows dragging across cheap strings. “Everyone here plays these instruments?”
 
   “Using the verb ‘play’ loosely, yes.”
 
   “Even, like, the athletes?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said, “some of them. Is that weird?”
 
   “Um—no. No, I-I guess not,” he said, though he still looked intensely confused.
 
   “Here.” I took one of the unassigned violas off the shelf and opened up the case for him. “You can take this one. The other violas will show you what to do with it. Or not. They’re not very good, but as long as you pretend to play a little bit, you’ll be fine.”
 
   Daniel looked down at the instrument warily, like it was a snake that might bite him if he got too close.
 
   “Go on,” I said. “Take it.”
 
   “I-I can’t.” He took a step back. “This is too weird. I’m not—I-I mean I can’t… I can’t touch that.”
 
   “Of course you can,” I said, completely mystified by his behavior. “Just grab it by the neck like this.” I wrapped a hand around the viola’s neck and lifted it from its case. “Then pick up the bow by the wood part like this and make sure your fingers don’t touch the horse hair.”
 
   “Horse hair?” Daniel repeated, his eyes widening as though I’d just told him the thing was strung with unicorn hair. “That’s real horse hair?”
 
   “Yes,” I said slowly. “What else would it be?”
 
   “Wow.” He reached out like he wanted to feel it.
 
   “Hey!” I pulled the bow back. “I just said you’re not supposed to touch that part.”
 
   “Oh—sorry.”
 
   “Just hold it by the stick part like I’m doing.” I held the bow out to him.
 
   An incredulous something like a laugh huffed out of him. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
 
   “Why?” I demanded. “Are you allergic to wood or something?”
 
   “No—I—”
 
   “Joan, Daniel,” Mr. Hager said impatiently, “why aren’t you two at your stands yet?”
 
   “Just take it,” I hissed and pushed the instrument into Daniel’s hands.
 
   “Oh—!” He fumbled, as though he wanted to push it away, but faced with the choice of either taking it or letting it fall to the floor, he finally closed his hands around it. “O-okay…” He looked deeply uncomfortable, almost panicked, as though I had just put a live grenade in his hands. “Okay.”
 
   Mr. Hager gave Daniel the day’s sheet music and stuck him in the back of the viola section, telling him to “just try and follow along.” Mr. Hager’s idea of teaching was to assign people parts, put the sheet music in front of them, and then yell at them (increasingly louder as his hearing went) when it all sounded terrible. 
 
   Strings class at Crawford made me incalculably grateful for my five years of cello lessons. Aside from the two violinists that carried their entire section, I was the only person in the class who was any good at their instrument—and I was quite good. Of all the lessons Papa had signed me up for when I was little, cello was the only activity I had really taken to. Cello was perfect. I liked the way it engaged my entire body, from the base of my spine to the tips of my fingers. I liked the way the long, powerful sounds resonated all the way down to my core. The feeling of playing the cello was as close as I could get to the feeling of the Hum without using my powers. And as long as I pretended the rest of the class didn’t exist, strings was the one part of my school day I actually enjoyed.
 
   But today I was distracted, barely paying attention as we laid into the first measures of Pachelbel’s Canon in D. Daniel was sitting in his seat, out of the way, alternately looking from the squeaking first violins, to the sleeping second violins, to the basses, to the cellos, to the other violas in front of him, and cautiously turning his own viola over in his hands like it might blow up. What was the matter with him? What kind of person had never seen a viola before? Had he moved here from a cave? Or was he actually from outer space?
 
   Halfway through the class’s attempt at a Stravinsky suite, Daniel paused abruptly in the middle of trying to peer into one of the viola’s sound holes. He sniffed once, twice, and a look of panic overtook him. Dumping the viola back into its case, he twisted around in his seat and—“Choo!” 
 
   He pressed his face into the crook of his arm and turned away from the class, but I saw it. For just a moment, I saw bright hot sparks burst from his mouth. They flared orange for a heartbeat before he smothered them against his arm, but I had seen. My bow stopped on the strings, my mouth dropping open as reality ground to a halt. 
 
   Fire.
 
   He was sneezing fire.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three: 
 
   Tajaka
 
    
 
   Fire was not an easy thing to control. 
 
   It had taken me years to work up to it and I hadn’t even entertained the idea until long after I started exploring my other powers. For that whole first year of practice, my abilities had been limited to moving air, water, and various solid items where I wanted them to go. As I had gotten older, I had grown in intelligence and self-control, and my abilities had become more nuanced.
 
   Rather than just levitating a metal object or nudging it from one place to another, I learned to shape the metal itself, twisting pennies into corkscrews, tying nails in knots, and crunching paper clips into solid nuggets of steel. I extended my power over air so that I could not only push air away from me with my hands, but suck it in towards me, creating a vacuum that could close a door from across a room or pull light objects within reach. Water, for all the grief it had given me at the beginning, became an intimate friend of mine. I taught myself to reach deep into the substance and control its individual molecules. I got so good at manipulating those little particles that, with a flick of my fingers, I could make them burst apart into vapor—or the reverse, drawing the water molecules in the air together to make a droplet or a small puddle. Every day, I found some new small thing I could do with my powers.
 
   By the time I turned nine, I had become aware that the temperature sometimes fluctuated with my moods. Apathy, determination, and disdain could make the air around my cold. An excess of heart-pumping emotions like rage, anxiety, or elation could drive the heat up. At ten, I started to be able to control those changes in temperature, heating or cooling my body with a controlled combination of focus and emotion. 
 
   All my early temperature change practice was on water. I would fill up a bucket from the garage and sneak it up to my room. Then, at night, after my parents had gone to sleep, I would perch on the edge of my bed with both hands and a thermometer submerged in the bucket and try to drive the water temperature up and down. At first, all my concentration could only get the bright red line in the thermometer to move a few degrees at a time. But after a month or two of practice, I could make the temperature soar and plunge at will.
 
   The dicey thing about messing with temperature was that, in order to heat or cool water, I had to first bring my own body—or at least my hands—to that temperature. No human body should have been able to withstand the extreme temperature changes but, extraordinarily enough, my skin, bones, and blood vessels seemed to be adapted to cope with it. Sure, the first few times I succeeded in forming ice crystals in the water, I gave myself minor frostbite on my fingertips, but after some experimentation, I found a solution. If I kept my fingers flexing in time with my heartbeat, I could keep just enough blood circulating through them to prevent frostbite.
 
   Heating water was scarier. I must have lost my nerve and pulled my hands out of the bucket a hundred times before I hit that 212-degree boiling point. When I finally managed it, I was rewarded with skin-pinching blisters all over my hands. As painful as they were, the burns didn’t take long to heal. When they cleared up, the skin where they had been was tougher than before, and the next time I tentatively tried boiling water, I found that my hands had become impervious to heat all the way up to a few hundred degrees. I had made myself burn-proof.
 
   By my eleventh birthday, I had all the ingredients I needed to make fire. I could bring my fingers to several hundred degrees without damaging them. My molecular-level control of water allowed me to extract the moisture from my skin, making it bone dry. With my speed, I had no doubt that I could move my fingers against one another fast enough to strike up a spark. Most importantly, I could already feel fire as a distinct part of the Hum all around me.
 
   My senses jumped when Mama tried to strike a match against the side of our worn-out matchbox. I felt it spark once, twice, and then spring to life with a triumphant hiss. Even though I couldn’t see the flame, I could feel its dancing pull from across the kitchen—as fluid as water, as light as air, as distinct as metal, but more alive than any of them.
 
   “Keep your eyes closed,” Mama reminded me.
 
   I did, but I sensed her bring the match to the tip of each of the eleven birthday candles. I felt each flame as it leapt to life. By the time Mama set the cake down in front of me, the jumping pinpricks of fire were as distinct to me as the silverware laid out on the table.
 
   “Open your eyes,” Mama said.
 
   I did and found every candle exactly where I had known it would be. I took a deep breath and eleven little flames leaned in toward me.
 
   “Make a wish,” Mama reminded me.
 
   I made the same wish I had made every year since I was seven—I wish for answers—and I blew out the candles.
 
   The wish, I knew, was a long shot. I hadn’t had a party, since it had only been a few months since my grandpa died and nobody in my family felt much like celebrating—not that I had any friends to invite anyway. The only presents I had gotten had been from my parents: a twenty-dollar bill from Papa, and from Mama, a pretty dress she was vainly hoping I might wear to school. All in all, it was one of my lousier birthdays. That was why I decided that, at the very least, I was going to get one present worth having: I was going to teach myself to control fire.
 
   I was uneasy about the idea of making fire, but my heart was still full of the quiet creak of my grandpa’s voice, and I knew what he would tell me.
 
   “Jeanne,” he would say with a smile crinkling up the edges of his eyes, “the things that are really worth trying are the ones that scare you. Humor your fears so far as they keep you safe, but never let them get in the way of what you want to be.” And I wanted to be someone brave enough to tame fire. I had wanted that ever since I first felt a flame tugging at my senses.
 
   Knowing that fire would be hotter than boiling water, I purposely burned my hands on our gas stove to build up my tolerance. The pain was so bad I could barely think. I spent the three days following my birthday alternately crying and roaring into my pillow while the burns healed. 
 
   The skin that grew back over my palms was strange. Despite being thicker than regular human skin, it wasn’t rough like callouses or leathery and stiff like the soles of feet. It had a smooth, elastic feel all its own. Once I had my new superhuman skin, I shut myself up in my room with three big buckets of water—just in case—and set to work.
 
   I had suspected that generating fire bare-handed would be hard, that it wouldn’t come with the first snap of my fingers. What I hadn’t realized was just how much work was ahead of me. For three days, I drove the blood in my hands past the boiling point and struck my hands together again, and again, and again. The first hundred—thousand—tries, all I got were puffs of smoke and sparks that fell, sputtering, into the water. But I could feel the flame there, just a well-timed spark away, just out of reach, so I kept going. I rubbed my hands together until my arm muscles wore out and my tough burn-proof skin was raw and cracking.
 
   When I finally managed a flame on that third day, it was terrifying. The fire burst from my hands too fast—fueled by all the madness and frustration of three whole days of effort. I was so startled that I screamed and plunged my hands into the nearest bucket before it got the chance to flare out of control.
 
   As steam hissed from the bucket, I found myself shaking. I didn’t know why—if it was from relief, or shock, or exhaustion. Maybe the cold water was finally bringing out the pain of days and days of needle-sharp sparks and relentless abrasion. Maybe it was just that, after all that time, those few seconds of fire had been the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. Whatever the reason, I put my forehead against the rim of the bucket and started to cry.
 
   The ability to make fire was every bit as exhilarating as I had hoped, but it changed something in the way I thought of my powers, darkened it. Unlike metal, stone, and wood, fire had a mind of its own. Of all the things I could control, it was the only one that could turn back and bite me if I wasn’t careful. And if it did bite back, if it broke out of my control, I didn’t know if I would be able to contain it. 
 
   I decided, as I knelt there with my arm elbow-deep in that bucket of water and tears dribbling down my face, that I would only ever make fire in small amounts and only with a water source nearby. (That was when I moved the fishbowl into my room). Now, at thirteen, I had excellent control over all my powers, but I was still cautious whenever I struck up a flame.
 
   Fire wasn’t an easy thing to control.
 
   It certainly wasn’t something you just casually sneezed into the crook of your arm in the middle of strings class.
 
    
 
   ……..
 
    
 
   I was the only one who saw Daniel lift his head and clamp a hand down on the glowing embers still clinging to the sleeve of his jacket. I was the only one who saw him sniff and glance around to make sure no one had seen. And I was frozen there, mid-bow, as the rest of the class continued to screech through Stravinsky all around me.
 
   What had I just seen? I didn’t know of any conditions that caused people to sneeze fire—and I would know. I had researched every mutation and medical condition that could possibly be related to my powers, including all documented cases of spontaneous human combustion. The only other case that even remotely resembled what I had just seen was my own ability to produce fire. Okay, I had never accidentally coughed or sneezed flames, but there were other aspects of my power that could jump out involuntarily if I wasn’t careful, like my pull on metals. One time I had hiccupped and popped half the springs in my mattress.
 
   Could it be…? No. No, I couldn’t let my thoughts go there. I shouldn’t let myself hope that. But I was unable to crush the cautious, desperate thought as it flickered to life inside me. Could this be the day? Could I have found someone like me? 
 
   To my annoyance, Daniel managed not to sneeze for the rest of the class. He stuck it out, perched uneasily on the edge of his chair, staring down at the viola he had dropped haphazardly into its case, unaware of my eyes on him. When Mr. Hager wrapped up our last piece, I put my cello away as fast as I could and hurried to help Daniel pack up the dreaded viola, hoping to check him for any evidence of the flames I was certain I had seen.
 
   “Hey, thanks,” he said as I loosened the bow and slid it into its place.
 
   “No problem.” I leaned in maybe a little closer than necessary to pick up the viola, scanning his sleeve for burn marks or ash. But his stupid jacket was black and I couldn’t make anything out.
 
   “Is everything okay?” Daniel asked as I straightened up, frowning.
 
   “You smell like smoke,” I said.
 
   “What? Oh yeah,” Daniel sighed and his breath was a hot ripple in the air. “I guess I probably do.”
 
   “Do you smoke?”
 
   “Um… yeah.”              
 
   “You know you’ll get expelled if they catch you.” Well, if you were Katie—or even Drew—you got a slap on the wrist and a suspension, but they had expelled an African American kid for smoking my first year.
 
   “Oh—well, um—I don’t actually smoke,” Daniel said, scratching the back of his neck. “It’s um—it’s my aunt. I was just at her house.”
 
   God, he was a terrible liar. I just needed to figure out what he was lying about and why.
 
   “Okay,” Daniel said once we had put the viola back on its shelf. “Now I just have to figure out what my next class is.” He reached into his pocket for his schedule.
 
   “It’s science, with Drew and me,” I said. 
 
   “Oh—really? Cool.”              
 
   “And after that, you have Spanish in Room 277 with Ms. Parker. I have history on the other end of the hall, but Drew can show you—assuming he sticks around that long. He usually skips out around fourth hour.”
 
   “Xuuse, how do you know all that?” Daniel asked.
 
   “You showed me your schedule.”
 
   “Yeah, for, like, two dinmanu. You remembered all of that just from one look?”
 
   “I remember everything I read,” I said, choosing not to comment on the foreign words that suddenly seemed to be dropping into his sentences.
 
   “Whoa.” Daniel looked impressed. “Can a lot of people on this—in this town do that?” 
 
   “Not like I can,” I smiled.
 
   “That’s amazing,” Daniel said earnestly. “That’s like a super-power.”
 
   “Thanks.” I felt my dry smirk widen into a genuine smile. 
 
   Most people either called me a nerd or just didn’t care when I demonstrated my mental capacity. It was also a little amusing that this guy who seemed to be able to shoot fire from his mouth considered memorization, of all things, a super-power. This Daniel kid just kept getting weirder and weirder.
 
   It was lab day in science, so Mr. Lang had the class break into groups. Katie and a couple of other girls were eyeing Daniel for their group, but I swooped in before they got the chance and guided him to the back table with Drew and me. The move earned me some nasty looks from a few of the pretty girls who otherwise never bothered to glance in my direction, but I decided it was worth the unwanted attention. I wasn’t letting Daniel out of my sight until I figured out his deal. 
 
   As Drew showed an intent Daniel how to turn on the Bunsen burner and set our beaker of water, salt, and sand to boil above it, I observed Daniel’s hands. I had clearly seen him smash an open palm into the live sparks on his sleeve. But as he straightened out the tripod for Drew and I got a look at the insides of his hands, there weren’t any signs of burning. 
 
   The fire-sneezes, I reasoned, could just be a rare condition I had somehow never heard of. But if Daniel’s skin was adapted to deal with that fire, that meant he was built differently from other people, inside and out. It meant he was like me. He had sneezed the fire directly into his arm, but that jacket looked tough and probably would have protected his arm from the heat, so that wasn’t a great indication of his fire resistance. Then he had put out those sparks without burning himself. Did that mean his skin was fireproof? Maybe, but maybe not. There were regular people with thick callouses and high pain tolerance who could snuff out cigarettes on their palms and pinch out candles without flinching. 
 
   If I was going to be sure, I had to see Daniel’s bare skin come into contact with something hotter than a couple of tiny sparks. Maybe if I spilled something on his jacket so he had to take it off and then waited for him to sneeze again—but, no, we were back in a room with tables. He could easily duck out of sight if he needed to. And besides, the sneezing seemed to have died down for now. Inconvenient. How long was I going to have to wait for another clue? Normally I was a pretty patient person, but if I didn’t figure this out soon—now—it was going to drive me insane!
 
   After several minutes of clicking my pen in agitation, I felt my eyes drift from Daniel to rest on our Bunsen burner, its blue flame blazing at a steady thousand-some degrees… No, Joan, no, the stern, sane part of my brain tried to interject before the thought got a chance to form. That’s dangerous. That is way too dangerous. Drew is right there. The whole class might see. 
 
   But Drew already had second degree burns from when he got bored last year and set off one of his rockets in the boys’ bathroom. I was sure he would forgive me. And I didn’t care about the rest of the class. I had to know. I had to…
 
   Before I could lose my nerve, I tipped my lab stool forward, balancing atop it on one knee like more careless students often did when they wanted to reach something across the table. Then, at just the right moment, I ‘accidentally’ lost my balance, my knee slipping off the stool as it fell to the floor, pitching me forward.
 
   “Whoops!” I pushed my forearm into the Bunsen burner, sweeping the entire operation off the lab table, beaker, tripod, and all.
 
   “Whoa!” Drew, like a normal person, leapt back from the falling equipment. 
 
   But Daniel darted forward, catching the Bunsen burner in one hand and the boiling beaker in the other without spilling a drop of its contents. 
 
   My eyes widened for a moment in sheer amazement at his reflexes. Then they flicked to his face, searching for a wince, a flinch, any indication that the scalding hot glass and metal had affected him in the slightest.
 
   But there was only a nervous smile on that face as Daniel laughed, “Careful,” and set the equipment back on the table.
 
   “Dude!” Drew gasped, still backed up against the sinks. “Didn’t that hurt your hands?”
 
   “What? Oh.” Daniel glanced down at his hands then quickly clutched them to the front of his shirt so we couldn’t see them. “Yeah,” he said even though he didn’t look like he was in even the tiniest bit of pain. “Yeah, actually, that—ouch. That really hurts. Ouch. I just—delayed reaction,” he laughed nervously. “I’m just going to go see the nurse or something.” And he hurried out of the classroom, drawing a few confused looks as he went.
 
   “Does he even know where the nurse’s office is?” Drew asked after a moment.
 
   “Probably not,” I said, righting my stool. “I’m going to go make sure he gets there okay.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Just tell Mr. Lang where we are if he asks. Thanks, Drew,” and I sped out of the classroom before he could protest.
 
   I didn’t see Daniel when I stepped out into the hall. Fortunately, the science classroom was right at the end of the third-floor hallway, so there was only one way he could have gone. As I made my way past the closed doors of a few classrooms, I heard Daniel’s voice murmuring from one of the stairwells.
 
   “Hi? Hello? Hi?”
 
   I crept closer as quietly as I could until I was right around the corner by the abstinence posters, just out of sight of the stairwell.
 
   “Yeah,” I heard Daniel say, more clearly now, although he was trying to speak in a low voice. “Hi, Pita. It’s me. Wow, this phone is a piece of xuro. Koli wasn’t kidding when he said this place was behind with technology.” There was a pause as a deeper voice on the other end of the phone said something I couldn’t make out. “Yeah. Yeah, I’ll tell you how it’s going: it sucks. Dad, I’m serious, this is impossible! You have to get me out of here! I don’t think I can do this.” Another pause. “I know. I know, I’m trying, but they’re so weird. They tried to make me play this wooden string thingy.” Pause. “Yeah. This wooden, hollow sort of soku thing with a pulley stick thing made of horse hair. Horse hair, Dad! Where did they even get a—what? No… no, it turned out okay… No, I covered. But I keep sneezing and—what?... Yeah. Yeah, I’m calm. I’m totally calm. Okay, but Pita… Pita? Dad?”
 
   There was an irritated sigh and then a rustle as Daniel presumably shoved the phone back into his pocket. “Stupid phone.” I heard his footsteps coming back up the stairs and quietly took a deep breath.
 
   He turned the corner and— “Ah!” He jumped in surprise. “Joan! Wh-what—how long were you—I mean, wh-what are you doing here?”
 
   “I was going to help you find the nurse’s office,” I said pleasantly, “but I see you’re all better.” I nodded down at his hands, which were now clearly visible and clearly not burned.
 
   “Oh.” Daniel looked down at his hands, made to hide them again, and then seemed to realize it wouldn’t help. “Um… Th-this isn’t what it—I can explain—”
 
   “I saw you sneezing fire in strings class,” I said, unable to hold back a triumphant smile, “and now I know heat doesn’t hurt you. You’re going tell me why.” 
 
   “What?” Daniel said weakly.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I added at the look of devastated horror on his face. “I won’t tell anyone, I promise.”
 
   “T-tell anyone what?” Daniel stuttered helplessly. “I don’t—I don’t know what you’re—”
 
   “Seriously!” I almost yelled in exasperation. “Stop lying! You’re so bad at it, it hurts!”
 
   “Whoa… okay. Ouch.”
 
   “Sorry,” I apologized again. “That was mean. I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s okay,” Daniel said. “My dad makes fun of me about it all the time. But this…” he looked at me with a grimace. “Yeah, this is bad.”
 
   “You don’t have to worry,” I assured him. “I just said I wouldn’t tell anyone.”
 
   “That’s—I mean, don’t get me wrong, that’s really nice of you and I appreciate the thought, but you’re really not supposed to have seen anything at all.”
 
   “Okay, but to be fair, that’s not really my fault. You were doing a terrible job keeping it a secret.”
 
   “It was fooling everyone else,” Daniel muttered sullenly.
 
   “Only because everyone else is an idiot. I knocked over that Bunsen burner right in the middle of class to see if you would catch it and Drew’s the only one who actually—”
 
   “You did that on purpose?” Daniel exclaimed in disbelief. “Falleke, don’t you know you could hurt yourself doing that?”
 
   “Well, that’s actually what I wanted to talk to you about,” I said. “I—”
 
   “No.” Daniel was shaking his head. “No, we can’t talk about this. We really can’t. I have to go.” He made to move around me, but I stepped to the side, blocking his way.
 
   “You’re not going anywhere until you explain the fire thing to me.”
 
   “Sorry, but yes I am.” Daniel moved again, this time surprisingly fast, dodging around me like a basketball player ducking around an opponent.
 
   But he wasn’t the only one with superhuman speed on his side. I stumbled, caught off guard, but in a moment, I managed to put myself in front of him again, barring his way down the hall with a hand slammed against one of the lockers.
 
   “Whoa.” He blinked in surprise. “You’re fast for an adyn!”
 
   “For a what?”
 
   “I mean—for a… white… person. That sounds bad. Or maybe it doesn’t.” He paused, thinking for a moment. “No—I’m confused.”
 
   “Oh yeah? Join the club. Now, about that fire—”
 
   “Look, I’m sorry, Joan, but you really need to just forget what you saw and pretend nothing happened.”
 
   “No.” I had been pretending these powers didn’t exist for years. Now a possible answer was standing in front of me and I was not going to let that go. I didn’t care if I had to wrestle him to the ground. I was going to get an explanation. “I’m not leaving you alone until you talk.”
 
   “Sorry.” He started to turn away.
 
   “Hey.” This time I reached out and grabbed hold of his wrist. It was warm and solid under my fingers. “Running isn’t going to do you any good.” I could outrun anyone in the world. “You’re not going to be able to get away from me.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” Daniel’s face broke into a smirk. “Wanna bet?”
 
   And suddenly, faster than I had ever seen any human being move, he ducked down and spun in a—well, I actually had no idea what kind of move it was, it happened so fast. All I knew was that, in the blink of an eye, he had slipped his wrist out of my grasp and shot back toward the stairwell.
 
   “Hey—wait!” I scrambled after him, ready to take the stairs ten at a time if that was what I had to do to catch him. But Daniel didn’t bother with stairs at all. As I raced around the corner and leapt the set of steps to the first landing, he took hold of the hand rail and kicked his legs up in an acrobatic flip that sent him straight over the bar.
 
   My eyes widened in horror and the whole world stopped for a moment. That was a three-story drop. He was dead. He had to be. But when I lurched up against the rail to look over, I saw Daniel spring gracefully off the edge of one of the staircases halfway down and turn one last flip, neatly avoiding every piece of protruding metal and concrete in his way, before landing in a light crouch on the ground floor. As my mouth fell open in disbelief, he straightened up, looked up at me with a smirk, then threw me a jaunty gesture I took to be some kind of salute before disappearing down the first floor hallway. 
 
   “Mr. Lang’s going to mark you absent!” I shouted down the stairwell, but he was already gone.
 
   I stood alone with my back against the lockers for a long time. This confirmed everything I had suspected. Daniel was fireproof like me, strong like me, solid like me. He was just like me, except that he was better—dumb as a dodo bird, maybe—but so much better with his abilities. 
 
   I couldn’t stop replaying his crazy handstand-flip over the stair rail in my heaad. Those were physical abilities like mine, but trained. He had practiced with his strength and speed in ways that I never had. That meant he must have had some place to use his powers, someone to teach him. I remembered what I had heard of his phone conversation with his father. Daniel had a parent who knew about his powers, maybe even had powers himself, someone who could help him and guide him, like a real parent was supposed to. 
 
   The idea created an aching feeling inside me, a longing so deep it sank its claws right into my core. It was agony. Choking, I clenched my fists and felt the locker door start to crunch in on itself with the force of the contracting knot of emotion. That was when I knew I needed to calm down. It had been years since I had let my powers get that close to out of control. I squeezed my eyes shut. Focus, Joan. You have something to do. You have answers to find. 
 
   Focus.
 
   I let myself slide down the warped locker door until I was sitting on the ground, letting out a single loosening breath. The strain left my body and the metal behind me as my fists unclenched. The pain was still there, just quieter. 
 
   Intent on distracting myself from the feeling, I set about reviewing what I had just seen, trying to make as much sense of it as I could. My brief interaction with Daniel might have confirmed my suspicions about the fire, but it also raised a mountain of new questions: if Daniel was my age and had had his powers all this time—which it certainly seemed he had, considering the expert way he moved—why was he so terrible at hiding them? He came off as though he had never tried to conceal his powers from anyone; in fact, I was certain he never had. How else could he possibly be so bad at it? 
 
   But that left the question of where on earth he had come from. The way he moved and acted suggested that he had grown up in a place where he didn’t need to hide his abilities from other people, where he had the freedom to run, and grow, and sneeze as he liked. But there was no place like that… was there?
 
   Was there?
 
   I stood up, hungry for answers, and I didn’t care what I had to do; I was going to get them.
 
    
 
   ........
 
    
 
   Daniel didn’t come back to science class and I didn’t have any other classes with him, so I spent the rest of the day thinking, planning my next move. Obviously trying to corner him and demand an answer had been a mistake. I was going to have to take a more tactful approach, give him a reason to tell me what I wanted to know. 
 
   I must have turned over a hundred different approaches and scenarios by the end of sixth period. But eventually, I realized there was just no way around it; I was going to have to do the one thing I had sworn I would never, never do. Because why should he trust me with his secrets if I wasn’t willing to trust him with mine?
 
   I caught Daniel again after the last bell of the day. He hadn’t told me his locker number, but I kept them all in my head and I knew there were only four empty lockers in the school. Lockers 122 and 141 were on the sixth-grade-only floor, and 207 still had a broken door, so that left only one possibility and, sure enough, when I wandered over to that end of the second floor hallway, I saw Daniel packing up his books at locker number 265. 
 
   He wasn’t exactly difficult to spot. His face was the only dark one in a sea of white kids. I, on the other hand, could move through the crowd toward his locker completely unnoticed.
 
   When I drew closer, I had to roll my eyes. Katie was standing at his shoulder, batting her eyelashes as he took out his textbooks. She barely had any hips to speak of, but she had thrust one of them out as far as it would go as she leaned against the locker beside his.
 
   “Hi,” she said in the same artificially sweet voice she used around all boys. She must have decided that going after the mysterious new guy was a good way to get back at Cameron for… whatever he had done to get dumped this time. Or maybe she actually thought Daniel was cute. Either way, it was gross. “You’re Daniel, right?”
 
   “Oh,” Daniel said, seeming to notice her for the first time. “Yeah. That’s me.”
 
   “I’m Katie.” She moved a little closer to him.
 
   “Yeah. You’re in two of my classes,” Daniel said, stuffing his English book into his backpack. I noticed that he had managed to cram all four of his textbooks into his bag along with two binders and some notebooks.
 
   “So,” Katie said, still grabbing persistently at his attention, “Where did you say you were from, Daniel?”
 
   “I—um—Canada, or China, or whatever,” Daniel said, seizing the zipper of his bag and forcing it closed.
 
   “China, huh?” Katie said, sliding herself in closer. “That’s really interesting.”
 
   I hung back until Katie’s friends called to her to hurry up before she missed the bus. Then I moved up beside Daniel’s locker. He didn’t realize I was there until I cleared my throat.
 
    “Ahh!” He jumped, slamming his locker shut in surprise. “You!”
 
   “Me,” I smiled as Daniel backed up against the locker door, his overstuffed backpack clutched to his chest, his eyes darting around like a trapped animal’s.
 
    “Relax,” I said, trying to sound reassuring. “I’m still not planning on telling anyone what I saw. I’m not even going to try to force you to tell me anything, I just want to show you something.”
 
   He eyed me suspiciously. “Show me something?”
 
   “Yes. Just not here.” I gestured at the people all around us. “In private. There’s a classroom on the third floor no one ever uses. It’ll only take a second. I just need you to follow me.”
 
   “Okay, you know how sketchy that sounds, right?”
 
   “I’m not that dangerous, I promise.” At least not to a fireproof ninja like Daniel.
 
   “Yeah, I already know that’s not true,” Daniel smiled. “You’re terrifying.”
 
   “Well, you can run if you want,” I shrugged, looking around at the milling crowd. “I’m sure that won’t blow your cover.”
 
   “See? Terrifying.” There was a pause as he considered me and I held my breath, hoping. Then, “Lucky for you, I don’t scare that easy,” he said. “I’ll come with you, I’ll let you show me whatever you want, but I’m not promising I’ll tell you anything.”
 
   “Deal,” I said, just relieved that I had gotten this far. I could only think one step at a time at this point. Just one step at a time. “Come with me.”
 
    There weren’t many lockers on the third floor, so we only had to make our way past a few people on our way to Room 301. 
 
   “What’s in here?” Daniel asked as I came to a stop in front of the door and checked the hall to make sure no one was around to see us go in.
 
   “It’s an old science room that didn’t pass the last inspection.” No one knew if it was because the facilities were outdated or if there was toxic mold in the ceiling, but the school wasn’t allowed to use it anymore.
 
   “Shouldn’t it be locked?” Daniel said as I opened the door.
 
   “It was. Drew broke in last month to steal some of the old equipment and they never got around to fixing it.”
 
   Once we were inside, I closed the door and turned to face Daniel, leaning back against it.
 
   “Are you just going to stay there?” he asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why?” he asked, half smiling, half uneasy. “So I can’t get out?”
 
   “So no one else can get in.”
 
   The blinds were drawn over all the room’s windows. No one is going to see you, I told myself, taking a deep breath, even as my heart beat too hard against my ribs. No one is going to see you.
 
   “Look, I hate to tell you this,” Daniel said in a joking voice, “But if you’re trying to mug me, you might have picked the wrong—”
 
   “I’m not going to mug you,” I snapped, far too anxious to appreciate the attempt at humor. “There’s something I need to show you.”
 
   “Okay,” Daniel said. “What is it?”
 
   “I um…” I was feeling light-headed. “It’s—I’m sorry, it’s just—it’s been a really long time since I let anyone see this.” I was going to try not to think about the last time I had.
 
   “See what?” Daniel asked quietly.
 
   But I didn’t answer. I was concentrating. 
 
   This might be the biggest decision—the biggest moment—in my life. The thought of it leading to something completely unknown was scary, but the thought of it leading nowhere was even worse. My anxiety was rising fast inside me. It only took a second to blow past the boiling point, but I seized control of it. Channeling the blaze of nervousness and anticipation into my clenched fists, I let it build—hotter, hotter, hotter, until my fingers were stinging with it.
 
   “I want you to know that I’m not just being nosy for no reason,” I said slowly, keeping my eyes trained on the ground to maintain my concentration. “I need you to tell me what you are and where you came from because… because I think you’re like me.”
 
   “Like you?” Daniel repeated, confused. “What do you mean, ‘like you’?”
 
   In response, I lifted my heated hand, opening up my fingers. The flick of friction was short, but it was all I needed to turn the heat into a spark. Tongues of flame jumped from my skin and I held the fire up between us, lighting up the dim classroom. Normally, I couldn’t sustain a whole handful of flames for more than a second, but as I looked into Daniel's stunned eyes, my pounding heart kept it burning for several long moments. 
 
   Daniel’s mouth had fallen open. He seemed at a loss for words as he lifted his own hand and ran his fingers slowly through the fire I had created. In the moment before it went out, I felt Daniel’s touch pulling at it, the flames leaping excitedly up to meet his fingers as though drawn to them. And that erased any doubt in my mind. Daniel was like me. Maybe not exactly like me, but he was like me in the one way that mattered: he could feel the Hum, he could use it. It was part of him like it was part of me.
 
   “Wow!” Daniel exclaimed as the flame flickered its last and the spell broke between us. “H-how did you…?” He grabbed my pale hand in his dark one, turning it over as though searching for some trick or mechanism that would explain the fire. 
 
   His fingertips were hot across my palm, alive with a fiery energy of their own. It wasn’t something I could see, but I felt it, crackling like kindling just beneath the skin, pulsing in time with his heart. For my whole life, I had sensed the Hum in the world all around me. I had never sensed it in another person—but there it was, fluttering from Daniel like a thousand tiny wings.
 
   And it wasn’t just the feeling of the Hum that made his touch weirdly familiar. As he turned my hand over again, I recognized the smooth, sturdy feel of his skin. It was fireproof, like mine.
 
   “You have my skin,” I blurted out before realizing how weird that sounded.
 
   “You mean tajaka skin?” Daniel looked amused.
 
   “What? What’s tajaka?”
 
   “Tajaka is what we are,” he laughed. “It’s someone who controls fire.”
 
   “You mean… there’s a word for it?” I asked softly, and for some reason, I felt my throat closing up. There was a word for it. There was a word for me.
 
   “Of course there is.” Daniel’s brow furrowed in confusion. “If you’re—I mean—do you not have a word for it?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “But—why—if you can… if there’s… How did you get those powers?”
 
   “No questions,” I said as though I actually had answers to give. “Not until you answer mine.”
 
   “But…” Daniel let my hand go, though he continued to stare at it in bewilderment. “Is that…? Can most people on this planet control fire? Because I thought—”
 
   “This planet!” I exclaimed. “So you are an alien!”
 
   “What? No.” He laughed again. “I mean—sort of. Not really. It depends on what you’d call an alien. I’m not from this planet, but I am human. I can’t actually be talking to you about this. But—people here aren’t supposed to be able to do that. How can you do that?”
 
   “I told you, I’ll answer your questions when you answer mine.”
 
   Daniel let out a distressed sigh. “Joan, I can’t.”
 
   “Why?” I demanded, unable to keep my voice from rising in pitch. “Please! I’m not going to tell anyone.”
 
   “I know. It’s not that I don’t trust you, it’s just…” He shook his head. “I can’t believe I’m the one saying this, but it’s safer that you don’t know.”
 
   “Safer?” I repeated. What was that supposed to mean?
 
   “I know how much it sucks to hear that.” Daniel gave me an apologetic, almost miserable look. “I feel like a jerk.”
 
   “Don’t,” I said, almost surprised at the rush of sympathy I suddenly felt for this annoying idiot who had everything I had ever wanted and refused to give it to me. “You’re not a jerk.” As much as I was burning to know what was going on, I understood better than anyone that some things needed to be kept secret. “It’s okay.”
 
   “Listen, I like you,” Daniel said earnestly. “You seem cool, and careful, and probably a lot smarter than me. If it was up to me, I would tell you everything I know right now, but what we’re dealing with here, it’s dangerous stuff. So, I really can’t tell you anything about it without asking my dad about it first—but I’ll talk to him about this as soon as I get home. He’s not around right now, but I’ll call and tell him about you and I’ll see if he thinks it’s a good idea to let you in on our—on the whole thing.”
 
   “Okay.” I nodded, dizzy with a confusing mixture of relief, frustration, and excitement. “Okay.”
 
   “Are you alright?” Daniel asked.
 
   “Yeah. It’s just that I—” I suddenly felt my throat threatening to close up. “Until now, I—” I thought I was the only one. I thought I was alone. But when I tried to get the words out, I choked on them, and tears came out instead.
 
   “Oh.” Daniel’s voice took on a note of alarm. “Oh—Gods, are you crying?”
 
   “No,” I insisted, wiping my eyes on my sleeve. I never cried in front of other people. “I just never thought I would meet someone else who… I didn’t think there was anyone else like me.”
 
   “Hey, it’s okay. Don’t cry,” Daniel begged, looking vaguely panicked. “Please. My dad will know what to do. He always does. And I don’t think he would leave you in the dark after what you told me.”
 
   “Really?” I sniffed.
 
   “Really. Look, and if he says we can’t tell you, I’ll convince him to change his mind, okay? Everything’s going to be okay. Please don’t cry.”
 
   “Okay. I’m sorry.” I swallowed and pressed my palms into my eyes. “Thank you. Y-you don’t know what this… I can’t even tell you—thank you so much.”
 
   “Hey, no problem.” Daniel gave my arm a casual cuff with more force than I was used to. I liked the way it felt. It felt real. “I owed you one. You’ve been super nice to me this whole day—well, apart from the stalking thing. You helped me figure out my schedule and showed me where to find my violet.”
 
   “You mean your viola?” I laughed, managing to blink away the last of the tears.
 
   “See, you’re still helping me,” he smiled. “I’d have been kind of a lonely disaster today if I hadn’t run into you.”
 
   I opened my mouth to tell him that my entire life had been a lonely disaster until I ran into him, but felt a tug of tightness in my throat and knew that if I tried to say it, it was going to open the floodgates on a whole lot more tears. So I closed my mouth and swallowed the words. There was too much emotion there. More than I was ready to let anyone see.
 
   “I um… I guess w-we should go now,” I said instead, turning the knob behind me and leaning back into the door so that it swung open. I still had a million questions for Daniel, but if he couldn’t answer any of them until he’d talked to his dad, there was no point in torturing myself about it, was there? Best to just go home and try to find some way to keep myself busy until then. 
 
   But there was one question I couldn’t stop before it leapt from my mouth. “Can you say the word again?”
 
   Daniel paused partway through the door to look at me in confusion. “What word?”
 
   “The word for people who make fire,” I said. “For people like us.”
 
   “Oh. Tajakalu,” he said. The word sounded strange, like it came from a foreign language I had never heard before. “Or just tajaka singular,” he added after a moment.
 
   “Tajaka. So… I’m a tajaka?” 
 
   “Yes, you are.”
 
   “Cool…” Realizing that I had spent an awkwardly long moment smiling at Daniel, I looked away and stuttered, “I-I still have to get my stuff from my locker, so I’m going this way.” 
 
   “Okay. So, I’ll see you tomorrow?”
 
   I nodded. “See you tomorrow.”
 
   And for the first time I could remember, tomorrow felt like something to look forward to.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four: 
 
   The Mother of all Storms
 
    
 
   Any other day, I would have walked home slowly, breathing in the Hum with each step. Any other day, I would have noticed a murmur of thunder in the distance or an unnatural prickle of cold in the air. But after my meeting with Daniel, all I could think about, all I could feel, was my own excitement. As I made my way down the sidewalk in long light-hearted strides, I felt like I was walking through a dream—but it was a good dream and I didn’t get many of those, so I let it carry me, smiling, all the way home. I was still grinning like an idiot when I stepped into the kitchen.
 
   “How was school?” Mama asked as I skipped past her.
 
   “It was great.”
 
   “Oh. Wait, what—” she began, but I was already heading upstairs to my room, taking the stairs in the big springing bounds I rarely allowed myself.
 
   “Hi guys!” I beamed up at my posters. “Hi Goldie, Pliny, Cicero,” I greeted my goldfish before tossing my backpack by my cello case. 
 
   The first thing I did every day after school was practice with my powers. Most days, it took some time to get a grip on the Hum—I had to clear my head of all the sadness and frustration, ease the tension out of my muscles, and open up my chest to breathe—but today, I barely had to concentrate at all. 
 
   My powers rode the wave of my elation, sweeping the air around me up in my joy. Giggling like a little kid, I twirled around, whipping up a whirlwind that sent loose papers swirling all over the room. Then I pulled my arm back, snapping my hand into a fist that sucked all the air in the room towards me. Caught in the vacuum I had created, my door swung shut with a pleasing clunk. A flick of my fingers flipped the lock and I was alone in my kingdom. The only towers here were the stacks of old books, and the only kings were the ones that lived in their pages, but it was mine.
 
   I never meant to let my room get so messy, but at the rate I burned through books and set them aside, there was no helping it. Days passed and the layers of my life piled up one on top of the next in heaps of books, sheet music, and forgotten homework, like layers of sediment gathering at the bottom of a pond, preserving the imprint of what had once lived there. 
 
   If someone were to play geologist with my room and dig back in time through all those layers, they would find all the evidence of a normal growing kid: the scattered comic books, the Harry Potter and Lord of the Rings installments, the subpar drawings and failed art projects, the broken folders and neglected homework assignments. But, sandwiched in between the school supplies and fantasy standards, they would also find stranger materials: volumes on evolution and chemistry, histories of ancient and modern warfare, printed articles about spontaneous combustion and the possibility of telekinesis, and crazy conspiracy theory books about vampires and aliens. You turned up some weird stuff when you spent your life looking for an explanation for the unexplainable.
 
   My towering kingdom of books wasn’t built on a regular childhood; it was built on my endless search for what I was. The idea that that search might be about to come to an end—as soon as tomorrow—made me feel like I was going to buckle, and melt, and fly all at once. Trembling with the feeling, I sank down in my chair and returned to the only thing that ever calmed me: the Hum.
 
   Latching onto the buzz of the metal clasp of the hairband at the back of my head, I tugged at it with my powers until it came out. As soon as my hair was free of its ponytail, a hundred individual strands sprang to attention, sticking off my head at all sorts of stupid angles. My hair always seemed to catch any static in the air, no matter what the temperature or humidity. Usually it annoyed me, but today I just swiveled around in my chair and made a practiced pulling motion with my hands.
 
    Beads of condensation slid from the windowpane and snaked through the air towards my beckoning fingers. I smiled at the tendril of liquid as I swirled it through my fingers, guiding it along just fast enough that the flow was not broken, and just slowly enough that I could admire each drop as it slid through the air. After drawing the droplets into a single swirling mass, I cupped my hands and let the water settle into them. Cold. Refreshingly cold from clinging to the window. Before it got a chance to leak through the cracks between my fingers, I lifted my hands and slapped them down on top of my head, grinning as the iciness sank into my scalp.
 
   “Take that, static,” I smiled, flattening my wet bangs out in the mirror. The water would only hold my stubborn hair down for the few minutes it took to dry out, but it was always worth a try. 
 
   Standing up, I shook the excess water off of my hands, into the air. Most days playing with air, water, and solid objects was enough to keep me entertained, but what I really wanted to do right now was burn something. 
 
   I remembered the fire pulsing like a heartbeat in Daniel’s eyes. I remembered the tug of his fingers on the flames extending from my skin, and I could still feel it, pulling at the fire inside me, drawing it to the skin, urging me to burn, burn like the light in those black eyes.
 
   Crossing the room, I picked up my backpack and rummaged through the mess of notebooks and papers inside until I found a handful of old English assignment sheets that I hated. Since I didn’t use my fire powers often, I made sure to reserve them for things that really deserved to burn, and this assignment was the perfect candidate.
 
   ‘Poetry Fun:’ the assignment sheet read, ‘write and illustrate three haikus.’ The masterful example poem read:
 
    
 
   The cat is so fat
 
   Because he eats so much fish
 
   He is really big
 
    
 
   And beneath it, a hideous drawing of a fat cat. Stapled to that sheet were the haikus I had written and turned in with the rubric:
 
    
 
   Poems are pictures
 
   Themselves; illustrating them 
 
   Defeats the purpose.
 
    
 
   An English teacher
 
   Should know what a poem is.
 
   That’s just what I think.
 
    
 
   But since you wanted
 
   An illustration so much,
 
   Here’s me in your class:
 
    
 
   Followed by a hastily scribbled frowny-face and Ms. White’s feedback in red pen:
 
    
 
   C-
 
   This is extremely disappointing, Joan. Very inappropriate. I will be making a call to your parents.
 
    
 
   Holding the papers out in front of me, I put a hand under them and struck up a flame on my thumb. The fire flared up higher than usual, fueled by my excess of emotion, and eagerly darted up to flick its tongue against the paper’s edge. I watched with profound satisfaction as the flames slowly ate away at the words, reducing them to flakes of charred paper. Fire usually made me nervous, but today I only felt the exhilaration.
 
   After burning a few more English assignments into the wastebasket, I threw some water from the fishbowl on top of them and flopped down on my bed with To Kill a Mockingbird. A favorite book rarely failed to put me at ease, but today I found that I couldn’t focus on the words. My heart was beating too powerfully. 
 
   Eventually, I tossed the book down on top of some sheet music and just let myself stare up at the ceiling, my chest filling more with each breath. My stacks of books stood silently all around me as they always had, the quiet sentries that had kept me company all these years, but somehow they seemed less important now. Now I had Daniel and he was real, and he was alive, and he had answers. Now, for once, the world I lived and breathed had given me something more than what I could find in the still pages of any book. Now I had a word.
 
   “Tajaka,” I murmured to myself as I lay back on my pillows. Lifting my hands toward the ceiling, I struck up another flame and swirled the fire above me. “Tajaka, tajaka, tajaka…” 
 
   I lost track of how long I lay there playing with my powers, but it was almost dark when I wandered downstairs to see if Mama needed any help with dinner. I found her sitting by herself at the kitchen table.
 
   “Hi, honey,” she said, not looking up to see the smile that hadn’t quite left my face since I had gotten home.
 
   “Hey,” I said. “So, where’s Papa?”
 
   “He’s… oh.” Mama wilted as her eyes fell on the clock. “He’s late.”  I hated seeing that dejected look on her face. But I hated Papa more for making me see it there so often. And I wasn’t in the mood for Papa’s selfishness. This was a good day and he wasn’t going to ruin it.
 
   “Again, huh?” I frowned at the clock. So, not only had he extended this trip a week, but he was also going to be late to dinner. Classy.
 
   “So, what are you doing?” I asked, even though I was pretty sure I could guess.
 
   “Oh, just sorting some of these old family photos,” Mama sighed, but we both knew that she wasn’t sorting those pictures. After all, who needed to sort the same photo collection twice a week? And they weren’t exactly family photos either, I noted as I glanced at the pictures in Mama’s hands. Every one there was dated sometime before 1992, before the year I was born. I had learned not to take this personally. That was just the last time she and Papa had actually been happy, before their life together had gotten complicated.
 
   “Oh, I remember the first time your dad and I went to Paris together,” Mama sighed, smiling down at a photo of the embracing couple that had once been her and Papa. Her eyes had sparkled back then, but the light in them seemed to have dulled with time.
 
   “That was just before we found out we were going to have you,” Mama mused, tucking a stray strand of brown hair behind her ear and continuing to smile fondly at the picture in her hand. “It was fall, I think, and his friends were having—”
 
   “Mama.”
 
   “—their big party and we—”
 
   “Mama,” I said more loudly. “Something’s burning.”
 
   “What?” She dropped the stack of photos she was holding and ran to open the oven. “Oh no,” she said miserably as she took in the dimension. “Oh no. I must have forgotten to set the timer. What am I going to do now?” Her lip started to tremble.
 
   “Hey, Mama. Hey. It’s okay.” I went to her side to put a hand on her shoulder as she stared down at the smoking pizza on the oven rack. “It’s nothing to get upset about.”
 
   I meant to take Mama’s hand in mine but found myself pausing before the stove, resting my fingertips on one of the front burners. Two years ago, I had turned that burner on and held my hands over the flames until the skin burned off them. Suddenly, I found myself wondering if Daniel had gotten his fireproof skin the same way I had. Had he figured out how to build up his heat tolerance on his own or had someone showed him how to do it? Had his parents stood there with him and guided his hands? Had someone been there to hold him through the pain?
 
   A faint whimper brought me back to the moment as Mama put her face in her hands. “I’m such an idiot!” Her voice turned to a squeak.
 
   “No. No, you’re not.” I turned from the stove to take her fragile hands in mine. “Just sit down, okay? I’ll take care of it. Just sit down.”
 
   “Okay. Okay, you’re right,” Mama said, making a shaky attempt at a smile. “I’m just being silly.” 
 
   She went back to the table and crumpled into her chair, but didn’t seem to be able to pick up the mess of pictures that had fallen to the floor.
 
   The counter hid me from Mama’s view as I leaned into the oven’s ripples of heat to retrieve the sausage and pepperoni disaster. The searing oven rack barely tickled my fingers as I pulled out the pizza and set it on top of the stove. My powers could do nothing to fix burnt crust, but I set about trying to scrape the worst of the blackness off with a butter knife. Grandma Messi told me that Mama had delighted in cooking back when she married my father, but that passion seemed to have gone away with the light in her eyes.
 
   “Hey, Mama,” I said. If I didn’t distract her from those pictures, she was just going to sit there making herself sadder and sadder. “I’m going to go get another pizza from the freezer, okay? What kind should I—”
 
   “We don’t have any more,” Mama said in a broken voice. “That was the last one and I ruined it.”
 
   “I—No, that’s okay,” I said hastily. “It’s not actually that bad. It’s—I’m sure it’ll taste fine. Could you move those albums? I’m going to set the table.”
 
   Crossing to the cupboard, I took out three plates—if we were really going to need three. Mama saw me hesitate and looked at the clock again.
 
   “He should have been here an hour ago. H-he said… he promised…” She ducked her head, putting a hand over her eyes.
 
   I felt the stainless steel fork I was holding bend in my grasp and realized that my fist had tightened around it. Oops. Normally I wasn’t this careless. This was a weird day, an exciting day, but that didn’t mean I got to let my abilities run out of control.
 
   “Fine,” I said shortly, tamping down on my anger before it could turn into heat, or wind, or something more conspicuous than a clenched fist. “It’s fine.” I gripped the handle of the fork and bent it straight. “Let’s eat without him.”
 
   Before Mama could weakly suggest that we wait just another ten minutes, the bang of the front door sounded Papa’s arrival. I cut through the living room to meet him, my lips pursed in annoyance. He was weirdly pink in the face and seemed out of breath.
 
   “You’re late,” I said coldly.
 
   “There was a snowstorm,” he said, “This huge snowstorm. Visibility was so bad, I got held up.”
 
   For a moment I just stood there staring, unable to find words strong enough to express my indignation. “A snowstorm?” I laughed, keeping my voice just low enough that Mama wouldn’t hear from the kitchen. “Jesus, Dad, if you’re going to lie at least put some effort into it. A snowstorm? In September? Really? How stupid do you think I am?”
 
   “Hey, I’m serious,” Papa said angrily. “There was a snowstorm. And don’t take that tone with me, young la—”
 
   “Just go eat your dinner,” I snapped. “We waited for you.”
 
   But as my father shook out his jacket, I picked up the distinct rustle of gathered water molecules. When he left for the kitchen, I felt the arm of the garment and started. It was wet. Well, so what, I thought. So he had walked through a little rain; that didn’t prove his ridiculous snowstorm story. However, as I turned to leave, my senses picked up something else, the unmistakable loosening of water as it turned from ice to liquid. There were puddles forming under the shoes Papa had just slipped off. 
 
   Turning back, I crouched down, picked up one of the shoes, and turned it over to look at the bottom. My eyes widened. There was snow packed into the rubber crevices of the sole. He hadn’t been lying.
 
   That was when I realized how cold it was. The temperature inside the house hadn’t changed much until Papa opened the door, but now that I thought back, there had been condensation on my bedroom windows. I had even drawn some of the droplets from the glass to play with them. There was only ever condensation on the windows when the air outside was significantly colder than the air inside. 
 
   On a normal, dull day, the unusual shift in temperature would have caught my attention the moment it set in. I had just been so caught up in in my thoughts about Daniel, and powers, and answers, that I must have missed it.
 
    “It was crazy!” Papa said as we sat down to eat. “It just got really, really cold all of a sudden, with no warning at all. I swear, it was like having ice water dumped over my head. And then there was this snow—and hail! Oh, you should have seen it! The cab driver had to pull into a parking garage until it let up.”
 
   “Oh,” Mama said quietly. She would swallow pretty much any story in her desperate attempt to pretend nothing was wrong, but even she was having trouble buying this one. Her head was down and she was trying to conceal that she was fighting tears.
 
   Then Papa made a gagging noise. “Jesus! What’s wrong with this pizza?”
 
   Mama uttered a choked gasp, threw her chair back and ran from the room. I glared at my father.
 
   “What?” he said defensively. “All I said was—”
 
   He was interrupted by a flash that turned the kitchen white.
 
   “What?” I heard Mama gasp from the next room. “Was that lightn—” but she was cut short by a peal of thunder that shook the house on its foundations. The sound shot down my spine to the tips of my toes, making my eyes snap wide open and my muscles jump. It had barely stopped reverberating through me when a blast of wind slammed into the outside of the house, causing the walls to creak in protest. I could hear garbage cans and porch chairs tumbling down the driveway outside. I turned to the window to see sheets of white rain whipping across the asphalt outside.
 
   “Whoa,” I breathed as I watched a branch as big around as my waist tear off a tree as though it were made of tissue paper. 
 
   Then, through the rush of rain against siding and pavement, my ears picked up an ominous rumble. At first I thought it was more thunder. Then I caught sight of something shimmering over the rooftops in the distance. It was only when the wave of silver advanced to the neighboring block, sending what looked like golf balls bouncing off of concrete and shingles, that I realized what it was.
 
   “Hail!” I exclaimed just as the ice hit the roof of our own house like a stampede.
 
   “Oh my God!” Mama screamed. “Oh my God!”
 
   “See?” Papa shouted over the deafening clatter as Mama stumbled into the room, hyperventilating. “I told you there was a storm! I told you!”
 
   There was another flash of lightning, and thunder cracked through the air like a whip, the sound snapping through my bones. The next second, all the lights in the house flickered and went out, leaving us in darkness.
 
   “Oh my God!” Mama cried again, grabbing the back of the chair as though the sound had physically knocked her off balance. “Get in the basement! Get in the basement!”
 
   I could feel my way around a room by tuning in to the Hum of the material around me, but my poor parents were completely blind without the light.
 
   “Careful!” I grabbed Mama’s shoulders before she got a chance to fall over the vacuum cleaner and turned her around in the direction of the basement door.
 
   “Don’t panic, Josie,” Papa said, finding Mama’s arm with one hand and the basement doorknob with the other. “Don’t panic. Joan, you get down here too. Let’s move.”
 
   “Um, yeah,” I said, “I just—I’ll be right there. I’m just going to make sure all the upstairs windows are closed.” 
 
   Before either of my parents could object, I darted past them and down the hall into the living room. I wasn’t checking the windows. I actually wasn’t sure where I was going. I just couldn’t resist another look at that hail. Extreme weather had always fascinated me, but this was something more than casual curiosity. I felt something in this storm—a guttural growl of life I had never sensed in the natural world. In fact, the only time I ever felt anything like it was during the rush of using my own powers.
 
   The living room was pitch black except for a few dribbling silver shadows on the carpet. Crossing to the window, I found a crashing mixture of rain, hail, and sleet wailing against the glass, threatening to crack it. As I placed a hand against the window pane, a living shiver skittered up my arm. In the few moments since the lights had gone out, the temperature seemed to have dropped fifteen degrees. But that wasn’t possible, was it? 
 
   I tried to strike up a flame to check the thermostat, but the descending cold smothered it before I managed a spark—like a frozen hand clamping over mine. With a sharp gasp, I clutched my hands to my chest, and looked around in panic. I don’t know what my frantic eyes were looking for—an open window that had let in the gust, a rigged bucket of ice, a human shape—but of course there was no one there. Just the drenching shadows on the walls and floor. 
 
   I let out a shaking breath, certain now that this was no natural storm. Air didn’t go from temperate to freezing this fast unless there was emotion behind it—in other words, unless I was changing it. But this wasn’t me. I was nowhere near powerful enough to control the weather and when I did drive the temperature down, it was never like this. It was never angry.
 
   In my experience, anger was an emotion that only produced heat. This cold was coming from a hatred so absolute it had moved beyond the shapeless thrashing of flames and turned itself into unyielding ice. In my whole life, I had never felt rage this deep. 
 
   The feeling should have driven me back from the window, down into the safety of the basement, but for whatever reason, it only fueled my fascination. Suddenly overcome by a desire to unmask this force—this furious someone I could feel behind the wind and ice—I did something that was probably pretty stupid: I opened the front door and stepped outside. 
 
   Immediately, the roar of the storm tripled in my ears, wailing on my body as though daring me to take a second step. Had I been a normal human, I might have died the second those fist-sized chunks of ice came slamming down on my head and shoulders. Even with my sturdy body, it hurt like hell. I put an arm over my head to shield it as the cold bit into me from all sides. I took that second step, and then another, and felt my bare foot slip on something. Looking down, I saw a film of ice crystals coating the concrete walk. 
 
   As I pressed forward, the rainwater soaked through my sweatshirt onto my skin and I was frozen almost to my bones. Even on the coldest winter nights, I never had to use all my energy to warm myself up, but I did now. One more step, one more step into those icy depths and I felt like I might glimpse the spectacular being responsible for all of this. One more step…
 
   Reaching out, I caught a hailstone in midair before it hit my hand, suspending it just above my palm so that my body heat wouldn’t melt it. I had studied hail before on the rare occasions it came down in our neighborhood and this was unlike any hailstone I had ever seen. Normal hail was lumpy and layered from air current rides up and down through the atmosphere collecting water, but this one was a perfect sphere with a surface so smooth it looked more like a big glass marble than ice. At my most focused, I couldn’t shape ice that flawless.
 
   Lightning flashed and I started, the hailstone slipping from my control to fall to the pavement. My head snapped up as thunder tore the sky in half. And in that second, I saw an image that burned itself into my mind forever. Between the forks of blinding whiteness, there was a human shape—no, not between them—in them, part of them. The person was the lightning.
 
   Caught in numb awe, I lifted up on my toes, suspended somewhere between the urge to reach up into the thundering sky like a baby reaching for its mother and the need to crumple to my knees in shuddering terror. Then the lightning was gone, cutting the invisible string that had drawn my eyes and heart to the sky.
 
   I exhaled sharply, dropping back into reality under a deluge of hail. Stumbling back toward the house, I slipped and fell on the ice, brought to my hands and knees under the battering cold. My heart pounded as I scrambled onto the porch, yanked the door open, and threw myself inside.
 
   “Wh-what?” I panted to myself, my back pressed against the front door as I shivered with shock, cold, and a strange trembling, thrumming feeling I couldn’t name. “What was that?”
 
   “Joan!” Mama’s voice called from the basement, pulling me back to the regular world. “Joan, where are you?”
 
   Mama…
 
   “C-coming!” I called back. With shaking hands, I drew the wetness from my hair and clothes, dried them with a whirl of air, and rushed downstairs to join my parents.
 
   At Mama’s insistence, the three of us slept in the basement even after the hail had given way to rain. For once, I actually agreed with her paranoia and all too happily crawled into a sleeping bag beside her and Papa, comforted by the sound of their breathing near me in the dark. I lay awake for a long time with my heart pounding and images of all the confusing things I had seen that day flashing through my mind in jumbled spasms of lightning until my parents’ snores finally lulled me into an uneasy sleep.
 
    
 
   ........
 
    
 
   I was sitting on the bench outside Ms. Mitchell’s office with my fingernails digging into the wood. Voices whispered uneasily behind me, but I couldn’t turn around.
 
   “You have such strong fingers,” my cello teacher laughed as she repositioned my hand on the bow. “If you’re not careful, you might break the neck of your instrument.”
 
   She was joking, but the voices at my back didn’t think it was funny.
 
   They were afraid.
 
   “Careful, Joan. Be careful. If you’re not careful, you’ll break the neck.”
 
   I knew I had to be careful, I had to be gentle, I had to let go before something terrible happened. But I couldn’t loosen my grip. The vibrations had glued my fingers to the strings. I stopped moving the bow back and forth, but the reverberations didn’t go away. They were inside me, shaking my bones, drawing my muscles taut, clenching my hands tighter, and tighter, and—
 
   CRACK!
 
   Wood splintered everywhere.
 
   For a moment, I stood frozen among the pieces of picket fence.
 
   “Carson?” My thin, tiny voice seemed to be coming from someone else’s lips—a stiff wisp of white in a world that had stopped moving. “Carson, get up.”
 
   But Carson Masters didn’t get up. He did not move at all. And there was blood, blood all over his head, running down his cheek into the corner of his mouth, seeping from his scalp to stain his blond hair a terrible brown. I had never seen blood coming out of a person like that. I could feel its sluggish metallic crawl as it spread out red across the snow.
 
   The whispers grew closer and then turned into screams as somewhere, a door banged open.
 
   “Oh my God!” A grown-up woman’s voice shrieked and there were running footsteps through the snow to where the three of us stood over the motionless boy. 
 
   “Oh my Lord!” Carson’s mother fell to her knees beside her son and a horrible noise escaped her when she saw the blood coming out of his head. “Oh Jesus! Jesus! Carson!”
 
   “What happened?!” she demanded with frantic eyes. “What happened to my Carson?!”
 
   Silently, the other two first-graders pointed at me.
 
   “You!” She rounded on me, pointing a shaking finger in my face. She had long, manicured nails that looked like they could jab my eyes out. “I knew it! I just knew it! I knew there was something wrong with you!”
 
   I opened my mouth to try to explain, to say I was sorry, but I couldn’t make any sound. I couldn’t move.
 
   “Irene, what’s going on?” Mama asked breathlessly. I felt her soft hand close on my shoulder in what I supposed was meant to be a supportive grasp, but I could feel her trembling. 
 
   “That daughter of yours,” Mrs. Masters pointed down at me. “She isn’t right! I knew it, my Carson knew it right from the beginning. She’s not normal!”
 
   “Irene… I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Oh, don’t you? Don’t you? Maybe you don’t listen. Maybe you won’t, but I do. I hear what the other kids say about her, the unnatural things she does. Defending her like this, letting this go on, it’s not healthy, Josephine. I’m telling you this for your own good.”
 
   “Irene, please… we’re friends—”
 
   “Just stay away!” Mrs. Masters screamed. “You and your daughter stay away from us, do you understand?”
 
   Back behind snow-crusted the hedge separating our yard from Carson’s, Mama held me to her, but I could still hear the wail of the ambulance pulling up in front of Carson’s house. I could still hear the whispers.
 
    “Listen, sweetheart,” Mama knelt down and tried to look me in the face, even though there were still tears on hers. “There is nothing wrong with you. No matter what anyone says, you are a good girl, a good, normal girl and God knows that. He does. And He loves you very much. I love you very much. So, don’t you listen to what Mrs. Masters says. It’s going to be okay.” She put her weak arms around me, letting me bury my face in her shoulder. Soft. A good place to hide, but never to lean.
 
   “I know what she said wasn’t true,” she soothed, brushing a hand I could barely feel across my back. “Mama knows you didn’t do it.”
 
   “But I did do it,” I murmured into the muffling softness of her shirt.
 
   “What did you say, mon ange?”
 
   I shut my eyes.
 
   “Nothing, Mama.”
 
    
 
   I shuddered awake in the darkness and found my face cold with tears. Beside me Mama and Papa were still snoring away.
 
   It’s just a dream, Joan, I told myself, gulping in a shaky breath, just a dream, but when I squeezed my eyes shut, the lashes were wet with new tears. Sometimes I wished I was like Mama, that I could believe what I wanted just by denying hard enough. I curled my hands to my chest and tried to heat them up, but there were no warm thoughts to tap into. Guilt was a cold emotion. Fear was cold.
 
   Wrapping my arms around myself, I synchronized my breathing with Mama’s and tried to tell myself comforting things. It’s just a dream. It’s not real. It’s not your fault. But the truth wouldn’t loosen its grip, and I couldn’t make myself warm.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five: 
 
   Theonites and Adyns
 
    
 
   After a miserable night of little sleep, I dragged myself upstairs to find the sun glinting off the sodden disaster that was our street. Mama went out to survey the garage and check in with the neighbors while I shoveled down my cereal. 
 
   Even through the cracked kitchen window, I could see the damage. Every other roof across the street from us looked like it was going to need repairs and any car left outside had been reduced to a battered hunk of metal. Boulevards and sidewalks were littered with trashcans, tree branches, and lawn chairs; the Franklins’ plastic kiddie pool was on the Hamiltons’ garage roof.
 
   According to the news, the inexplicable super storm had only hit our neighborhood and the area around the airport where Papa had landed, which seemed suspicious. Was this somehow connected to Daniel and his father? Did it have to do with the ‘dangerous stuff’ Daniel had mentioned yesterday? Or was it just an especially violent case of Wisconsin weather acting up? I wasn’t sure which I wanted to believe as I rubbed at my arms and stared out the window at the bright gray sky. 
 
   On the one hand, I couldn’t stand the thought that everything I had seen and felt last night had just been a trick of my imagination. I wanted it—I needed it—to mean something more than that. On the other hand, if it did mean something, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what.
 
   The air wasn’t particularly cold when I stepped outside, but for some reason I felt a chill seeping through my sleeves into my skin. Pulling my sweatshirt tighter around me, I looked up into the sky with narrowed eyes. I could still see that strange figure, outlined in lightning so far above me and yet seemingly close enough to touch.
 
   “Bye, honey,” I barely heard Mama say as I headed down the driveway past her. “I love you.”
 
   “Love you too.” I paused to let her kiss me on the cheek but my eyes never left the sky.
 
   The damp morning sunshine didn’t last long. By the time I got to school, a wall of clouds had gathered to close up the sky behind me. I didn’t know why, but I kept feeling the need to look up at them over my shoulder, like they were following me. As soon as I got inside the building, I maneuvered my way through the crowds of other students, making straight for Daniel’s locker. I found him unpacking his books in a confused, haphazard way.
 
   “Joan, hi,” he smiled when he saw me. “How’s it going?”
 
   “Daniel, I need to know what’s going on. What—”
 
   But before I could start, he held up a hand. “Here’s the deal. I’ll tell you anything you want to know, just not here around all these people. So after class, or at lunch,” he said brightly. “If we can find a table away from everyone else I’ll explain everything, but until then no questions.”
 
   “So, your dad said it was okay?” I asked excitedly.
 
   “I just told you not to ask questions. But yeah.” He smiled. “Yeah, he did.” 
 
   Just then Katie came sauntering up to lean against the locker beside Daniel’s with her flirting face on.
 
   “Okay, bye,” I muttered before she could notice me and ducked away.
 
   There was a reason I avoided girls like Katie. She wasn’t a bad person—I mean, sure she engaged in the same mild bullying and cattiness that most of the popular kids did, and her incessant flirting was gross, but she was nothing especially evil. What Katie was was a social person and I had to be careful around those. I had to be just mousy enough that they didn’t feel threatened by me, just boring enough that they didn’t want to be my friend, and just strong enough that I didn’t become the target of any bullying. It was a fine line and I had learned to walk it perfectly. Daniel, I got the feeling, wasn’t aware that such a line existed. But he was on his own there. I was happy to help him with his books and his viola, but he wasn’t worth my invisibility. Nothing was worth that.
 
   Drew was the perfect almost-friend—interesting but way too wrapped up in the weird little world in his own head to register much of what went on around him. He didn’t even notice that I was practically bouncing in my seat with anticipation, or that Daniel and I were awkwardly avoiding making eye contact, until a good three classes into the day when he asked, “Hey, are you guys okay? You seem a little weird.”
 
   “No,” Daniel answered too quickly, punctuating it with an exaggerated shrug that came off as more of a spasm. “No, we’re fine.”
 
   “You sure?” Drew asked, raising one eyebrow.
 
   “Yes,” I said. “Daniel’s just off his meds this morning.” And still a terrible liar.
 
   “Oh,” Drew nodded his understanding. “Been there, buddy.” And he returned to the monster doodles in his notebook without pursuing the matter any further. This was why Drew was the only person I ever talked to.
 
   I tapped my foot all the way through history class, and when the lunch bell rang, I was the first one out of my seat. Making a bee-line to Daniel’s Spanish classroom, I managed to grab him as soon as he stepped out the door. 
 
   “Come on,” I said, pulling him after me. “Let’s get to the front of the lunch line.”
 
   The sooner we got our so-called ‘lunch,’ the more time we would have to talk. I speed-walked Daniel in the direction of the cafeteria until I noticed Katie and some of her friends coming out of a classroom ahead of us and stopped abruptly.
 
   “Oh no. Katie. Hide,” I whispered and tugged Daniel off into a side hallway.
 
   “What? Why? What’s wrong with Katie?”
 
   “Nothing,” I said, sticking my head out to make sure she had gone. “Let’s go.”
 
   “Why do you do that?” Daniel asked as we resumed our brisk walk to the cafeteria.
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “You always hide when Katie’s around. Do you not like her?”
 
   “Not just her,” I said. “Everyone.”
 
   “Why?” Daniel asked, uncomprehending.
 
   “Maybe I just don’t want to talk to them.”
 
   “Well, if you never talk to anyone, how do you make friends?”
 
   “I don’t,” I said as we pushed our way into clamor of the cafeteria to join the lunch line.
 
   “That’s silly,” Daniel laughed. “The people here don’t seem so bad. And everyone needs friends.”
 
   “You sound like a My Little Pony episode,” I said, grabbing two trays and handing one to him.
 
   “Okay, I don’t know what a ‘pony’ is, but you can’t just not talk to anyone,” Daniel said as we slid our trays down the line. “That’s not good.”
 
   “I never said it was good,” I frowned. “It’s just the way it is. I keep to many secrets to get close to other people.”
 
   “Secrets? You mean your…” Daniel looked around and then leaned in, lowering his voice. “You mean the thing you showed me yesterday?”
 
   “Yes, that,” I whispered. What else would I mean? “Nobody except you knows about it and I need to keep it that way.”
 
   “So, that’s the reason you hide in a giant sweatshirt, and frown all the time, and never talk to anyone? Because you’re afraid they’ll find out what you can do?”
 
   “No—yes—well, sort of. It’s more complicated than that,” I muttered.
 
   Daniel looked skeptical. “Look, I might not know a lot about you or this place, but I know that you can have secrets—even really big ones—and still have friends.”
 
   “Really?” I turned on him in annoyance. “And what do you know about keeping secrets?”
 
   It was Daniel’s turn to get indignant. “A lot, actually.”
 
   “Okay, I kind of find that hard to believe.”
 
   “I’m serious,” he said. “In my family business, secrecy is a matter of life and death.”
 
   “Right,” I couldn’t help but laugh. “That’s why you couldn’t hide one thing from me for half a school day.”
 
   “That’s just because—it’s—I’m off my game, okay? This place is throwing me off.”
 
   “Why? Because you’re an alien who doesn’t know what a pony is?” I paused to look at him in confusion again. “How can you not know what a pony is?”
 
   “I… in my… wh-where I come from, not everything is… I’ll explain in a second, okay?”
 
   “Fries or tater tots?” a hair-netted lunch lady asked.
 
   “Tater what?” Daniel said blankly.
 
   She responded by dumping a mess of reheated tater tots onto his tray.
 
   “Oh—thank you,” Daniel said politely.
 
   But the lunch lady had already squawked, “Next!” prompting the line to shuffle forward.
 
   “Is lunch like this every day?” Daniel whispered as we moved on to get our cartons of orange juice and our soggy not-really-green green beans. “How do you eat this stuff? I tried yesterday and it’s like eating sand.”
 
   “Yeah, well, the school cares just as much about nutrition as it does about education.”
 
   Once our trays were loaded, I took Daniel to the table in the farthest corner of the cafeteria. No one ever sat there because it was right under the noisiest of the ceiling vents. Settling myself across from Daniel, I folded my hands in front of me and leaned in.
 
   “So?” 
 
   “So…” Daniel sighed, staring down at his tray to avoid meeting my eyes.
 
   “You said you would explain,” I pressed when several moments had passed with only the rattle of the vent above us.
 
    “Okay, okay, I will. It’s just…” He moved a hand to the back of his neck, rubbing it anxiously. “I’m not exactly sure how to do this. Just promise you won’t freak out, okay?”
 
   “I don’t freak out.”
 
   “Really?” Daniel didn’t look convinced.
 
   “Look, I’ll just listen, okay? Whatever you have to say, I’ll just listen. No freaking out, no yelling—”
 
   “No calling me a liar,” he added. “Because I guarantee this is going to sound like the biggest, dumbest lie you’ve ever heard.”
 
   Well, if I had been excited for his explanation before, now I was dying to hear it. “Okay,” I agreed. “No calling you a liar.”
 
   Daniel eyed me for a moment. “You promise?”
 
   “I promise,” I said impatiently. “Just talk.”
 
   “Okay.” Daniel took a deep breath. “Well, for starters, I’m not an alien—not exactly, anyway.”
 
   “Not exactly? Then where did you come from?”
 
   “From a parallel dimension.”
 
   For a moment, I could only stare at Daniel with my mouth open. That, I hadn’t been expecting. Now I didn’t know if he was lying or just out of his mind, but true to my word, I remained silent as he continued to talk.
 
   As I sat there in a sort of stunned stupor, he explained that in this parallel dimension of his, there was a planet called Duna in a solar system similar to ours. Duna, Daniel explained, was like Earth’s twin. Our two planets were the same size, had similar geography, and shared many of the same creatures, including humans. The only difference in their human population was that most of them had some kind of powers, like Daniel and me. Apparently there were several different groups of these powered people—those who controlled fire, those who controlled water, and those who controlled air—but all together, they were known as theonites. People with no powers, people like the inhabitants of Earth, were called adyns.
 
   I had read about the possibility of parallel dimensions, but for all the impossible things that were part of my life, I had never thought an alternate reality would be one of them. Even in a world where I could exist, an alternate dimension seemed like a stretch. And yet Daniel just kept prattling on about this Planet Duna that wasn’t—couldn’t be—real as though it were all perfectly normal. I could only stumble dazedly after him as he rattled off quick, disjointed explanations about these super-powered people called theonites, and their different powers, and countries, and their wars with each other. 
 
   Through my shock, I could only process scattered pieces of what he was telling me: something about extinct animal species, and tiny elephants, and “jijakalu have telekinetic control over water,” and “fonyakalu control air,” and “there used to be people who controlled rock and sand, but I think they died out, like, a hundred years ago—The Yammankalu killed them. Oh yeah, the Yammankalu are basically the most powerful people in the world. They’re tajakalu like me—well, not exactly like me. I’m Disanka, so I’m not actually as dark as a pure-blooded Yammanka. Yeah, tajakalu are usually really dark skinned, like, a lot darker than me. So, that’s why I was so surprised that you could make fire. I don’t think I’ve ever heard of a tajaka—or any theonite at all—as light-skinned as you. Of course, until I met you yesterday, no one thought there were any theonites on this planet at all.”
 
   That shook me out of my daze just enough to stutter, “Th-there aren’t.”
 
   “What?” Daniel paused for the first time in his ramble, looking half relieved that I had cut in and half nervous that I might faint or start screaming.
 
   “There aren’t other theonites on Earth,” I said. “I’m the only one.”
 
   “Really? Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes, I’m sure,” I snapped with more hostility than I realized until it had left my mouth. But was the kid who’d just told me there was a parallel dimension really trying to question my knowledge of my own planet? Did he honestly think I hadn’t looked—desperately, furiously, over years—for evidence of other people like me?
 
   “Sorry.” Daniel held up his hands. “I’m sorry. I just… a-aren’t your parents… don’t they have any powers?”
 
   “No, they don’t.”
 
   “But—how can that be? Powers like yours are inherited, they’re genetic. Non-theonite parents never give birth to theonite kids—not theonite kids like you anyway.”
 
   “Yeah, well, mine did.”
 
   “And you…” Daniel winced before speaking, clearly aware that he was edging into sensitive territory. “You’re sure they’re your real parents?”
 
   “Yes.” There was a birth certificate, there were photos, even a short video. I had checked everything. Multiple times.
 
   “And your grandparents?” Daniel asked cautiously. “Could they have—”
 
   “No.” I had checked that too, even digging far back into all the information I could find about my mother’s father, who had died long before I was born. No sign of powers anywhere in my family. “Just me.”
 
   Daniel looked utterly baffled. “Then—how—”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   He opened his mouth to ask something more, but he was cut short by the sound of the bell, calling everyone back to class.
 
   “Oh,” Daniel said as the people around us started getting up to dump their trays. “But I have so many more questions.”
 
   “Yeah, well, same here,” I said. I hadn’t even gotten to asking about the storm last night, or about why he and his dad were even here in the first place. And yet it was all too much—and somehow too little—for me to begin to understand any of it.
 
   “You can meet me at my locker after the last bell and we can walk home together, okay?” Daniel said as we got up to dump our nearly untouched trays of food. “That should give us some time to talk.”
 
   “Oh. Sure.” That was right. Amid all this crazy talk of powers and alternate dimensions, I had forgotten that we were neighbors. “Yeah, that sounds good.”
 
   Somehow, I felt like I was going to be able to come up with more than twenty minutes’ worth of questions about this parallel dimension and its super-powered inhabitants before the end of the school day, but for now all I could do was agree.
 
   “My dad said it’s probably better that I walk you home anyway,” Daniel said, “or actually that you walk me home.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, yesterday you left before me and then I tried to walk back to our street by myself and got super lost. You know, all the houses in this place look the same—or at least they do to me. Can you tell them apart?”
 
   “Not really,” I laughed, “but I’ll get you home. I promise.”
 
    
 
   ........
 
    
 
   If the first half of the school day had passed in an agony of anxiety, the rest of it felt like it wasn’t even real. Somehow my whole world had slid into a fuzzy dream world that I couldn’t quite accept or reject, so all I could do was float through it with a blank expression on my face. As Madame Spencer discussed the book we were reading for advanced French, my eyes drifted to the sky outside the window. I wished I had talked to Daniel about the storm as the sprawl of gray clouds seemed to thicken before my eyes, closing off any suggestion of sunlight behind hard ripples of darkness. It looked like it wanted to rain. Why didn’t it just rain? What was it waiting for?
 
   I didn’t even hear Madame Spencer until the third time she said my name. “Jeanne.”
 
   “What—uh—oui?” I fumbled, snapping back into the classroom as several of my classmates laughed.
 
   “Où est la deuxième femme pendant la quatrième chapitre?”
 
   “Um…” I could only blink for a second before I managed to haul my mind back to the book I had barely read, tripping over my tongue. “E-elle est dans… dans la foudre—er—le fourgon.”
 
   “Exacte,” Madame Spencer said, though she paused to give me a confused look before moving on to someone else. 
 
   Normally, I never missed a beat in French. A few of my stupid classmates were still snickering, probably pleased to see the fluent French speaker screw up for once, but I couldn’t muster any anger or even annoyance. I could only stare out the window at the waiting clouds. 
 
   My attention was only pulled from the sky when I caught sight of the people gathering on the field beneath it. Gym class. Daniel was easy to pick out, being the only dark thing in the gaggle of pale arms and knees. He looked around in confusion as the gym teacher had the students begin their usual warm-up laps around the field. I could see him falter nervously as the class set off around the track, the competitive boys surging ahead, all but elbowing in front of one another while most of the girls hung back, trying to get away with a flimsy trot that wouldn’t mess up their hair while they continued their inane conversations. 
 
   Daniel was making a valiant effort to control his legs, to slow himself down, but he wasn’t very good at it. While he managed to keep himself a ways behind the fastest boys in the class, there was just more spring, more power, in his every stride than in anyone else’s. Masking something as subtle as running movements took practice, and I supposed on Duna no one ever bothered to try.
 
   Duna. An alternate planet, a parallel dimension. I repeated the ideas in my head again and again just to see if they would become less strange to me. They didn’t. And yet, the more I thought about it, the more it seemed like this parallel dimension must be real. Daniel may have been superhuman on the outside, but on the inside he was just a silly thirteen-year-old boy. He certainly didn’t seem smart enough to have made up all that stuff about his dimension. And even if he had made it up, he was so bad at lying, I would be able to tell, wouldn’t I? And anyway, what kind of reason could he have for inventing such an elaborate lie? Whatever this world was, it was real to him. So, either he was telling the truth or he was a very special kind of crazy—and crazy didn’t explain his superhuman abilities.
 
   No surprise, when class finally ended and I got down to Daniel’s locker, Katie was there, flirting aggressively. Again, I waited patiently until she left for the bus, although this time I noticed that as she detached from Daniel, she deliberately strutted past Cameron, swishing her hair over her shoulder at him. Once she had flounced her way over to her giggling friends and left the hallway, I figured it was safe and slid through the jostling students to join Daniel.
 
   “So, how are you doing?” he asked when he saw me. “Are you okay?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “It’s just—I know that when my dad told me we were going to jump to a different dimension in a machine his crazy friend built in his basement, I freaked out a little bit,” he smiled, “and, well, you haven’t.”
 
   “I promised I wouldn’t,” I said flatly.
 
   “Yeah—but I just told you a whole bunch of stuff that must sound completely insane, and you’re just okay?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” I said honestly. “I’m still trying to decide if this is a dream or not.”
 
   “Okay, I guess that’s fair.” He swung his backpack onto his shoulder. “You ready to go?” 
 
   “Yeah,” I said, noticing Cameron glaring murderously at us from his locker. “That’s probably a good idea.” The two of us made our way through the hall, down the stairs, and out of the building, but we weren’t quick enough.
 
   “Hey!” a voice shouted. “Hey, you!”
 
   Turning back, I saw Cameron storming out the front doors toward us, shoving smaller students out of his way.
 
   “Oh great,” I groaned.
 
   “Uh, who is that?” Daniel asked.
 
   “Cameron,” I replied, grabbing his sleeve in an attempt to pull him along faster. “Come on, let’s go.” 
 
   But Cameron had already elbowed his way through the crowd to close the distance between us, his big hammy hands balled into fists. And this was exactly why I never messed around with the popular kids.
 
   “You! Yeah, you! I’m talking to you, David!”
 
   “Oh. It’s Daniel, actually,” Daniel said pleasantly.
 
   “Shut up!” Cameron bore down on Daniel, ignoring me, and grabbed the front of his shirt. “What the hell do you think you’re doing with my girlfriend?”
 
   “Your girlfriend?” Daniel repeated blankly. He didn’t seem remotely intimidated, lifted partway up on his toes by a boy a whole head taller than he was, only mildly confused.
 
   “Yeah, my girlfriend. You do speak English, don’t you?”
 
   “Um… yes?” Daniel said uncertainly.
 
   “Look, I’ll say this slow so you can understand. You talk to Katie again and I’ll kick your ass all the way back to Mexico.”
 
   “Mexico?” Daniel looked sideways at me. “What’s that?”
 
   “Um—” I fumbled, “I—”
 
   “Shut up!” Cameron started shaking Daniel. “Are you listening to me, you dumbass?”
 
   “Hey w-wait—” I said in a small voice, taking a half step forward, but no one was paying any attention to me.
 
   When I was younger, I had always seen myself as someone with a will as strong as my hands, someone who would intervene if I saw something bad happening. Sometimes I still wished I could be that person, but that fantasy had died a long time ago among the pieces of a splintered picket fence. In reality, I was no superhero, and I never would be. I was too afraid.
 
   “Katie is mine, you got that?” Cameron was practically spraying spit in Daniel’s face. “If you ever go near her again, I’m going to… you better not go near her again! I’m warning you!”
 
   Daniel just stared at Cameron for a few seconds. Then, to my surprise, he burst out laughing. It wasn’t a nervous laugh or even a mocking one. No, for whatever reason, he seemed to find the situation genuinely hilarious.
 
   “You’re warning me?” he said incredulously, looking up at Cameron. “Are you serious?”
 
   “You think this is funny?” Cameron demanded, his face contorting in rage.
 
   “You threatening me?” Daniel laughed. “Yeah, that’s a little funny—no offense.”
 
   “Oh yeah? You think just because you’re from the ‘hood or whatever I’m scared to fight you?” 
 
   So Daniel was black now? Apparently Cameron couldn’t decide which minority to use to insult him. To be fair, Daniel was pretty ethnically ambiguous, but Cameron’s response to that seemed to be to run through all the nasty stereotypes he could think of until one struck a nerve. It wasn’t going to work.
 
   “Wait—where’s Hood?” Daniel asked. “I thought I was going back to Mexico.” He looked to me again. “Is Hood in Mexico?”
 
   “Listen, I’ve had just about enough of your crap!” Cameron growled, drawing his fist back. “You’re going to be sorry!”
 
   “Oh.” Daniel turned back to Cameron, looking mildly concerned for the first time. “You don’t want to do that.”
 
   But Cameron had already swung his fist. I winced, expecting it to smash dead into Daniel’s face—but there was no smash, no impact at all. I uncurled from my wince to find a bewildered Cameron was standing with his fist extended past Daniel’s ear. 
 
   At the last second, Daniel had moved his head to the side, neatly avoiding any contact by a fraction of an inch. The movement had been so quick and so subtle that even my sharp eyes hadn’t registered it.
 
   “Seriously,” Daniel said from where he stood with his head tilted slightly to the side. “You don’t want to do that.”
 
   “You!” Cameron snarled. “Don’t fuck with me!” He drew his other fist back and let it fly.
 
   With a resigned sigh, Daniel closed his eyes and stood where he was with his hands in his pockets. Cameron’s fist crashed into the side of his face with a hideous crunching noise. A horrified squeak escaped me and my hands flew to my mouth, but I needn’t have worried. The crunch had come from Cameron’s knuckles.
 
   “Ow,” Daniel said dully.
 
   “Oh GOD!” Cameron doubled over, clutching his hand. “Shhhiiiiiiiit!” He ran off screaming in agony, firing off every swear word and racial slur he seemed to be able to think of. “My hand! He broke my fucking hand!”
 
   Amazed and a little horrified, I turned to look at Daniel. There was a faint touch of red on his cheek where the blow had fallen, but the impact of the football player’s fist hadn’t been enough to leave a proper bruise. Daniel barely seemed rattled as he turned to me.
 
   “We should go now, right?” he said.
 
   “Yeah,” I said, realizing how many people had turned to stare at the commotion. “Let’s get out of here.”
 
   “I didn’t mean to hurt him,” Daniel said as I took his arm and hurried him down the sidewalk. “I didn’t think he was going to hit me that hard.”
 
   “Yeah, well, you underestimated how much of a jerk he is. Are you okay?” I asked, leaning closer to look at the mark on his face, which was already fading away as I spoke. 
 
   “Of course I’m okay,” Daniel said. “A punch like that could never hurt me.”
 
   “Your body… Is it just stronger than other people’s?”
 
   “Than an adyn’s, yeah,” Daniel said, as though this were quite obvious.
 
   “So, people with powers—theonites—are always stronger than people without powers?”
 
   “That’s generally how it works, yeah. I mean, not all theonite powers come with the same level of physical strength. Tajakalu usually have the strongest muscles. Then fonyakalu are usually a little stronger than jijakalu, but that’s just on average. It really depends on the person. Do you—are you—”
 
   “Stronger than regular people? Yes.” How much stronger, I didn’t actually know. I hadn’t tested my full strength since I was little.
 
   “That’s weird,” Daniel said, looking me up and down as we passed the buses and headed across the street.
 
   “Why is that weird?” I thought he just said it was normal on his planet.
 
   “Well, you…” He paused as though struggling to articulate something as his eyes followed my steps. “You move like an adyn.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s because that’s the way everyone here moves. I have to.”
 
   “What? You mean you taught yourself to do that?” His eyes widened.
 
   “Yeah. Pretty much as soon as I learned to walk.”
 
   “That’s amazing!” he marveled. “I didn’t even know a theonite could do that.”
 
   “It wasn’t easy,” I said.
 
   “Yeah, I bet. But—why would you want to hide your strength?”
 
   “It’s the only way I can blend in.”
 
   “What makes you think you have to—”
 
   “It’s my turn to ask a question,” I cut him off. I wasn’t in the mood to discuss my childhood of choking down my powers. In fact, I wasn’t even sure I would know how to talk about it if I tried. “So you come from this parallel dimension planet full of—of jijakalu, and tajakalu, and fonyakalu, and theonites—” 
 
   “Jijakalu, tajakalu, and fonyakalu are theonites,” Daniel corrected. “They’re all just different kinds of theonite.”
 
   “Okay, great, I got that. But you never explained how you got here, or why.”
 
   “Oh—well that’s kind of complicated. As you probably guessed, our planet is a bit more technologically advanced than yours—in some ways, anyway.”
 
   “How is it more advanced?”
 
   “Well, we have space travel for starters.”
 
   “Earth has space travel.”
 
   “Yeah, not like we do,” Daniel smiled. “My dad told me you guys went to the moon and stuff, but Duna’s had a whole transportation system of different space stations in its orbit since I was a baby. We have whole tourist cities up in space.”
 
   “Wow.” Okay, that was more advanced than Earth’s space travel technology. “Plus, you guys have the ability to jump dimensions,” I said slowly. “Our scientists don’t even know that another dimension exists.”
 
   “Oh, neither do most people on Duna,” Daniel said. “Our scientists—the ones people actually know about this dimension—are still trying to get proof that it’s is a real thing. And most people who believe the theories think they’ve just discovered proof of the Laaxara.”
 
   “The what?”
 
   “The Laaxara,” Daniel said as though surprised I didn’t know the word. “You know, the realm of the dead, the place of the afterlife.” 
 
   “They think that Earth—that this dimension—is the afterlife?”
 
   “That or the Rixaara, the place of not-yet-life.”
 
   “The place of not-yet-life?” I had never heard of anything like that.
 
   “Yeah, you know, the place where the future gets its shape, where all the unborn children are waiting.”
 
   I made a mental note to ask about this Rixaara again sometime—after I had gotten answers to my more pressing questions. We ended up stopped at the neighborhood playground, sitting on the swings with our feet dragging in the gravel as I continued to grill Daniel about the nature of his planet and its alleged space stations and inter-dimensional travel.
 
   “Okay, but if people in your dimension don’t even know Earth exists, how did you get here?”
 
   “In a trans-dimensional space pod,” Daniel said, “the only one ever made.” 
 
   “Wow. So, who made it?”
 
   “This engineer guy, Numu Koli Kuruma. He’s an old friend of my dad’s, designs all our high-tech stuff: the Firebird coat, the mercium detector, Hellbat’s banshee bombs. Honestly, I have no idea how Koli figured out how to build a dimension-hopping pod when Duna’s best scientists aren’t anywhere near crossing dimensions. He’s kind of special.”
 
   “Kind of special?” That was how Daniel was choosing to describe a guy who built science-defying space pods?
 
   “To be fair, my dad knows lots of people like that,” Daniel said, “people with crazy powers, and skills, and connections. You kind of have to when you’re in his line of work.”
 
   “What line of work? What does your dad do?”
 
   “Well, it… it’s complicated. I guess, the simple answer is that he fights crime.”
 
   “He fights crime?” I said, unable to help the disbelieving laugh. “What, like a superhero?”
 
   “Yeah,” Daniel returned with a smile. “Like that.”
 
   “Like… with a secret identity and stuff?”
 
   “Yeah. I know it probably sounds silly to you, but—”
 
   “So, what’s his superhero name?” I was half kidding, but Daniel actually answered.
 
   “Firebird.”
 
   “Seriously?” I giggled. That was the coolest thing I had ever heard, but— “Wait a second, how does that work?” I asked after a moment. “I mean, you said most of the people on your planet have powers.” 
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “Doesn’t that mean shooting fire—or whatever you guys do—doesn’t actually help that much with fighting criminals?”
 
   “Yeah, a lot of the time it doesn’t,” Daniel said. “That’s why there are only crime-fighters in certain, really specific places. See, in most countries on Duna, the population is more than fifty percent theonite. So those countries all have big, powerful, organized police forces, and militaries and stuff all made up of theonites, which makes it pretty easy to take care of theonite criminals. Our country doesn’t really have that. We have more adyns than theonites, which means that in big, kind of poor cities like the one we live in, sometimes there are more theonite criminals than theonites in the police force—or sometimes there are theonite criminals that are just way too powerful for anyone in law enforcement to deal with. And it doesn’t help that our police force is incompetent and corrupt and won’t even touch some parts of the city.” 
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because they’re so poor and such a mess that they don’t think it’s worth the risk. That’s where people like my dad come in.”
 
   “Okay, so he fights criminals that the police can’t—or won’t—handle,” I said.
 
   “Pretty much, yeah. He tries to take care of the whole city, but he focuses on the stuff the police and politicians don’t bother with: the slums, the gangs, the black market.”
 
   “Wow. So, he must be, like, really powerful.”
 
   “He is.” A proud smile lit Daniel’s face. “But mostly he’s smart. A lot of the time, he settles disputes and stops crime without using violence at all. That’s why everyone loves him so much. Even the police and politicians admit that the city would fall apart without him.”
 
   “Then, what are you guys doing here?” I asked. “If your home city needs him so much, why come to Earth?”
 
   Daniel’s face fell into a frown. “I wish I could tell you that, but all I know—all he’ll let me know—is that we came here following one of his old enemies, and considering Dad’s line of work, that could really mean anything; he has, like, a million of those. But I guess one of them somehow found out about this dimension and found a way to cross over and came here looking for something important, and we’ve got to stop him before he finds it. That’s all I know.”
 
   “Oh.” Well, that didn’t sound good. “A-and your dad didn’t tell you what he was looking for or—”
 
   Now it was Daniel’s turn to snap. “He doesn’t tell me anything, okay? He says it’s safer that way.”
 
   “Well, what are your dad’s enemies usually like?” I asked.
 
   “He has all kinds of enemies—your basic street criminals, the clinically insane wack jobs, the professional assassins, the corrupt power players who hire them. A lot of them I know because they were around causing trouble while I was growing up, but he was crime-fighting before I was born, and back then he had a bigger range than just our city. He was overseas for a long time, doing—nobody really knows what. So, when I say this old enemy could be anybody, I really mean anybody.”
 
   “So, that storm last night,” I said. “Do you think that could have been your guy?”
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   “Could this bad guy your dad is chasing have caused it?”
 
   “What?” Daniel actually laughed. “No. There’s no way. I mean, I know people keep saying it’s pretty weird weather for you guys, but that’s not possible. No theonite is powerful enough to make a storm like that all on his own.” 
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Of course not. I mean, it’s possible for thirty—maybe twenty-five—theonites to whip up a storm if they know how to coordinate. There are whole fonyaka battalions dedicated to making tornadoes. But one person? That just doesn’t happen.” 
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Why?” Daniel looked at me, suddenly interested. “Did you see something?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” I said. “I felt something… in all that wind and hail… it reminded me of when I use my powers.”
 
   “I don’t get it,” Daniel said. “Why would ice and wind remind you of your powers?”
 
   “Well, I can control them, so—”
 
   “Whoa, wait a second. You what?” Daniel looked at me, incredulous.
 
   “I just said I can control ice and wind.”
 
   “And fire?” Daniel’s eyes had gotten huge.
 
   “Well, yeah. I showed you that, didn’t I?”
 
   “That’s not possible.” 
 
   “What? Do most powered people—or theonites—not do that?”
 
   “No,” Daniel said. “Most of us can just do one. If someone’s mixed race, sometimes, really rarely, they’ll pull off two. Like me, for example; I’m mixed, so I can control air a little bit. But I’ve never heard of anyone who was able to control water, air, and fire.” He laughed weakly. “Next you’re going to tell me you can also move solids.”
 
   “Well…” I smiled.
 
   Daniel’s eyes got even bigger. “No,” he whispered. “You can’t!”
 
   In response I lifted a hand and pushed at the chains of Daniel’s swing. Not hard. Just enough to nudge it into motion.
 
   “Whoa!” Daniel started, jumping from the swing in surprise. “What—what—how did you do that?”
 
   “With my powers,” I said flexing my fingers and looking around nervously to make sure there was no way anyone could have seen my little demonstration. “I moved the metal in the chains.” The rubber seat of the swing was too difficult to get a grip on.
 
   “Y-you… you can control metal?” Daniel said, still looking at the swing as though it had given him an electric shock. “That’s… Joan, that’s not normal.”
 
   “Oh, you think?”
 
   “No—I mean, that’s a power that no one has. Anywhere. Ever. See, on Duna, right now, we have tajakalu, who control fire, fonyakalu, who control air, jijakalu—”
 
   “Who control water. Yeah, I remember.”
 
   “Oh yeah. I forgot about your scary-good memory. But the point is, the only other people with powers are the littigiwu, who control light, the sondatiwu, who control sound, the fankatiwu, who are super extra strong, and gundumuwu, who are just… weird and gross.”
 
   “But no metal?” I said.              
 
   “No metal. A long time ago, there were other theonites—kabakalu and senjakalu—who had power over rock and sand, but even they couldn’t manipulate metal. The only people with power over metal on Duna are folktales and cartoon characters, like the Phantom Numu or Sumanguro the Iron Sorcerer.”
 
   “Well, that’s funny because metals are the easiest thing for me to move.”
 
   “Seriously?” Daniel said. “Metals are the easiest for you? Now, you would make a good superhero on Duna,” he laughed. 
 
   “Wait. So, you also have superhero cartoons on Duna?”
 
   “Of course,” Daniel said with a smile. “Tons of them: Kiyaare, Xamanxulle, Sunjara—I grew up on Basadenyaa cartoons, so she’s my favorite.”
 
   “Really?” How did superheroes even work in a world where superhuman powers and anonymous crime-fighters were a part of everyday reality? “What are they like?”
 
   Daniel shrugged. “They’re just made-up people with powers that regular people don’t have—telepathy, flight, walking through walls, that kind of thing. Of course, Dad says, in real life, it’s not the powers that make a crime fighter; it’s the conviction.”
 
   “Where is your dad right now?” I asked. “How come he’s not around?” It seemed kind of weird to leave your thirteen-year-old kid to figure out school in a new dimension all by himself.
 
   “He went to go investigate something in a different city. That’s all he told me, but he’s going to be back some time today.” Daniel frowned as a thought seemed to occur to him. “Unless he’s already back. Let me just check.”
 
   All in one movement, Daniel stood up and jumped, grabbing the top bar of the play structure and swinging himself up onto it with the ease of a professional acrobat.
 
   “I can see our street from here.” He crouched on the thin bar, curling his bare feet around it, perfectly balanced. “And the lights are still out at my house. Dad must not be home yet.”
 
   Getting up from my swing, I jumped up and grabbed the bar. Daniel gave me a hand up and I awkwardly arranged myself so that I was sitting on the thin bar beside him. I didn’t feel all that steady, but it wasn’t like a fall from a mere twelve feet was going to do anything to me.
 
   “Yeah,” I said, picking out my house among the dozens of nearly identical slate rooftops. “My mom’s car’s not in the driveway yet. I still have time.”
 
   “Quiet,” Daniel mused, staring out the rooftops into the distance. “This planet is so quiet.”
 
   “Well, some places are a lot louder than this one,” I said. “You’re a city kid, right?”
 
   “No—I mean, yes, I am. But that’s not why this place is weird to me.” He tilted his head as though still listening for something more through the stillness. “This planet doesn’t… breathe.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked. How did a planet breathe?
 
   “I don’t really know what I mean. It just doesn’t have…” He paused and put his fist to his chest, pressing it there as he searched for a word. “Rhythm,” he said finally. “Everywhere on Duna has a sound to it, but here it’s all just quiet, like people don’t even live here. I don’t know how you stand it.”
 
   There were a lot of things I couldn’t stand about living in this town, but the quiet wasn’t one of them. “Maybe it’s the sky,” I suggested.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “The sky, it’s…” but I couldn’t quite describe what the sky was. Too heavy? Too close? “It seems like it wants to rain, but…” My eyes scanned the solid expanse of clouds, “…it’s waiting.”
 
   “You’re kinda weird, you know that?”
 
   “No,” I rolled my eyes. “Really?”
 
   “Weird in a good way,” he assured me, and I couldn’t quite be annoyed. “Anyway everything on this planet is weird to me.” He closed his eyes for a moment and drummed an artful rhythm on the bar with the heels of his hands. 
 
   “Daniel?” I said.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Even if all this stuff you’re telling me is true, then what’s the deal with me? If I’m a—a theonite then how did I get here? And why are my powers so weird?”
 
   “Excuse me, your powers are awesome,” Daniel said, “but if you’re wondering how you got them, I’m just as confused as you are. If you were born here, and your parents are both adyns, and you don’t know about any other theonites on this planet, I don’t know. It just doesn’t make sense.”
 
   “I know.” I felt my shoulders slump in dismay. “It’s never made sense.”
 
   “Hey, what do your parents think of all this?” Daniel asked as though the thought had just occurred to him.
 
   “My parents don’t know.”
 
   “What?” Daniel looked shocked.
 
   “I’ve never told them.”
 
   “But—how? They must have noticed. Even if you were super good at hiding your powers when you were a little kid, you were still a baby once, you still had to be born. It’s not usually easy for an adyn woman to carry a theonite baby. They must have thought something was weird when your mom was pregnant with you.”
 
   “Yeah, they did.” My mother’s pregnancy was actually something of a horror story in my family. I had been removed from the womb by cesarean section after a strenuous nine months that had had Mama bedridden and in agony. 
 
   I had almost killed her.
 
   “And, after you were born, they just thought they had a normal adyn baby?” Daniel said in disbelief. “I mean, I know theonite nyamaya doesn’t usually come out until you’re six or seven, but you must have been way stronger than other kids. You must have crawled early, walked early.”
 
   “Yeah.” My parents didn’t really talk about it, but when I’d asked my grandpa, he had painted a harsh picture of my infancy. “My mom couldn’t hold me. When I squirmed around, I bruised her.”
 
   “And they didn’t think that was weird?” Daniel said, incredulous.
 
   “My parents just don’t pay that much attention,” which was a nice way of saying my mom couldn’t cope and my dad was a neglecting bastard.
 
   “What? But—how can you just not pay attention for your kid’s whole childhood?”
 
   “It’s hard to explain,” I sighed. “You have to understand, my parents are the king and queen of denial. They would rather ignore me than have to deal with what I really am. I don’t know why…” I chewed on my lip for a moment, reaching back in my memory for something I could use to explain my parents’ behavior. My thoughts took me back to that day at the daycare, to Mama and Papa arguing outside the car.
 
   “Neither of them are really very good at dealing with stuff that’s out of the ordinary,” I said finally. “My mom used to say we should get me looked at, I think, back when I was still too young to know how to hide my strength. My dad would shut her down and find some excuse to run out on us. It made her so sad, I guess she just got tired of fighting with him. She got tired of everything.”
 
   “That’s not an excuse to ignore you.”              
 
   “It’s okay,” I said. “I mean, I can understand why they—”
 
   “It’s not okay,” Daniel insisted with surprising ferocity. “They’re your family. They brought you into the world. It’s their job to look out for you, no matter how different you are from them. My dad had no idea how to raise a kid who was part fonyaka, but he didn’t just decide he was going to pretend I couldn’t control air because that was easier for him. He did his best to help me with my fonya. That’s what parents are supposed to do.”
 
   Daniel folded his arms across his chest, stewing. I could feel the irritated heat rolling off him like an audible grumble. I had spent a lot of my life being angry at my parents, but I had never had someone else get angry at them on my behalf. I wasn’t quite sure how I was supposed to feel about it. It kind of made me want to hug him. I didn’t do that. But I did suddenly find unexpected words tumbling from my mouth.
 
   “I was going to tell my grandpa.” It just came out before I realized it was on my lips. “He would have understood—at least I wanted him to. I wanted him to know.” I clasped my hands together. “I was going to tell him.”
 
   “Well, why didn’t you?” Daniel asked.
 
   “I just… never worked up the nerve. I always meant to tell him. For years, the whole time he was alive, I would tell myself ‘this summer, this summer, I’ll do it,’ but I never did. I always made some excuse for myself. Then he got sick and I—I knew there wasn’t much time left, but I just couldn’t do it. I was too scared.”
 
   “Why were you scared?” Daniel asked.
 
   “Bad things happen when people find out about my powers,” I said stiffly.
 
   “You mean… someone has?” Daniel said softly.
 
   Not trusting my voice to work, I nodded.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “It’s a long story.” I looked at the ground. Images of blood and broken wood flashed through my mind and my hands clenched. But I had to tell him, I realized. I had shared this much of my life with him and I needed him to understand. I needed to tell him about Carson Masters.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six: 
 
   Carson Masters
 
    
 
   Superheroes.
 
   Now that I thought back on it, the trouble had probably started with the superheroes.
 
   For most of my thirteen years, I had kept to a policy of strict secrecy when it came to my powers. But there had been a brief phase—between ages seven and eight—when my sense of caution had slipped. I had no choice but to blame that lapse in judgment on the superhero cartoons. 
 
   Parents always talk about how television shows are corrupting their young, impressionable kids with wrong-headed logic, broken morals, and dangerous ideas. My parents said those things too, when they were chatting with other adults, but they never got involved enough in my life to prize me away from the TV or comic books. So, while they were busy not parenting, my powers were growing, and my favorite superheroes were filling my head with dangerous ideas indeed.
 
   Spiderman said people with powers had a responsibility to use them to help people, so why shouldn’t I use mine? Superman had crowds cheering his name. Why shouldn’t they cheer for me? Those colorful vigilantes were the closest thing to people like me I could find anywhere, even if they weren’t real. Why shouldn’t I follow their example? 
 
   To my seven-year-old mind and rapidly expanding ego, it was sound logic: I have superpowers, so I must be a superhero. The idea was so grand and intoxicating that for the first time, it made me forget how Ms. Mitchell had reacted to my abilities—how people always reacted to things they couldn’t explain. Drunk on those high-flying fictions, I decided to try using my powers in the open.
 
   I had to stop there for a moment to press my knuckles into my head, squeezing my eyes shut. “I thought it would be fine, as long as I was using them for good.”
 
   “So, you showed other people your powers?” Daniel asked as the sky pressed down on us and I felt myself shrinking.
 
   “Yeah,” I said miserably. “Not the grown-ups, thankfully. Just other kids.”
 
   “What did you show them?”
 
   “I’m not sure.” The memory of the whole thing made me cringe so hard that it had been years since I had let myself think back to any of it. “I think it was… snowballs.” And, weirdly enough, now that I put myself back in that first moment, I found myself smiling. “I was having a snowball fight with some other kids at recess. My neighbors, Ryan and Gabe, were having trouble getting our fort to stand up, so I used my water powers to push the snow together and make it stick to itself. They thought it was awesome.” I could still remember the rush of elation and relief I had felt when I saw their amazed smiles, when they cried, “Wow, do that again!” For just a moment, I thought I had found a space where I could use my abilities freely.
 
   “So, I kept going. I used my powers to pack together snowballs and make them fly. First I just shot my snowballs at the other team, but soon everyone gathered around and wanted to see how I could make them hover, and spin, and fly around in circles. So, yeah,” I laughed. “Not exactly heroic, but…”
 
   “But fun!” Daniel said emphatically. “It’s fun, right?” 
 
   “It was…” For a little while.
 
   “That’s how powers are supposed to be when you’re a kid.”
 
   “It did feel good,” I smiled, “using my powers out in the open space.” Like after years of living curled up in a box, I had suddenly burst and realized how it felt to stretch my limbs all the way out. “And it felt good to be admired,” I admitted, “not that I really did anything super heroic or impressive—unless you count, like, bending the broken basketball pole back into shape. One time I used my wind powers to get a ball down from a tree. It wasn’t exactly saving lives.”
 
   “But you were helping people,” Daniel said brightly. “You were doing good.”
 
   “Yeah, not everyone saw it that way. One of the boys got freaked out and tried to tell the teachers.”
 
   “Did they believe him?”
 
   “Of course not,” I laughed. “That doesn’t happen—not on Earth, anyway. They just told him to stop making up stories. Anyway, after showing off my powers that first time, I obviously became the most popular girl on the playground. The other kids loved my tricks… well, most of them did anyway. I think Gabe and some of the others were jealous of all the attention I was getting. They wanted to do the things that I could. And, I mean, who wouldn’t? Having magic powers is, like, every little kid’s dream, right? And, at that point, I—I still didn’t get how weird my powers were. I thought maybe other people could do what I did if I just explained it to them. So, I tried to teach some of my classmates.”
 
   “But they couldn’t do it?” Daniel said.
 
   “Of course they couldn’t. And that was when some of them started getting mean.”
 
   “Mean how?”
 
   “Well, first Gabe started shunning me and giving me these nasty looks all the time. I… I guess I kind of understand why,” I said, after considering for a moment. “See, before I became the playground hero, he and Ryan were the cool kids everyone wanted to play with. They were jealous. We were seven. It makes sense. It wasn’t even a big deal really, until Carson opened up his stupid mouth.”
 
   “Carson?”
 
   “Yeah,” I sighed. “Carson Masters.” Neither my parents nor I had brought up Carson in years. Just saying his name sent a bitter shiver of guilt down to my core. “Gabe was my friend before, but Carson and I had never liked each other… I knew things were going wrong from the way he looked at me when I used my powers…” The same way Ms. Mitchell had looked at me, the way my parents looked at me. “For a while all he did was glare at me from across the playground and I just sort of ignored him, but then…”
 
   “Then?” Daniel prompted when I trailed off.
 
   I wrapped my arms around myself, clutching my sweatshirt around me, before continuing. “Then one day, he came to school with a more powerful weapon to use against me.”
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “Well… Carson and his family were super Christian. To be fair, so were most of the people at my school. I don’t want it to seem like I have anything against Christians; my mom is one—and so was my grandpa—and they’re two of the nicest people I’ve ever known. But Carson’s parents weren’t the nice kind.”
 
   “Wait. Back up. So, what’s a Christian?”
 
   “It’s someone who believes that Jesus was the son of the One True God, and that he was crucified so all humans could be forgiven for their sins, and a lot of other stuff that doesn’t make sense if you think about it for two seconds.”
 
   “Oh.” Daniel still looked profoundly confused. “So, it’s like, a weird religion?”
 
   “Yeah—well—no. It’s the most common religion in the country. So, when Carson had the brilliant idea of telling his parents about me and my powers, they set him straight on how to deal with me.”
 
   “What do you mean? Their religion had something to do with your powers?”
 
   “Oh, you bet. See, according to Christianity, God is the only one who’s supposed to have supernatural powers. Anyone else with powers must have gotten them from the Devil.” 
 
   “The who?”
 
   “The Devil, the incarnation of all evil in the world.”
 
   “Oh… So… people think special powers are evil?” Daniel said in confusion.
 
   “Yeah, especially with women, for whatever stupid reason. Powerful women are always bad.”
 
   “What?” Daniel let out an incredulous laugh. “But that doesn’t make any sense. Nyama is naturally more powerful in women. And anyway, if there are no powerful women, where are the powerful men supposed to come from?” 
 
   “Yeah, I didn’t make it up.”
 
   “So, after the Carson kid talked to his parents, what happened?”
 
   “Well, he just sort of walked up to me one day and was like ‘I know what you are, you freak.’” I wondered if Daniel could hear the tremor in my voice through my nasal impression of a seven-year-old Carson. “‘You’re a witch and you’re going to burn in hell. My mom told me so’.”
 
   “And what did you say?” Daniel asked.
 
   “I just told him his mom was dumb and he should mind his own business.”
 
   “It didn’t bother you?”
 
   “I didn’t believe him, if that’s what you mean. This was the kid who tried to tell the class that the dinosaurs coexisted with humans and that God made the whole universe in six days, so I wasn’t about to take anything he said too seriously. The sad thing was that the rest of the kids weren’t as smart. He just didn’t shut up and—well, you know how when you’re a little kid, you’ll repeat anything you hear enough times?”
 
   Daniel nodded.
 
   “So, over a few days, a lot of them actually started to believe him when he said I was evil and had sold my soul to the devil or whatever. Suddenly, kids I had thought were my friends wouldn’t even talk to me or sit next to me anymore. Some of the other kids from more religious family probably actually believed him, but for some of them I think it was just an excuse to hate me for being able to do what they couldn’t. I stopped using my powers in the open after that, but the damage was already done. Nobody looked at me the same way.”
 
   “That sucks,” said Daniel, “but are you really telling me you won’t show anyone your powers just because some kids were mean to you when you were seven? Do you really think that’s how everyone would react?”
 
   “I know it is,” I said darkly. “That’s what happens to people with supposed magic powers on Earth. They get burned at the stake, or crucified, or stoned to death. Freaking Jesus was no exception.” I didn’t mention that another famous case happened to be my namesake. That was something I did my best not to think about.
 
   “But why?” Daniel asked.
 
   “Because people are stupid. Because they get scared of anything they can’t explain, and there’s never been any explanation for me.”
 
   Daniel opened his mouth to say something more, but closed it again.
 
   “Besides,” I said grimly. “I wasn’t finished with the story. It gets worse.”
 
   “Really? What happened then?”
 
   “Carson didn’t stop with the devil thing. He kept going for, like, a week, following me around, getting everyone else to join in teasing me and chanting things, and—God, I hated him!” My fingers dug into my arms until it hurt. “And to make things worse, he also lived on my street and got all the neighborhood kids on board—my friends, Ryan and Gabe. I would have gone to my teacher or my parents, but that would have meant explaining my powers to them and, at that point, the last thing I wanted was more people knowing. I was afraid they would react the same way as the kids. I didn’t know what to do…”
 
   “So, you just stood there and took it?”
 
   “Yeah. I told them to stop at first. Then I just cried.”
 
   “You didn’t just blow them away with your powers? Fa-Kiye, you must have had patience of steel!”
 
   “No, I—I didn’t want to hurt anyone,” I said. “I wanted them to like me again. I wanted to be good. But I wasn’t.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well…” This was the part of the story I had been dreading. “One day, Carson kind of cornered me in front of his house after we got off the bus. Gabe and Ryan were there too. I guess the bus was a little early that day because our parents weren’t there to pick us up yet. Carson had been picking on me all day, but after we got off the bus, where there were no adults, he got… violent. They started hitting me and grabbing my hair. It didn’t really hurt me, obviously, but it was scary. It’s scary to know that someone wants to hurt you like that. Then they picked up rocks and chunks of ice and started throwing them at me… that did kind of hurt. One sharp rock actually broke the skin, right here.” I put a hand behind my left ear. 
 
   “Carson grabbed me and—he was going to hit me with this really big rock. I didn’t know what to do, so I pulled out the all-purpose little kid line; ‘I’ll tell my mom.’ He just laughed and he said…” I swallowed and found a lump swelling in my throat. “He told me to go ahead and do it because—he said ‘Your mom won’t help you. She wouldn’t love you if she knew,’ and that was it.”
 
   “What? That was what?”
 
   “I don’t—” I shook my head. “I don’t remember exactly what happened next. All I remember is how angry I felt, how scared, how much I hated him. I felt something in me—like when I build up energy to use my powers, but… not quite like that. It was more, more than my body could hold, and I couldn’t control it. I don’t know how to explain it. It shook me. It felt like it was going to break me apart.”
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   “I grabbed him.” I reached into the air before me, my fingers curling into the coat of an imaginary Carson Masters. “I grabbed him so hard I don’t think I could have let go even if I wanted to. And all that energy inside me, it exploded.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I don’t know. I…” My outstretched hands tightened into fists as I tried to find the words to describe the sensation. “It was like something inside me broke, and everything just kind of jolted out of me at once. I had my hands on his chest and I just”—I thrust both my fists forward into the air—“pushed him.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “He flew twenty feet and smashed through the wooden fence outside his house. We ran to him—Ryan and Gabe and I—and they started yelling his name, but he didn’t get up. Th-there—” I pressed a hand to my lips as the unwelcome image sharpened in my mind, red against the snow. “There was blood coming from his head. I was sure he was dead.” 
 
   I felt like I was about to start crying and crushed my hand harder into my mouth.
 
   “So, what did you do?”
 
   I shook my head. “I just stood there. I didn’t know what to do. I just stood there like an idiot until his mom heard his friends screaming and came outside a-and…”
 
   “Hey, are you okay?” Daniel asked, his voice suddenly softening.
 
   “Yeah.” I tried to swallow and choked on the lump in my throat, a stupid wheezing sound squeaked out of me and the tears spilled over. “Sorry.” I balled the sleeves of my sweatshirt in my fists and pressed them into my eyes as my breath hitched and stuttered. Why was I crying? I didn’t want to cry. “I’m sorry,” I gulped. “I’ve just never told anyone about that and it—” A breath caught and I couldn’t finish.
 
   There was an awkward pause. Then Daniel put his hand on my shoulder. The warmth alone eased some of the shaking.
 
   “Hey, Joan. Listen, I know that must have been scary and it probably seemed like the end of the world, but it’s actually not that uncommon.”
 
   I lifted my head a fraction. “What?”
 
   “The kind of accident you’re describing happens to lots of little kids on Duna, especially in Carytha. Anywhere you have adyn and theonite kids together, this kind of thing happens. It’s like you said, little kids don’t think. They don’t know their own strength, and they can hurt their adyn friends pretty badly just by accident. It’s the number one cause of injury—and death—of adyn children in Carytha.”
 
   “Really?” That was horrifying.
 
   “It’s also the number one argument for segregation in schools,” Daniel sighed. “The parents and teachers give you a thousand rules for how to play safe with your adyn friends—when you tag them, don’t hit too hard, when you hug them, don’t squeeze too hard, never, never let out any fire around them—but things can still go wrong. I mean, you saw what happened when that Cameron guy tried to hit me. Sometimes it’s not even your fault.”
 
   “Yeah, but that time—with Carson—it was—I—”
 
   “It can happen to anyone,” Daniel said reassuringly. “Everyone who grew up in a mixed community has their horror stories.” He paused for a moment. “You want to hear mine?”
 
   “What?” I sniffed. “Something like this happened to you too?”
 
   “It did,” Daniel sighed. “My best friend growing up was an adyn—well, actually he’s a littigi, but physically vulnerable like an adyn—and one day, while we were playing, I just broke his arm.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “See, I was always extra careful about not burning people since I sometimes have trouble containing my nyama, but when we were playing, it was just easy for me to forget that Michael was more fragile than me, I tackled him a little too hard, and I hear this ‘snap!’” Daniel winced. “I felt terrible—I might actually have started crying right there—but when Michael got done screaming, he wasn’t actually that angry at me. He’s nice like that. Not everyone is. Our parents sat us down and we had this big talk about safety and responsibility. Worst playdate ever.”
 
   “Well, I didn’t have any grown-ups to talk to me about this stuff,” I said. “No one on this planet is ready to deal with that kind of thing. That’s why I can’t use my powers around normal people. That’s why I try to keep to myself. It’s not just because of what other people might do; it’s because of what I might do. I might have really hurt Carson that day. I might have killed him.”
 
   “But—he didn’t die, right?”
 
   “They never told us. For weeks, they kept him inside or in a hospital or something. Wherever he was, I didn’t see him and his mom wouldn’t let me anywhere near their house.”
 
   “But you must have found out at some point.”
 
   “No.” I pressed my lips together. “We moved.”
 
   “You moved?”
 
   “Yeah. To the other side of the county. My parents tried to tell me it was because it was closer to my dad’s work, but that was a total lie. His commute was twice as long after the move. He actually ended up having to get a new job. Even back then, I knew it was my fault we had to leave; I couldn’t step outside the door without everyone acting like I had a bomb strapped to my chest… My mom and dad were happy in that neighborhood. They liked our life there. I ruined that for them.”
 
   “I’m sure they don’t feel that way,” Daniel said with an air of confidence that made me envy him.
 
   “They do.”
 
   “What? They never told you they blamed you, did they?”
 
   “They didn’t have to.”
 
   “So, you just haven’t used your powers since then?” Daniel asked.
 
   “No, I still use them,” I said. Not using my powers was like not breathing. Well, maybe not that extreme, but it did start to make me tense and cranky after more than a day. They were the only way I ever felt comfortable in my own skin. No amount of fear was ever going to take that away from me. “I use them every night, just never outside my room.”
 
   “That’s not right,” Daniel said. “You need space to use your powers if you really want them to develop. No theonite should be forced to hide their powers…”
 
   Just then, a drop of coolness hit my cheek. A moment later, a larger one plopped onto the back of my hand.
 
   “Oh, look at that.” I smiled up at the sky as the drops began to come down faster. “It’s finally raining.”
 
   Daniel shuddered faintly and tried to pull his jacket over his head. “I hate the rain.”
 
   “Aww.” I put my hands out, catching a dozen or so raindrops above my fingertips. “How can you hate the rain?” I twirled my fingers so that the beads of water chased one another around my hand.
 
   “I’m a tajaka,” Daniel grumbled. “It’s in my nature.”
 
   “In your nature?” I laughed, letting four drops slide to the end of my index finger to merge into one big one. “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.” I flicked the fat droplet from my fingertip to splat against Daniel’s cheek.
 
   “Agh!” He flinched away, wiping his face on the back of his hand. “Hey!” He turned to glare at me, but there was a smile behind it. 
 
   Spinning more drops together, I whipped a second glob of water in Daniel’s direction. This time, however, he pushed out a breath of hot orange flames. Fire met water with a crackling hiss and both disappeared in a puff of steam. Daniel and I looked at each other through the dispersing vapor and laughed.
 
   “Joan?” Daniel said, still smiling.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I was just thinking, if you’re so unhappy here, maybe… maybe you could come back to Duna with us.”
 
   I opened my mouth to say—well, I don’t know what I was going to say—but at that moment the heavens split open and the world turned white.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven: 
 
   The Thundyils
 
    
 
   “Daniel!” A voice boomed from somewhere behind us. 
 
   Before I could turn my head to see where the voice had come from, someone appeared on the bar of the swing set between Daniel and me in a wave of warmth that contrasted sharply with the cool raindrops on my skin. The scent of smoke filled my nose as a strong arm encircled my shoulders, and as the sky ignited with lightning, I was jerked forward so fast that my head snapped back.
 
   With my hands and knees crashing into the gravel, I heard—I felt—a string of lightning hook out of the sky and connect with the swing set. My eyes squeezed shut against the violent flash, but I felt the electric charge shoot into me as the lightning connected with the ground under my hands and knees. It stung and, for a strange moment, my body shook with an immortal hunger harder and more agonizing than anything I had ever felt.
 
   Then, in an instant, the lightning was gone, as was the ferocious sense of longing. It wasn’t until the charge left my body that I realized that the feeling hadn’t been mine. It belonged to someone—something—older and hollower than me. It belonged to the lightning.
 
   Shaken, I turned around to find a tall man standing over me in a dark coat. His skin was brown and fiery like Daniel’s, vaporizing any raindrops that hit it, wreathing him in a halo mist and glowing hot energy. He had saved us.
 
   “Dad?” Daniel breathed, slumping back against the ladder to the main play structure. “What—”
 
   But before he could finish, the dark man grabbed him by the front of his shirt and threw him away from the ladder. For a second, I wondered why he would do that. Then, as Daniel sprang off his hands to flip over onto his feet, lightning struck again, this time shooting its skeletal fingers into the jungle gym next to the swing set, lighting it up bright white. 
 
   The ravenous electricity didn’t just flow through the metal structure to the ground like lightning was supposed to. It twisted into it, warping the bars until they strained at the screws holding them together. I could hear the steel screaming as it buckled under the electric spasms. And there was that hideous, hollowing hunger again, thrumming through me so hard I felt like it might turn me to dust where I stood. I started to take a step back from the thrashing mess of light and metal, but the force of the lightning blinded me, throwing me off balance. I tripped over my own feet and found myself on the ground as the lightning flickered out, leaving the mangled remains of what had been the jungle gym teetering over me.
 
   I felt that the structure was going to fall before it started its downward topple. I tried to scramble back, but I was disoriented, my hands and heels slid in the gravel and I fell onto my back. The jungle gym was falling too fast now, several tons of metal groaning down toward me. Even with my feet under me, I would never get out of the way in time.
 
   I threw my hands out to stop all that metal before it could come crashing down on my body, but I had never controlled anything that big before, and I couldn’t lock my powers into something when I wasn’t focused—certainly not in the terrified, half-dazed stupor I was in now. I shut my eyes, bracing for the impact.
 
   Suddenly, warm hands wrapped around my upper arms. I was jerked back abruptly, my shoes skidding against the ground, just as the jungle gym crashed down where I had been a moment earlier, sending up a spray of dirt and gravel. Drenched in rain, I let out my breath in a short huff. I was sitting in the wet grass at the edge of the playground, surrounded by heat. Daniel was holding onto one of my arms. His father was holding the other.
 
   “Not today,” the older tajaka breathed, with a sharp glance up at the sky. 
 
   He had Daniel’s same sharp features and luminous brown skin. But he was more than Daniel. Somehow everything about him was more. More solid. More intense. His face was rougher, with the traces of a beard, the lines of a durable smile, and dark, deep-set eyes. I didn’t know why, but those eyes made me sad. Past the ember-like glow they shared with Daniel’s, there was something hard and haunted about them. I remembered a similar look in my grandpa’s eyes—when his warm voice grew flat, when he talked about the grime of the trenches and the faces of lost friends.
 
   His expression softened as he turned to me. “Are you alright, Joan?”
 
   I wanted to respond, thank them, say something, but all I could do was sit there with my eyes open in shock and my heart thundering against my ribs.
 
   “Joan?” Daniel leaned in, concerned.
 
   “Um—y-yes,” I managed finally. “I’m fine.” 
 
   “Right. Up then.” Daniel’s father took my arm in a firm grip and lifted me to my feet as though I weighed nothing, even though my muscle density made me almost twice as heavy as a normal girl my size. For a moment, I wondered dazedly if one day my arms would be that strong.
 
   “Dad,” Daniel got to his feet slowly. “Wh-what was—”
 
   “Up,” his father said more firmly. “We need to get clear of this area.” Putting one hand on Daniel’s shoulder and the other on mine, he steered us both across the grass away from the playground. Once we reached the edge of the park, he seemed satisfied that we were far enough from danger and turned his son around sharply.
 
   “On top of a metal structure, Daniel? What were you thinking?”
 
   “Sorry, Dad.”
 
   “You know better than that. I told you not to go wandering around alone. It’s too dangerous.”
 
   “I wasn’t alone,” Daniel pouted, brushing some dust off his jacket.
 
   “Daniel.”
 
   “Come on, Dad. What could happen?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know,” his father said with pointed sarcasm. “You could get hit by lightning.”
 
   “I would have gotten out of the—”
 
   “No.” His father was clearly angry, but holding it back under an impressive layer of calm. “No. You weren’t paying a speck of attention. If I hadn’t come looking for you, you would both have been fried alive! I want to trust you to handle yourself, but I can’t do that unless you demonstrate a little vigilance and common sense.”
 
   “I’ve been using my common sense,” Daniel protested.
 
   “Really?” His father raised his eyebrows. “Because before I found you out here courting electrocution, I got a very angry call from your new school saying that you broke someone’s hand?”
 
   “I—that was—He punched me, okay? I never touched him.”
 
   “Was he faster than you?”
 
   “I didn’t think he was going to—”
 
   “Was he faster than you?” Daniel’s father repeated.
 
   “I—no,” Daniel muttered.
 
   “So, you could have stopped him?”
 
   “Probably, but—”
 
   “Then you have no excuse.”
 
   “I didn’t mean for him to get hurt,” Daniel said earnestly.
 
   “Then you should have been more careful. Daniel, please.” He took his son’s shoulders in his hands. “Please. I know it’s difficult to understand when I’ve explained so little, but you have to believe me when I say it is too dangerous for you to be careless right now.”
 
   Daniel scowled at the ground.
 
   “Now we should be getting out of here.” Daniel’s father looked warily up at the sky as the rain began to come down faster around us. “Joan.” He turned to me. “Would you mind staying at our house for the evening? You can call your parents and tell them that I invited you over for dinner. I think it’s safer if you stay with us for a few hours before heading home.”
 
   “Um, okay.” I didn’t understand why that would be safer but I wasn’t about to argue with a guy who had just snatched me out of the way of a lightning bolt.
 
   “Let’s go,” Daniel’s father beckoned and I followed him to the sidewalk. Daniel, however, crossed his arms, glared at the ground, and remained planted where he was. His father let out a long-suffering sigh, but looked more amused than angry.
 
   “Alright then, stay there if you want to get soaked that badly.”
 
   Daniel didn’t move.
 
   “It’s okay,” Daniel’s father said in a low voice as we resumed walking. “He’ll be right behind us. There’s nothing he hates more than being out in the rain.”
 
   “Um, Mr. Thundyil,” I said as I hurried to keep up with his long strides down the sidewalk. “You just… h-how did you know the swings were going to be hit by lightning?”
 
   He shrugged. “I’ve been doing this for a while. You pick things up.”
 
   I was tempted to ask exactly what he meant by ‘this’ and how one ‘picked up’ on how to predict lightning strikes, but I just said, “Thank you.”
 
   “No need to thank me. This is my job. It’s what I’m here for.”
 
   “And—Mr. Thundyil, what—”
 
   “Mr. Thundyil is my brother,” Daniel’s father smiled. “You can call me Robin.”
 
   “Um, okay, Robin. What was that back there?”
 
   “That was lightning.”
 
   “I know, but h-how did it… why did it try to hit us?”
 
   “Try to hit you?” Robin laughed, those dark eyes filling up with mirth. “You say that as if it was a person and not just an electric charge drawn to the tallest conductive structure in the area.”
 
   “I…” When he put it that way, that did sound silly, didn’t it? Of course lightning would strike metal playground structures in the middle of an empty field. There was no reason to think it had been more than a natural phenomenon—except that it had felt like more. And lightning didn’t usually send metal structures into convulsions, did it?
 
   “It’s best that you leave our enemies’ motives and methods to me. Your only concern at the moment should be keeping yourself safe.” 
 
   “Safe? From what, exactly?”
 
   “I understand Daniel’s already told you that we came to this planet looking for a less than pleasant individual. Unless we manage to stay off his radar, it’s only a matter of time before he attacks us.” 
 
   “Attacks you?” I repeated as the cold rain began to fall even faster, soaking through the arms of my sweatshirt. “Like, he’s going to try to hurt you?”
 
   Robin let out another good-natured laugh. “‘Hurt’ is a gentle word for what this man does to those who cross him.”
 
   “Wait—So, am I going to be safe here?”
 
   “I will make sure that you are safe.”
 
   “And what about everyone else?” I asked, thinking of Mama at home by herself. “The people in the neighborhood and this town—are they in danger?”
 
   “No,” Robin said with calm confidence that made me feel a little better. “Our enemy may be ruthless and powerful but if there is one thing I can say for him, it is that his rage is focused. He will pursue his target with single-minded determination and ignores anyone who doesn’t present a direct obstacle. The only way anyone else will get hurt is if I am irresponsible enough to let them get caught in the crossfire.”
 
   “And this guy you’re after—who is he?” I asked.
 
   “In many ways, he is just a child,” Robin said, “a lost boy who began his life more powerless than any human being should ever be, and now has far more power than anyone in the known universe. If you can imagine what that would do to a man’s mind, you have Mohan.”
 
   “Mohan?” I said. “That’s his name?”
 
   “No,” Robin smiled. “I like to give my villains code names.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Well, it’s dangerous to call them by their real names when someone might be listening, and it beats calling them Killer 27, Killer 46, Killer 320.”
 
   “What number is Mohan?” I asked.
 
   “31. And here we are!” he announced cheerfully as we turned the corner onto our block. Humming a tune, Robin sauntered down the walk to their enormous house, dug a key out of his pocket, and unlocked the front door.
 
   “After you.” He held the door open for me.
 
   Judging from the absolute darkness in the front hallway, I guessed that the blinds and curtains were all drawn, blocking out the light. As I stepped into the house, I felt along the wall for a light switch, found one, and flipped it, but nothing happened. The hallway remained pitch black.
 
   “Um, I think your light is—”
 
   “Oh, we don’t use that.” 
 
   As Robin stepped over the threshold and closed the door behind him, heat rushed past me on either side, followed by a stream of sparks that chased each other down the hallway like fireflies in two neat lines. Then, one by one, those sparks blossomed into yellow-orange lights. It took me a moment to realize that they were candles, standing in straight rows along the walls.
 
   “Whoa! That’s awesome!” I said as the last of the flames shivered to life, illuminating the hallway.
 
   “It’s how most tajakalu light their houses,” Robin said, taking his shoes off and setting them off to the side. “On Duna, the firelights are built right into the wall, but we’re improvising.”
 
   “Isn’t it kind of a fire hazard?”
 
   “Not if you control fire. You can go ahead and take your shoes off. I’m going to go upstairs and get something. My cell phone is on the counter in the kitchen, just through that door, if you want to call your parents.” There was a whoosh, the candles flared up, and Robin was gone in less than the time it took me to blink. And I had thought Daniel was fast!
 
   Slipping out of my wet shoes, I padded down the hall to the kitchen to find the phone. The kitchen was spacious, with vast marble counters and oak cabinets. Open cereal boxes and snack bags littered the countertops and a stack of dirty dishes sat beside the sink. Through a half-open cupboard door, I could see a single frying pan and a pot, but the stove looked spotless and untouched. The adjoining dining room was empty except for a small table and two folding chairs. It seemed as though the Thundyils were just camping out in this expensive house. 
 
   Crossing the room, I picked up Robin’s phone and dialed my home number.
 
   “Hello?” Mama’s voice answered.
 
   “Hi, Mama. It’s Joan.”
 
   “Joan, mon ange, where are you?”
 
   There was a bang from the hall as the front door swung shut, and a few moments later Daniel entered the kitchen, soaking wet, still glowering at the floor. The water dripping from his clothes and hair left little puddles behind him.
 
   “Um, well, I was with a friend at the park,” I said, waving at Daniel, “that new kid, Daniel, but it started raining and we went to his house and then his dad invited me to dinner at their house. Is that okay?”
 
   Daniel raised one hand in way of greeting before squelching past me into the dining room.
 
   “Oh, really?” Mama said. “Well, yes, I suppose that’s fine. How nice of him. When do you think you’ll be home?”
 
   Daniel ran his fingers through his wet hair with a grimace and flicked some of the water onto the floor. Then he opened his hand and flames poured from his palm, engulfing his head. There was a hiss as the flames met the water clinging to him, and for a moment, it looked like his hair was on fire. He let his hand fall, the flames disappeared, and he shook out his perfectly dry hair. I took in the clouds of white steam rolling off his head and understood; since Daniel’s hair and skin didn’t burn, the explosion of heat had simply vaporized the excess water, leaving him as dry as ever.
 
   “Joan, are you still there?” Mama’s voice asked.
 
   That was when I realized that I had been standing there with my mouth open. “Oh—oh yeah. I should be home before—well, I’m not really sure when I’ll get back, but don’t worry. I’ll be there before bedtime, okay?”
 
   “Okay,” Mama sounded a little concerned. “I don’t want you staying out too late.”
 
   “I won’t. Tell Papa ‘hi’ for me, okay?” I added because I knew it would make her happy.
 
   “Papa isn’t here, Joan. He left on a business trip this morning.”
 
   “Wait. Another one?” He had just gotten home from a ‘trip.’
 
   “Yeah, it’s—he said it’s really short notice. He’s filling in for a co-worker who had to drop out at the last minute.”
 
   Well, that was a made-up excuse to ditch us if I’d ever heard one. I guess the burnt pizza had been too much for him to handle. Jerk. 
 
   “Alright.” I felt a twinge of guilt, realizing that that meant Mama would have to eat dinner by herself. “Well, I’ll see you later, okay?”
 
   “Okay—and Joan?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I’m so glad you’re making friends.”
 
   “Oh.” I smiled into the phone. “Y-yeah. I love you, Mama.”
 
   “I love you too, mon ange. Have fun with your friend.”
 
   “I will. Bye.”
 
   “Bye.”
 
   I ended the call and set the phone down.
 
   “I’ll have dinner ready in a few minutes,” Robin said, entering the kitchen. “Daniel, you could show Joan around the house.”
 
   “Sure.” Daniel slid his backpack from his shoulder and it thumped to the floor with a steely jingle. 
 
   Robin froze. “What was that sound?”
 
   “What sound?” Daniel asked, but Robin was already at the backpack, picking something out of the mesh water bottle holder on the side. His hand came up slowly, clutching a broken hoop of metal—a bracelet, it looked like—hung with bunches of tiny, jangling bells, all of them tarnished with age. Robin’s back was to us so I couldn’t see his face, but he held the thing for a long moment before turning to Daniel.
 
   “Where did this come from?” His voice was strangely quiet.
 
   “I don’t know,” Daniel shrugged. “You bought the bag. Not my fault if there’s weird stuff attached to it.”
 
   “You’ve never seen it before?”
 
   “No.” Daniel eyed his father in confusion. “What? Have you?”
 
   “No.” Robin said and shoved the belled bracelet into his pocket. “I just wondered. Odd thing to find in a schoolbag.” 
 
   As Robin straightened up, it occurred to me that I hadn’t heard any jingling bells or sensed any out-of-place metal in Daniel’s backpack before. Then again, I had been pretty distracted.
 
   “I’m going to get dinner ready,” Robin said. “Why don’t you two go work on homework or watch TV in the living room? This won’t take long.”
 
   The TV was the only thing in the Thundyils’ living room besides candles. They stood in rows along the woodwork and on the few shelves built into the walls. There were even clusters of them on a few upended cardboard boxes. I noticed a stack of books and DVDs in one corner, safely away from most of the candles, but apart from that, there wasn’t so much as a couch.
 
   “Yeah,” Daniel said, probably able to guess what I was thinking from my face as I surveyed the room, “we didn’t bring a lot of stuff since we probably won’t be staying that long.”
 
   Daniel extended his hand and a spark shot from each finger, connecting with the wicks of five candles on the box nearest him and causing them to flicker to life. With his other hand, he slung a whip-like arc of flames to the other side of the room to ignite a row of candles on one of the shelves. I had to marvel at his control—though as the lighting of the room improved, I could make out singed spots on the walls where he had overshot his mark once or twice. 
 
   “How come you guys have so many boxes?” I asked, looking around at the small fortress of cardboard and candles they had set up against the far wall. It didn’t look as though the Thundyils had brought anywhere near enough stuff to fill that many boxes.
 
   “Oh, we’re using a couple of them to store stuff,” Daniel said, walking around to light some of the candles tucked away in the corners of the room, “but mostly they’re for show. We needed to carry them in so it would look like we were regular people moving in for real.”
 
   “If this is just a temporary thing, why not move into a hotel or apartment?” Surely that would be easier than faking moving into a suburban mansion.
 
   “If you were a criminal mastermind looking for someone who could be staying temporarily anywhere in the area, wouldn’t you check all the hotels first thing?”
 
   “Oh. I guess, yeah.”
 
   “We moved into a wealthy, well-established neighborhood so we’d be harder to find.”
 
   As the last of the candles blinked to life, the two of us settled down on the carpet in their midst. The glow of the fire embraced and surrounded us, making the rest of the world seem far away as the rain continued and the wind rose to a howl outside.
 
   “So, this guy you’re looking for… if he finds you first, is he going to try to kill you?”
 
   “Maybe.” Daniel shrugged. “Probably, if Dad thinks he’s someone worth chasing.”
 
   “How can you be so calm about it?” I demanded, horrified. “Shouldn’t you be scared?”
 
   “It’ll be fine.” Daniel waved a hand. “Dad’s gotten us in and out of trouble a hundred times. We have nothing to be afraid of while he’s here. All these years and he’s never let anything happen to me.” He turned to look at me. “And don’t worry. He’d never let anything happen to you either.”
 
   “Alright, dinner’s ready!” Robin announced, entering the room with a tray balanced against his shoulder. “Since we only have two chairs, I thought we’d eat in here, on the floor.” He set the tray between Daniel and me before sitting down himself.
 
   It was odd to think that this warm, friendly father of Daniel’s was actually some kind of super-fighter who spent his life on the run from powerful enemies. That didn’t seem to fit as I watched him distribute silverware, humming cheerfully.
 
   “Here,” Robin handed me a piping hot bowl of soup. “This one’s a little cooler.”
 
   I looked at the other two bowls to see that the soup in them was actively boiling—and it didn’t stop boiling as Robin lifted a spoonful to his lips. It kept bubbling right into his mouth, apparently heated by his hand on the spoon. Now I could see why they hadn’t needed the stove. They could be their own.
 
   “This is good,” I said when I tasted my own soup.
 
   “Thank you,” Robin said, “but I didn’t actually make it. I just followed the instructions on the package. I’m getting quite good at reading Old Lindish—or English, as you call it.”
 
   “I thought you already knew how,” said Daniel.
 
   “Well, the Eldens taught me back in Hades, but that was years ago. Now I’m just getting used to it again. All that illogical spelling.”
 
   “Wait—sorry, but what are you guys talking about?” I asked.
 
   “Reading your language,” Daniel said. “It’s impossible. It’s all backwards! And how do you keep all the spellings straight when the rules keep changing like that?”
 
   “Wait, but you speak my language—okay, not French, I’m guessing—but English. You speak English.”
 
   “On Duna we call it Lindish,” said Robin, “But, yes. It is verbally almost identical to your English.”
 
   “Verbally?” I repeated, “So, it’s written differently?”
 
   “Very differently,” Daniel said.
 
   “But it wasn’t always,” Robin clarified. “A long time ago, Duna’s Lindish-speakers wrote the way you do, with an alphabet almost identical to the one you use. In the birthplace of the language, some still do, but the Old Lindish alphabet has largely fallen out of use. In the country Daniel and I live in, nearly half the population speaks Lindish, but everyone uses the Yammaninke phonetic alphabet, like most of the world.”
 
   “It’s a phonetic alphabet?” I said, “So like, all the sounds match the letters? That must make reading it a whole lot easier.”
 
   “It does until you try to read something in Old Lindish,” Robin smiled. “As Daniel has learned the hard way these past few days.”
 
   “Wait, so you can’t read?” I turned to Daniel, shocked.
 
   “Not really, no,” he mumbled into his bowl, glaring sideways at his father.
 
   “You’ve been going to school and you can’t read?”
 
   “I’m trying to learn, okay?”
 
   “No wonder you copied my entire lab sheet yesterday,” I laughed, “I thought you were just being lazy.”
 
   “Oh, shut up. You try reading backwards in a different alphabet.”
 
   “The Yammaninke alphabet reads right to left,” Robin explained.
 
   “And what does it look like?” I asked.
 
   “Well, it’s—here, I’ll write it down for you.” Turning around, he pulled a notebook and pen out of one the cardboard boxes nearest him and flipped to a clean page. 
 
   “So, I’ll be able to read from that?” I asked, looking on as he wrote.
 
   “It might be difficult for you to get a handle on it at first. As Daniel said, it’s hard learning to read backwards, although there are places in Carytha and Hades where the Yammaninke alphabet is written left to right. Besides, something tells me you’re quicker to pick up this kind of thing than he is.”
 
   “Hey!” Daniel glared.
 
   “It’s a phonetic system,” Robin said, “So, learning to spell isn’t nearly as hard as it is in your alphabet.”
 
   “Okay, what is in this soup?” Daniel interrupted, making a face.
 
   “Do you not like it?” Robin asked mildly.
 
   “Well…” Daniel stirred at it, frowning. “I guess it’s better than that instant fish-eyeball stuff Misaki always sends you.”
 
   “Be nice,” Robin scolded. “It’s not Misaki’s fault you have an irrational loathing of Kaigenese food. And she’s never sent us fish eyes.”
 
   “No, just baby octopus tentacles.”
 
   I giggled. “Who’s Misaki?”
 
   “Tsusano Misaki—well, Matsuda Misaki now—was a good friend of mine in school,” Robin said. “She lives far away from us now, but she sends us letters and packaged food from time to time.” He turned to Daniel. “Speaking of Misaki, Daniel, you’ll be seeing her sons soon. They’ll all be at Daybreak with you.”
 
   “Really?” Daniel said in surprise. “I mean, I know Hiroshi and the other one go there, but I didn’t realize Izumo qualified. That’s great!”
 
   “Why wouldn’t Izumo qualify?” Robin asked.
 
   “Well—I don’t know. I always worry about him. I thought he might not be powerful enough.”
 
   “Daniel,” Robin sighed. “There are so many kinds of power. You should know that.” He turned to me and explained, “In a few months, Misaki’s youngest son, Izumo, and Daniel are going to start at the same theonite academy on Duna—the same one where Misaki and I first met.”
 
   I could only nod as Robin turned back to Daniel and the two started negotiating how often Daniel should come home for weekends. As I watched the two of them argue, and laugh, and exchange punches in the arm in the wavering candlelight, I was certain for the first time, that the place they came from was real. Duna wasn’t the fabricated delusion of a couple of crazy people. These were real people, who lived real lives in a real world—that wasn’t this one.
 
   But can this really be possible? a little part of my brain demanded. Had circumstance really just deposited in front of me what Earth’s scientists and philosophers had only dreamed about for centuries? A barrage of questions clamored to the surface of my mind. More than anything, I wanted to see Duna, to know what it would be like in a world full of people like me. I wanted to know how they spoke, how they dressed. I wanted to know everything.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight: 
 
   Where Mind Meets Energy
 
    
 
   The rain outside quieted as Robin finished writing.
 
   “So,” he said, setting his pen down and tearing the page out of the notebook to hand it to me, “These here are the thirty original letters of the Yammaninke alphabet, and these below are the extra characters that were added later on so that it could be used to write other languages.”
 
   I took the paper from him and looked over the alphabet eagerly. It was unlike any script I’d ever seen, full of dots, and triangles, and little circles of varying sizes. Next to each letter, Robin had written out the sound it made in English—‘a’ as in ‘cat’ and ‘Daniel,’ ‘e’ as in ‘ember’ and ‘egg,’ and so on down the list so there was no mistaking how to pronounce each letter.
 
   “And what language was it used to write, originally?”
 
   “Yammaninke,” Robin said.
 
   “Does Yammaninke have a parallel language on Earth?” I asked.
 
   “Almost. Unlike Lindish, it does not have a perfect equivalent here in your dimension. It shares elements with a few Earth languages, but none of them are as widely spoken as Yammaninke. Here in this English-speaking country, you may not even have heard of them.”
 
   “What are they?” I asked.
 
   “Maninka, Bambara, Soninke… any of those sound familiar to you?”
 
   I shook my head. “Where are those languages even from?”
 
   “A few different countries, all of them in the western region of the continent you call”—It took him a moment to come up with the name—“Africa.”
 
   “Oh.” That would explain why I hadn’t heard of any of them. My knowledge of Africa pretty much began and ended with Ancient Egypt. “How come Lindish has a perfect parallel on Earth but Yammaninke doesn’t?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Robin said. “I have some theories, but I’m sure one could spend several lifetimes trying to parse out the relationship between our two worlds and never really understand it.”
 
   “So, Duna,” I said, still looking at the strange foreign shapes of the alphabet before me, “it’s got a different writing system and some different languages, but other than that, how similar is it to Earth?”
 
   “Quite similar,” Robin answered, just as Daniel said, “Completely different.”
 
   The two looked at each other and Robin laughed. “I suppose it all depends on how you look at it.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, Duna consists of two major oceans and seven continents, inhabited by approximately seven billion people who sing, dance, fight, reproduce, all the things people do.”
 
   “So just like here,” I said, “only the people on Duna have powers.”
 
   “Many people, yes. Seventy-eight percent of them, to be exact.”
 
   “So how did—have people on Duna always had powers?”
 
   “Well, that’s the interesting thing. According to all the archeological evidence, no.”
 
   “Really?” So, the people in this other dimension had acquired their powers from somewhere? Maybe whatever had happened to them had somehow also happened to me.
 
   “Yes,” Robin said. “By studying the remains of prehistoric humans, Dunian scientists have determined that theonite power—or nyamaya, as it’s more commonly called—did not appear until a little over four thousand years ago, about the time the first major human civilizations were emerging. The prevailing theory on Duna is still that it was those powers that allowed humans to achieve civilization in the first place.” Robin gestured around him with a laugh. “Guess they missed the mark on that one.”
 
   “So, theonite powers—or nyamaya, you said—just appeared?”
 
   “Yes. During the early stages of human existence, you don’t find any signs of nyamaya-related wear on bones, or any skeletons that seem to be adapted to cope with powers of any kind. Then, at a certain point, there started being theonites all over the world.”
 
   “All at the same time?”
 
   “As far as the scientists can tell.”
 
   “And no one knows how it happened?”
 
   “It’s the greatest mystery of Dunian prehistory.”
 
   “Whoa.” So I wasn’t the only one looking for an answer to that question. There was a whole world of people in the dark with me. I wasn’t sure if that made me feel better or worse.
 
   “And I’ll tell you another interesting thing,” Robin said. “Until the appearance of nyamaya in Duna’s humans, our planet and yours seem to have been perfect mirrors of each other. As far as I can gauge from my limited research on your dimension, Earth went through the birth of life in the seas, through the age of the amphibians, the dinosaurs, and the great mammals, all the way to the evolution of modern humans just as Duna did.”
 
   “Seriously?” I said, fascinated. “So, the point when people on Duna got their powers is the point when events in your world started to be different from ours?” 
 
   “It seems that way. As far as we can tell, our human prehistory and early history is identical to Earth’s: the same ethnic groups, languages, and technological advancements, in the same places. Then, four thousand some years ago, right around the time theonite nyamaya appeared in our population, our histories diverged. My friend Koli believes theonite powers to be the solitary variable that sets Duna apart from Earth. According to him, all differences between our two dimensions can be traced back to Dunians having powers and Earthlings having none. Now, whether or not that’s true, we’ll probably never know.”
 
   “So, what kind of differences are there between Earth and Duna?” I asked. “What did powers change in your dimension?”
 
   “Well, to jump to the most glaring example, this country we’re in now—this global super-power of yours, the United States of America. It doesn’t exist on Duna.”
 
   “What? What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean that the land itself exists, but all the history that led to the formation of this particular nation—none of it happened on Duna. Similar revolutions, ethnic mixes, dialects, ideologies, and systems of government have arisen on our world, but there is no United States of America, no such combination of people, government, culture, and ideology. Similarly, Yamma has no perfect equivalent on this planet.”
 
   “What’s Yamma?”
 
   “Yamma is our big obnoxious global super-power,” Daniel said. “It’s where Yammaninke comes from.”
 
   “And it just doesn’t exist here? Why not?”
 
   Robin shrugged. “Different course of history, different innovations in different places, different races and battles, different winners, different losers.”
 
   “So, if this Yamma country is so powerful, do you guys speak Yammaninke?”
 
   “Oh, yes,” Robin said. “Although Daniel’s Yammaninke is better than mine. He’s always better at languages.”
 
   “What does Yammaninke sound like?” I asked, curious. “Like, how would you say, ‘Hello, my name is… Blank?”
 
   “I ni su,” Daniel said with a smile. “N toxo ye Blank.”
 
   “N… toxo… ye Blank,” I repeated slowly, struggling with the strange guttural sounds. “Or—N toxo ye Joan.”
 
   “If you want to learn the language, I have some Yammaninke reading material that I can leave with you,” Robin offered.
 
   “Really?” I asked, leaning forward eagerly. It had been a long time since someone had given me something new and exciting to learn.
 
   “I think so.” Robin turned to rummage around in one of the cardboard boxes. “Ah, here.” He came up with a shining rectangular device, about the size of his hand. “It’s against all the scientific and philosophical rules to leave a piece of Dunian technology in the hands of an Earthling, so I need you to promise you’ll keep it secret.”
 
   “I promise,” I said as he handed it to me. It wasn’t like I had anyone to tell. “But what is it?”
 
   At first glance, the elegant blue shell of the device looked like any other colored glass—translucent and shiny—but when I took it in my hand, I felt that it was lighter and a hundred times sturdier. Muffled behind the strange glass, I could just feel the trill and buzz of chips and wiring I felt inside most computers.
 
   “This is one of the simple info-com devices I took with me to Hades way back in the day. I brought it along as a backup in case something happened to my fancy one, but since I had it with me in Hades…” He tapped at the rectangle with his fingers and it glowed to life, displaying what I assumed to be some sort of home screen. “Ah, yes. It still has the beginner’s Yammaninke guide… and the Yammaninke-Lindish dictionary. Yes! Thank you, Eileen!”
 
   I didn’t know who Eileen was, or what he was really talking about at all, but I crawled closer to look over his shoulder as he opened up a file and scrolled through it with finger commands I had never seen before.
 
   “Am I going to be able to use that?” I asked uncertainly.
 
   “Oh yes,” Robin said. “It’s still programmed to be easy for Hadean children to use, so the rhythmic commands aren’t overly complicated. Three evenly-spaced taps in the center of the screen will turn it on or off. And see, here are the files,” he said, indicating differently-colored bubbles that had popped up on the black screen. Each bubble was labeled with glowing Yammaninke text I couldn’t read. “You use your fingertip to select the one you want. One tap for audio, two taps for the onscreen visual, three taps for the holographic visual.”
 
   “There’s a holographic visual?”
 
   “Yes. Right here.” Robin gave one of the bubbles three short taps. 
 
   Before my eyes, the little blue circle bounced from the screen and fanned out into a vertical sprawl of glowing white text. The letters looked solid enough to touch, but when I lifted a hand to the text, it slid right through the beams of light.
 
   “Cool, isn’t it?” Robin said, smiling at me through the lines of bright white text. “It’s handy when you want to show something on your little screen to lots of people at once. Of course, this is a low-tech device, so this isn’t an interactive hologram. You still have to control it with the touchscreen.”
 
   “You have interactive holograms?”
 
   “Yes,” Robin tapped the bubble again, causing the mesmerizing display to shrink back down into the screen. “I daresay they’re overused on Duna.”
 
   Powers? Space travel? Holograms? How come Duna got all the cool stuff?
 
   “What do I do when it runs out of power?” I asked when Robin handed the device to me. “You don’t have, like, an adapter or something?” It was sort of a joke. I doubted a planet of people who didn’t even think Earth existed would have developed adapters for our outlets.
 
   “I’m afraid not. But I do have this.” Robin held up a second, slightly larger rectangular device. “It’s a manual charger.”
 
   “A manual charger? So, like, a hand-crank thing?”
 
   “Not quite. It converts heat energy into electricity. If you’re a tajaka, it’s easy; you just slot the device into it, hold it in your hand, and generate as much heat as you can for about half a gbaati—or about eighteen minutes.”
 
   “Eighteen minutes? I don’t know if I can heat my hand for that long.”
 
   “You don’t need to,” Robin reassured me. “This device was made with a low-tech adyn environment in mind, so contact with any hot surface will do. We used to have the Hadean kids put them in their cook-fires to charge—of course, then, they had to wait another gbaati to touch them, but that won’t be a problem for you.”
 
   “So, I can just use the stove to charge it while my parents are asleep?”
 
   “Or the toaster,” Robin shrugged. “That might be less conspicuous.”
 
   “Okay.” I took the manual charger and put it up against the info device thing, finding that they slotted together satisfyingly in my hand.
 
   “Obviously, that device won’t help you access the Dunian Internet or communications network since we’re not in the right dimension to get reception, but there are a few Yammaninke language books saved on there. The beginner’s manual and dictionary should be sufficient to get you started.”
 
   “I… thank you,” I said, clutching the info-com device. “Thank you so much.”
 
   “I should warn you,” Robin said, “there are only a few audio examples on that device and there’s really only so much you can learn about our dimension from a book.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, though I thought he was probably underestimating me a little. Books were my best friends and once I read one, its contents stayed in my head down to the last punctuation mark. I could learn anything from a book.
 
   “We should clean up these dishes,” Robin said. “I’m sorry the soup turned out a little strange.”
 
   “No kidding,” Daniel said.
 
   “No, it was good,” I said. “I liked it.” 
 
   To be fair, I liked practically any food that was new. Mama’s frozen pizzas and bland casseroles got old after thirteen years.
 
   “Well, since some people can’t appreciate my fantastic cooking,” Robin said, feigning indignation, “I’m going to go get some snacks. But thanks for the support, Joan.” 
 
   Getting to his feet, he whooshed into the kitchen, making all the candles flare momentarily. He was back in seconds with three shining snack bags.
 
   “These are forontunu,” Robin said, tossing me one of them. “They’re the last of the snacks we packed from home. I should warn you, they’re a bit hot. Is that alright?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s fine.” Turning the bag over in my hands, I found that it was covered in Yammaninke letters, some blocky and eye-catching, some in tiny, thin print. 
 
   The material felt strange under my fingers. I had expected the static-prickling mashup of plastic and aluminum that made up most chip bags. But this was made of some other combination of metals and… glass fibers? I had never felt anything like this material. Wherever this bag was made, it definitely wasn’t on Earth. I couldn’t even figure out how I was supposed to open it.
 
   “Pull on the orange tab thingy,” Daniel said when he saw me puzzling over the snack bag. “See where it says—oh—well, I guess you can’t read it, but—”
 
   “I got it,” I laughed, and pulled the bag open.
 
   Inside, I found a jumble of bright green things that looked a little like popcorn. Daniel and Robin were already crunching away on them. I put one in my mouth and my eyes nearly popped out of my head. It felt like the flesh was being melted off my tongue.
 
   “Are you okay, Joan?” Robin asked, his eyes twinkling in amusement.
 
   I nodded, trying to keep my own eyes from watering as I forced myself to chew the fire and swallow.
 
   “Wow,” Daniel looked at me in surprise. “Most non-tajakalu scream their heads off when they eat one of those. Some tajakalu don’t even like them. Are you sure you’re okay?”
 
   I nodded again, moving my tingling tongue around in my mouth to make sure it was still there.
 
   “Daniel tells me that you are a tajaka, Joan,” Robin said off-handedly.
 
   “Okay, yeah, but not like a tajaka tajaka,” Daniel said. “I mean, look at the color of her skin.”
 
   “Fire is fire no matter where it comes from,” Robin said. 
 
   “But she doesn’t just control fire,” Daniel said excitedly. “Her nyamaya can do all kinds of stuff.”
 
   “Really?” Robin said, raising his eyebrows. “What ‘crazy stuff’?”
 
   “She can control a whole bunch of different substances,” Daniel said, “water, and air, even some solids—like a kabaka!”
 
   Robin turned to me with new fascination. “Is this true, Joan?”
 
   “Um—yeah,” I said, still working the feeling back into my tongue. “That’s true.”
 
   “Extraordinary,” Robin murmured. “I’m sure my excitable son has told you this already, but the ability to control multiple substances is exceedingly rare, even by our dimension’s standards. Depending on their parentage, most theonites’ nyamaya only extends to one substance—and even those with the right combination of training and genetics to control more than one substance seldom do it well. Being able to control multiple substances naturally, that is a true gift.”
 
   “Well, I’m not very good with any of them,” I said. “I just practice in my room. I’ve never done anything big.”
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with that,” Robin said kindly. “As long as you have good control, scale and quantity are irrelevant. May I ask how you do it?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I’m just curious about the mental and physical processes you undergo to make fire or move substances around. Can you describe it?”
 
   “Um…” I hadn’t tried to explain how I tapped into the Hum to another person in years. I knew what I was talking about, it just felt weird putting it into words. “Well, to get my powers started, I use my emotions. Then, to get them to work right, I have to concentrate and make some kind of movement with my hands. But—it’s a little more complicated than that,” I said, casting around for a way to elaborate.
 
   To use the Hum, I had to feel something—to drum up enough anger, or joy, or giddiness—to get my energy moving. Then, once it was in motion, I had to use my hands and my willpower to direct it where I wanted it to go. It was something I could only achieve with a clear mind. If I was tense, unsure, or distracted in any way I might as well have been any idiot trying to blow a door shut or bend the flow of tap water.
 
   “Your head, heart, and hands all need to be working in time and tune with one another,” Robin finished the thought for me. “If you have an excess of emotion, your will power must rise to harness it. If you’ve settled on a goal, your emotions must rise to fulfill it. It’s how you find your balance and direction.”
 
   “Yes,” I said, looking up at him in wonder. “How do you—”
 
   “It’s the same for us,” Daniel said, balling up his empty forontunu bag and setting it aside. “Except, we can’t do all the stuff you can. You should see her, Dad.”
 
   “Only if Joan feels like demonstrating,” Robin said, turning to me. “I’m curious to see of course, but they’re your powers—”
 
   “No, it’s okay, I’ll show you,” I said as Daniel picked up his dad’s bag of forontunu and started eating them.
 
   Shaking the sleeve of my sweatshirt back, I brought my hand up and focused my energy through my arm. “I’m not very good at this, but…” I swung my hand, pushing the energy outward in a gust of wind. A row of candles flickered and went out.
 
   “Hmm.” Robin observed the smoking wicks.
 
   “I can do it harder than that,” I said quickly. “I just didn’t want to knock anything over.”
 
   “No, no, that was excellent,” Robin marveled, touching one of the glowing candle wicks. “Knocking things over is easy—any fool can knock things over. It takes talent to apply just enough force to get the job done. You must have practiced hard.”
 
   “Well, yeah,” I said, feeling my face flush. “But that’s because getting air to move isn’t always easy for me.”
 
   “Really?” Robin said in surprise. “Because Daniel here is a quarter fonyaka on his mother’s side and he doesn’t have anywhere near your precision with his fonya.”
 
   “His what?”
 
   “His wind power,” Robin said with teasing smile at his son. “He’s terrible at controlling it.”
 
   “Hey! No I’m not!” Daniel said defensively.
 
   “Oh?” Robin ran a fingertip over the row of candles, relighting them. “Would you care to try?”
 
   “Oh, come on,” Daniel protested, “You know I can’t put out candles. My fire gets pulled into the air current and they just light up again.”
 
   “Well, that would be something to work on then, wouldn’t it?” Robin said, raising his eyebrows. “You can’t very well go around setting things on fire when you mean to put them out.”
 
   “I thought we were talking about Joan here,” Daniel scowled.
 
   “Indeed we were.” Robin turned back to me, holding out one of the extinguished candles. “If you don’t mind, Joan.”
 
   “Well, I-I’m not really good at controlling fire either,” I said. It wasn’t that I doubted my ability to make enough fire to light a candle; I just felt a little stupid doing it front of two people who were obviously experts. “I’m actually pretty bad at it.”
 
   “That’s not true,” Daniel said. “You showed me your taya.” 
 
   “My what?”
 
   “Your firepower. It was fine.”
 
   “Yeah—but—I can’t… I’m not like you guys.”
 
   “That’s hardly something to be ashamed of,” Robin said gently. “Daniel and I both grew up with our taya trained and nurtured by a culture more or less built around it. In your environment, it’s an accomplishment to have learned to use fire at all.”
 
   “Okay. Um—I’ll try.” Hesitantly, I snapped my fingers and a flame jumped to life at the tip of my thumb. I was surprised. Usually it took more effort than that for me to create a flame, but the warm, fire-filled surroundings had helped it along.
 
   “Like a natural,” Robin smiled as I brought my thumb to the wick, setting it aflame. “If air and fire are your weak elements, I would love to see something at which you excel.”
 
   “Well, I don’t think I excel at anything, but…” 
 
   I picked up Daniel’s bowl of soup, which was still about half full, and held my hand over it. Slowly, I moved my hand in circles just above the rim. The soup in the bowl began to swirl with my movements. Then, as Daniel and his father watched, I lifted my hand, continuing to move it in circles. A stream of soup followed my fingers, spiraling up out of the bowl into the air after my hand.
 
   “Whoa!”  Daniel exclaimed as I guided the soup in a quick circle around the bowl and then back into it without splashing a drop. “What was that?”
 
   “What was what?” I asked, confused. “I thought you had people in your world who controlled liquid.” What had Daniel called them? Jijakalu?
 
   “We do,” said Robin, “but most can only control water—and relatively pure water at that. Your average Dunian jijaka can manipulate both freshwater and saltwater, but most would have trouble controlling a liquid as thick and riddled with other substances as soup.”
 
   “Really?” That came as a surprise to me. “Controlling dirty water—like the scummy, mineral-rich stuff from a lake—is way easier for me than filtered or bottled water. I’ve tested it.”
 
   “Interesting,” Robin said as Daniel finished off that second bag of forontunu and reached for mine.
 
   “Can I have these?” he asked.
 
   “Oh—sure,” I said, pushing the bag toward him. I wasn’t sure I would survive eating any more.
 
   “Thirteen-year-old tajaka metabolism,” Robin explained as Daniel began wolfing down the snacks. “He eats a lot. Now, the bottomless pit here said something about you being able to control solid materials?”
 
   “Yeah, some better than others,” I said.
 
   “What about this bowl?” Robin pushed his empty soup bowl towards me. “Can you move this?”
 
   “Um…” The bowl was a dull, quiet thing with barely any Hum to it. It didn’t pull at me, but it was still worth a try. “Let’s see.” Extending my hand and squinting in concentration, I got the bowl to lift off the tray, but it wobbled and clattered back down after a moment. “Ceramics,” I sighed in annoyance.
 
   “You have trouble controlling ceramics?” Robin asked intently.
 
   “Yeah.” The paper-thin soup residue clinging to the inside of the dish was more responsive to my powers than the processed clay that made up the bowl itself. “There are actually a lot of solids that give me a hard time: glass, plastic, paper, rubber. They never seem to like me.”
 
   “Oh? What are the solids you favor?”
 
   “Well…” My eyes fell on the stainless steel spoon in my own empty bowl. Reaching down, I tapped its handle with one finger, flipping it over the rim of the bowl to spin through the air. It kept spinning, under the feather-light guidance of my hand, whirring past a row of candles to weave in between Daniel and Robin. 
 
   “I like steel,” I said, flexing my fingers so that the spoon bent out of shape and then back again. “Metals in general, actually. They’re my favorite.”
 
   “I see,” Robin mused as Daniel dropped the forontunu bag to stare, open-mouthed, at the fluidly twisting spoon. “Metals and mineral-rich water. Interesting. I’ve met some strange and talented people, Joan, but don’t think I’ve ever met someone capable of channeling the kind of nyama that you do.”
 
   “Wait. What’s nyama?”
 
   “It’s a Yammaninke word for energy,” Daniel said. “It’s what we feed on to use our powers.” 
 
   “But I thought you said theonite power was called nyamaya.”
 
   “The terms are slightly different,” Robin explained. “Nyama refers to all the energy in the universe, both latent and in motion. Nyamaya refers to a person’s ability to manipulate that energy. Does that make sense?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “There was this little Lindish rhyme the finawu used to have us sing at temple, so we would remember the difference…” 
 
   “The Nyama Song?” Daniel said, perking up.
 
   “Yes. How did it go?” Robin hummed softly to himself for a moment, the sound low and calming. Then he started to sing:
 
    
 
   “Nyama, nyama, nyama
 
   Waits in the earth and air,
 
   And stirs in you and me.
 
    
 
   Nyamaya, nyamaya…” He paused, seemingly grasping for the next line, but Daniel chimed in, his voice surprisingly bright and clear as he sang:
 
    
 
   “Nyamaya, nyamaya,
 
   Where faja meets naja
 
   Where mind meets energy.”
 
    
 
   Robin joined back in for the last verse:
 
                 
 
   “Nyama, nyama, nyama
 
   Binds the past to the now,
 
   Binds now to what will be.” 
 
    
 
   “Okay...” I said slowly. They had nice singing voices, but—“I actually think I’m more confused now. What does the nyama energy stuff have to do with the past and the future?”
 
   “Nyama has a few different roles,” Robin explained. “The nyama that is in motion holds the different times and realms of existence in alignment with each other. The nyama that is still, lies dormant in raw materials like rock and metal, or even in living things like animals, plants, and human beings. Unused nyama provides potential power for those who know how to claim it. That’s where nyamaya comes in.”
 
   “So, if nyamaya is the ability to move nyama around, then… it’s basically just theonite power?” I asked.
 
   “Not just theonite power,” Robin said, “Any kind of power. People with strong nyamaya are those who are able to perceive the raw potential in the world—in the rocks, in the air, in the people—all around them and harness it for their own purposes. 
 
   “Some people do this by controlling fire or air as the three of us do. Some do it by taking a lump of metal and making it into a tool, or weapon, or machine. Some do it by taking clay and turning it into a work of art. Some do it by taking separate words and stringing them together into discourse that moves others to action. Your ability to manipulate nyama in your particular way is your nyamaya.” 
 
   “So, if I, like, make a sculpture or a weapon, even if I don’t use my powers to do it, that’s still nyamaya?”
 
   “That,” Robin said, “is complicated, and still hotly debated on Duna. Some would argue that you are only properly utilizing your nyamaya if you are manipulating nyama in a way that is considered appropriate for your station and social group. This is all tied up with Yammanka social hierarchy, and occupational castes, and a lot of racial prejudice that’s too complicated to get into right now. But since you aren’t Yammanka, or even from Duna, I would say that your nyamaya is whatever you feel it is.”
 
   “So, using my powers?”
 
   “If that is where you are at your best.”
 
   “And that feeling I get,” I said, struggling to put the sensation I had always called ‘the Hum’ into words, “Where I can sense everything around me, where I can hear—or feel—metal, and water, and stuff calling out to me with their different…” Sounds? Frequencies? Calling them ‘voices’ just sounded silly. “That’s nyama I’m feeling?”
 
   “It is,” Robin said, “And from the way you describe the sensation—with different materials ‘calling to you’ in different ways—it seems that your ability to sense nyama is advanced for your age. You’ve already taught yourself to intuit which parts of your environment hold potential power for you and which do not.” 
 
   “You mean how I can feel which things will be easy for me to move and which things are going to be hard?”
 
   Robin nodded. “As a skilled sculptor can tell which rock to chisel into. It’s a sense most don’t develop until well beyond your years, and usually only through intensive training and meditation.”
 
   “And you said nyama isn’t just in metals, and water, and stuff? It’s in people too?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “So, that’s how I could tell that Daniel wasn’t like the other kids at school,” I said. “That’s why being near you—near all this fire you guys made—feels different than being around other people.”
 
   “Naturally. Just as it’s clear to me that you have your own nyama—an inner store of energy built up from your own effort and emotion.”
 
   “Really?” Almost unconsciously, I put a hand to my own chest. “You can feel that?”
 
   “You’ve done an impressive job of quieting it, but yes,” Robin smiled. “I can feel it. I understand it took Daniel a while to catch on.”
 
   “She was—it was a confusing day, okay?” Daniel said defensively.
 
   “So, what does your nyamaya do?” I asked. “Daniel, you control wind and fire, right?”
 
   “Mostly fire,” Daniel said, “But yeah.” 
 
   “And you?” I turned to Robin. “Do you control anything besides fire?”
 
   “Sadly, no,” Robin said as Daniel gave him a self-satisfied smirk. “Daniel inherited his wind power from his mother. I’m a one-note theonite, can’t move a molecule of water or air—although I can do this.” Picking up Daniel’s half-finished bowl of soup, Robin thrust it forward, tossing the remaining soup into his son’s face.
 
   “Agh! Dad!” Daniel sputtered and began spitting out soup. Still rubbing the stuff out of his eyes, he snatched up my bowl and flung what remained of the soup in it at his father.
 
   Robin just laughed and raised a hand, releasing an alarmingly hot burst of fire. Caught in the rush of flames, the soup turned to steam and ash before ever touching him. A moment later, there was a smaller puff of fire from Daniel’s direction. The flames must have been combined with the air powers they had mentioned earlier because it sent the tray and all the remaining tableware flying at Robin.
 
   “Whoa!” Robin managed to catch the tray in one hand and two spoons in the other, but was slow to defend against the bowl Daniel threw at him next. It hit him right in the forehead, bouncing off to land neatly in the crook of his arm.
 
   “Okay, okay,” Robin laughed. “You got me. I’m calling a truce. And now that I’m holding everything, I suppose I’ll go ahead and clean up before we do any more damage here. Joan, Daniel, grab those snack bags and throw them out for me, would you?”
 
   Collecting the empty forontunu bags, Daniel and I stood and followed his father into the kitchen, a few candles sparking to life for us in Robin’s wake.
 
   “Is this normal for you guys?” I asked Daniel under my breath.
 
   “Yeah, pretty much,” Daniel replied, still dripping with soup, but smiling now.
 
   Normally I would have been a little alarmed to see a father and son flinging fire and silverware at one another, but if Robin and Daniel had heads as hard as mine, it probably didn’t hurt any more than being pelted with beach balls. And they were both so fast and coordinated, it was like watching something out of a Jackie Chan movie.
 
   “Now, Joan,” Robin set down the stack of bowls and turned the sink faucet on. “Why don’t you help Daniel get that stuff out of his hair?”
 
   Smiling, I redirected the stream of water coming from the faucet so it sprayed directly in Daniel’s face. When I let the water snap back to its gravity-induced drop into the sink, Daniel was soaking wet.
 
   “Thanks,” he said sarcastically, but he was smiling. Flames leapt up around him, steam burst from his clothes and hair, and he was dry again within moments. I pulled the excess water off the floor and dispersed the molecules into vapor, leaving us all in a soft white mist as Robin started in on the dishes.
 
   “You kids go ahead and put a movie on,” he said. “Daniel and I have been having some trouble figuring out how to play these disc things you use, but now that you’re here, Joan, I’m sure you can show us how.”
 
   “Oh. Yeah, sure.”
 
   “Hey, Joan,” Daniel grabbed my arm and pulled me into the living room. “I just got an idea,” he whispered. “Can you make ice?”
 
   “Um, yes?”
 
   “Can I have some?”
 
   “Uh… okay.”
 
   I drew water out of the air and cooled it into a walnut-sized lump. Not the most elegant ice formation, but Daniel seemed satisfied as I repeated the process three more times, letting each piece fall into his outstretched hands.
 
   “Thanks,” Daniel grinned when he had four little chunks of ice, the first of which was already starting to melt against his hot skin. “You’re the best.”
 
   He snuck into the kitchen, practically silent on those quick little feet, and dropped the ice cubes down the back of his dad’s shirt.
 
   “Ahh!” Robin gasped, dropping the bowl he had been scrubbing back into the sink. “Fa-Kiye, Daniel! That’s not fair!”
 
   Moving at what seemed to be the speed of light, Daniel dodged the dishwater Robin flung at him and darted back into the living room, laughing. And I found that I had started giggling too.
 
   “Anyway,” Daniel said, when he had finished cackling, “What movie do you want to watch?” He crawled behind the TV and pulled out a stack of DVDs. “My dad got these randomly from your book place.” 
 
   “You mean the library?”
 
   “Yeah, that. I don’t know what any of them are. Do you?” He spread the DVDs out on the floor. There was Titanic, Les Misérables, Lord of the Rings: Return of the King, and Spiderman 2.
 
   “Um, what made your dad get these?” I asked, surveying the collection with amusement.
 
   “Don’t ask me. We’ve never watched any Earth movies. I guess he just asked the library person which ones were popular. Do you know what they are?”
 
   “Well, this one’s about two star-crossed lovers on a big ship that hits an iceberg and sinks. Then everyone freezes to death in the water. It’s kind of a downer.”
 
   “Oh.” Daniel looked sickened by the idea. “Gross. And what’s this one about?”
 
   “It’s adapted from a musical about the French Revolution.”
 
   Daniel gave me blank, uncomprehending look. “A what about the what?”
 
   “It’s—you know what, it’s probably better if we don’t watch that one. I don’t think it’s going to make a lot of sense out of context.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Like, I think it might be hard to understand if you don’t know anything about France, or their history, or Earth in general.”
 
   “Okay, well, what about this?” He picked up Return of the King. “Is this one good?”
 
   “It’s great, but we can’t watch it.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “It’s the third installment in a big fantasy trilogy. It won’t make any sense without the first two.”
 
   “Alright. What about this one? What’s this one about?” Daniel picked up Spiderman 2.
 
   “Oh, I only saw the first one,” I said, “But it’s about a guy with super-powers, kind of like us—well, actually not really like us. He got them from a radioactive spider bite. Anyway, you said you liked superheroes, so you might like it.”
 
   “So, you think we should watch it?”
 
   “Well… it’s also part of a series, but I guess we might as well. No matter which one we pick, there are going to be pieces of the story missing.”
 
   “Yeah.” Daniel sat back on his feet. “Let’s just do the hero one.”
 
   Robin brought out some blankets and the three of us sat on the living room carpet, watching Spiderman until the rain slowed to a drizzle and the sky darkened to black outside the windows.
 
   It occurred to me, as the movie opened, how misguided it had been to try to take fictional heroes like Spiderman as an example when I was younger. Now that I had a real answer, the colorful kid version seemed a little silly. Daniel thought it was downright ridiculous and he didn’t mind letting us know.
 
   “Holy Falleke, why would you try to fight crime in that?” he exclaimed when Spiderman first appeared in his mask and spandex, “You would never wear anything like that, would you, Dad?”
 
   Daniel spent the entire movie saying things like, ‘That guy doesn’t look so tough,’ and ‘that never happens,’ and ‘duck, just duck!’ and ‘I can do that.’
 
   But I wasn’t paying much attention to the movie after the first few minutes. All I could think about was that this was the first time in my life anyone had accepted me after finding out about my powers, the first time anyone had accepted me for who I really was.
 
   My mind cast around for a way to describe what I felt, surrounded by the glow of candles, wrapped up in a blanket that smelled of spice and smoke. It was more than just physical warmth; I could make my own heat. The feeling fluttering around me now was made of Daniel’s laughter and Robin’s smile. It was part of them, like my power was part of me.
 
   For the first time in my life, I felt like I belonged.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine: 
 
   Pathways
 
    
 
   I don’t know exactly when Daniel stopped chattering, but it was near the third act of the movie. When the credits started and I looked in his direction, he was fast asleep on the blankets beside me.
 
   “Whoa. When did that happen?”
 
   “Not sure,” Robin said, nudging his son with his foot. “Daniel? Hey Daniel? Nope. He’s out.” 
 
   “Should I… I should probably go then?” I whispered.
 
   “Oh, you don’t need to worry about waking him. You’d think a life full of danger would make a kid too jumpy to rest, but once this one crashes, he’ll sleep through anything.” Robin reached out to ruffle Daniel’s hair fondly. “Just like a toddler. I’m telling you, this is a kid who can sprint twice around a small town without tiring, but trying to fit in at a new school really seems to take it out of him.”
 
   “He has to do that a lot, huh?” I asked quietly.
 
   “Yes,” Robin said with a loving, strangely heartbroken smile, “Thanks to his obsessive madman of a father. I never meant to, but I suppose I’ve turned him into quite the fighter.” 
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked, confused.
 
   “Anyone can throw their fists around; it takes a special kind of resilience to get up and go back into uncertainty over and over again with a heart as open as Daniel’s.”
 
   As Robin moved some of the candles nearer to his son, I looked down at Daniel’s sleeping face with new consideration. I had only ever moved schools once and I had protected myself and my secrets by avoiding contact with anyone. Daniel had secrets to keep too, but that didn’t stop him from smiling at the people who approached him, talking to them, speaking his mind with them. 
 
   It had never even occurred to me that I could be friendly with others, but it seemed like it had never occurred to Daniel not to be. Maybe that was an admirable thing. Okay, I still thought Daniel was a bit of a dope with no sense of self-preservation, but he was a likeable dope, which was more than anyone would ever say of me.
 
   Suddenly, the yellow-orange glow of the living room was replaced by a flash of white light. A deafening thunderclap split the sky outside, shaking the candles on their shelves. Daniel didn’t stir, but just for a second—and it might have just been the flicker of the lightning—I thought I saw Robin flinch.
 
   “Is everything okay?” I asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Something in his voice wasn’t quite convincing and I had to ask. “Robin… I know you said to let you worry about it—but the storms these past few days, do they have anything to do with the guy you followed here?”
 
   “Not that I can tell.”
 
   “Really?” I wanted to believe him, but the presence—the personality—behind the storm last night had been so strong. “Are you sure?”
 
   Robin looked at me for a moment in the wavering candlelight, his expression unreadable. “I believe Daniel has already told you that there are no theonites powerful enough to control the weather.”
 
   I opened my mouth and then closed it again, pressing my lips together. “Is that what you told him?”
 
   Robin raised his eyebrows at me, but he didn’t seem angry. “It’s what most people on Duna believe.”
 
   “But not you.”
 
   “What makes you say that?”
 
   “Well, you obviously know about things that other people don’t, like how to get to parallel dimensions. It’s part of your job.”
 
   “Well, aren’t you a regular Xamanxulle.”
 
   “A regular what?”
 
   “Xamanxulle. She’s a famous fictional detective on Duna.”
 
   “Oh—Sherlock Holmes.”
 
   “What?” It was Robin’s turn to look confused.
 
   “Sherlock Holmes,” I repeated. “That’s what you would say on Earth to tell someone they were a good detective.”
 
   “Good to know.” Robin smiled. “So far, I’m really enjoying this planet’s fiction.”
 
   “But I’m right, aren’t I?” I pressed, refusing to go along with the change of subject. “About the storms. There’s something about them, something in them that’s—”
 
   “Joan,” Robin said sternly, “Listen to me. I know this is all new for you, I know that you are curious, you are worried, but I have been fighting crime for a long time. You need to trust me when I say that I will handle this.”
 
   And I couldn’t really argue with that. He was the expert. So, even though I was aching to demand more answers, I bit down on the impulse and nodded. For a moment, the only sound was the wind blowing waves of rain up against the side of the house.
 
   Despite the circle of warmth the candles created, I noticed a touch of cold seeping in through the walls. Robin must have felt it too because he pulled another blanket out of one of the cardboard boxes and draped it over Daniel. Actually, it wasn’t a blanket, I realized as Robin tugged it up to cover his son’s shoulders. It was a long, hooded, black coat. 
 
   Intrigued by the ethereal sheen of the fabric, I reached out with my powers to see what it was made of, only to find a confounding jumble of material. There was that unfamiliar glass-like fiber I had felt in the forontunu bag, layered with a thin mesh of material I couldn’t identify, and laced with the buzz of metal wiring. From where I was sitting, the garment felt more like a computer chip than a piece of fabric.
 
   “Firebird coat,” Robin explained when he saw my puzzled expression. “It has a built-in heating and cooling system for extreme environments, makes a good blanket.”
 
   “That’s what you wear to fight crime?” I asked, looking down at the garment with new excitement.
 
   “I know it doesn’t look like much, but it might be the handiest article of clothing in this dimension or any other. It has everything: littigi color-changing cells, a cloaking device, micro-armor, a communications system… I’ll show you sometime—or Daniel can. He loves playing with it.”
 
   “So, this crime-fighting, Firebird thing you do, what exactly is it?”
 
   “It’s not too complicated. I find bad people who are too powerful or too manipulative for the regular authorities to handle, I investigate them, I track them, and I stop them.”
 
   “Like—you kill them?” I asked in a hushed voice.
 
   “No. Firebird doesn’t kill,” Robin said and I noticed that he referred to his alter ego like it was a separate person.
 
   “If you don’t mind me asking, why do you do this whole crime-fighting thing? Like, how did you become Firebird in the first place?”
 
   Robin’s smile grew sad in the candlelight. “That’s a long story, my friend. I have no objection to giving you the short version… if you’re sure want to hear it.”
 
   “Yes please.”
 
   “It’s not a pleasant story,” he warned me.
 
   “Please?” I said again, more softly.
 
   “Well, Firebird wasn’t even an idea until my late teenage years, but the pyre was set a long time before that.” Robin looked away from me, swirling the flame of one of the candles with a fingertip. 
 
   “What?” What did that mean?
 
   “I spent a little over a year of my early childhood in an active war zone. I saw countless people—including my nine-year-old sister—killed in a bloody but ultimately meaningless border dispute between the Ranganese Union and my home country of Disa. Of my entire extended family, my twin brother and I were the only two who survived long enough to be rescued.”
 
   “Oh,” I whispered, suddenly feeling sorry that I asked.
 
   Robin’s tone was light enough, but memories like that couldn’t be erased with a simple smile. My grandpa had been in his early twenties when the Nazis marched on France and, half a century later, the memories had still clung to him like a shadow. I couldn’t imagine what seeing war like that would do to a little kid.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” I said.
 
   “It was a long time ago,” Robin said with a dismissive shake of his head that didn’t make me feel much better. “After the Jamuttaananu pulled us from the thick of the carnage, my brother and I spent a few years as nationless refugees, first in Yamma and then in Carytha. I thought when we left Disa that the nightmare must be over, only to discover that children were suffering the same horrors that I had, even right in the middle of the richest, most developed countries in the world. Behind the doors civilized people didn’t care to open, in the dark back alleys between nice neighborhoods, there were as many dead bodies and shattered lives as in any warzone.
 
   “As I grew up in the orphanage in Carytha, I paid close attention to the news. I saw a lot of powerful people throwing their words and fists around in the name of big countries and abstract ideals. I didn’t see anyone standing up to defend the legions of lost children caught up and crushed in the messes they’d made. 
 
   “So when, by sheer dumb luck, I grew up to be one of those people with power and influence, I decided that I would use it to help those children. I would be their shield and their fists. That’s when I became Firebird.”
 
   “Wow. And that brought you here somehow?” I said in bewilderment.
 
   “And that brought me here somehow,” Robin smiled.
 
   I didn’t know why a story about wars and suffering suddenly made me want to see Duna more than ever. Robin was just so much more fascinating, and powerful, and compassionate—just so much more—than any of the people in my life. I wanted to know all about his life, and his ideals, and the crazy world he lived in. I wanted to be part of it.
 
   For a moment, I fiddled with the drawstrings of my sweatshirt. “So, if you just came to this dimension for this one job, that means you’ll be going back sometime,” I said tentatively.
 
   “Sometime. Hopefully soon,” Robin said. “As soon as I stop Mohan.”
 
   “Right,” I murmured, suddenly aware of how hard my heart was beating as I struggled to broach the subject. “So, um, right before that lightning almost hit us, Daniel said that… He said maybe I could go with you?” My voice got very small at that last part.
 
   “Come with us?” Robin repeated and I recognized that sobered ‘I was afraid you would ask that’ tone. “You want to go to Duna?”
 
   “Yes,” I said, my voice quiet but decisive. “I want to go to Duna.”
 
   “Joan, I’m not sure Duna is the right place for someone like you.” 
 
   “What do you mean?” I demanded. How could Duna not be the right place for me? People there had powers. They were like me.
 
   “Well, for one thing, 0n Duna, people of your background are not respected the same way they are here.”
 
   “My background?” What was that supposed to mean? I was educated in all different kinds of literature and history. How could that background not be respected?
 
   “And culture shock won’t be your only setback,” Robin continued. “You’ll also have to deal with your race.” 
 
   “My race?” Why would that be a problem?
 
   “On this planet, I understand that your skin color is something of a privilege. On Duna, I’m afraid it will be just the opposite.”
 
   “What? You mean, like, white people are discriminated against?” 
 
   “To put it gently, yes.”
 
   “Why? Because they don’t have powers?” That wouldn’t be a problem for me.
 
   “In part, but it’s more complicated than that. More that they don’t have the ‘proper’ kinds of powers.”
 
   “What are the ‘proper’ kinds of powers?”
 
   “Control of substances—water, air, and fire.”
 
   “But I do control those.”
 
   “Yes, you certainly do, but you don’t look like someone who does, and that’s all the reason some Dunians will need to make your life very difficult. It won’t be easy for you to live on Duna.”
 
   “It’s not easy for me to live here!” I burst out.
 
   The second I realized how loud my voice had gotten, I shrank back down, embarrassed. “Sorry,” I said quickly, glancing at Daniel to make sure I hadn’t woken him. “I’m sorry, I just… You’re worried that I’m going to go there and feel different, but I already am different. I’ve been different for my whole life. I have more in common with you than I’ve ever had with anyone here.”
 
   “Is that true, Joan?” Robin raised his eyebrows. “Or is it just that we are the first people with whom you have this one thing in common?” 
 
   “It’s not just one thing,” I said fiercely, “It’s everything.”
 
   Robin considered me for a long moment and I held his gaze, determined to show him that I meant what I said, that I needed to go to Duna.
 
   “Please,” I said, fighting to keep my voice from shaking. “I’m never going to get another chance to meet other people with powers like mine.”
 
   “You never know,” Robin said. “With your track record, you might run into another crazy coincidence.”
 
   “Coincidence?” The word made me pause. “I—how can this all be a coincidence?” I hadn’t really thought about it before that moment, but the odds of the only dimension-hopping Dunians coming into contact with the only theonite on Earth had to be infinitesimal. “You think we just met by chance?”
 
   Robin gave a noncommittal shrug that only made me more suspicious.
 
   “As far as I know, I’m the one person on this whole planet who’s like this,” I said, “And you told me you’re some of only a few people who’ve ever crossed over to this dimension. How can us meeting be just a coincidence?”
 
   “Many things are coincidences,” Robin said without really answering my question. “Some would say it can all be attributed to nyama.”
 
   “What? How?”
 
   “You remember how I told you that nyama holds all realms of the universe in alignment?”
 
   “Yeah, but—what does that have to do with us?”
 
   “It has everything to do with us. I believe it may be that universal alignment that brought us together. You see, in Dunian religious philosophy, the nyama that we humans tap into has its own current that is more powerful than any single person, country, or planet. This cosmic flow of nyama carves invisible channels through the universe. That network of pathways is the same in every realm of reality: the past, the present, the afterlife, the not-yet-life and, some people would say, any parallel dimensions that might exist.”
 
   “So, you’re saying ‘cosmic flow of nyama’ shaped both our worlds to be similar to each other?” This was all sounding dangerously like the religious nonsense I tried to avoid. “How does that work?”
 
   “No one can say for certain, but my friend, Koli, uses the metaphor of terrain and weather to explain it. The shape the nyama makes of the universe is a stone landscape of riverbeds. The specifics of human existence—language and historical events—are water. The activity of sentient creatures is weather. Every realm, every dimension, has the same landscape of hills and valleys, already determined by the nyama. The only difference from one realm to the next is the weather.” 
 
   “So, what does that mean?”
 
   “It means that, even though the rain and snow may fall in different places, at different times in your dimension than it does in ours, one way or another, the water in both our worlds takes the same course. What is only a trickle in your world might be a waterfall on Duna, and what is still dry valley on Duna might be a centuries-old river on Earth, but, trickle or torrent, we are all flowing in the same patterns.”
 
   “And you believe that?” I said, my opinion of Robin’s intelligence wavering for the first time.
 
   “There is evidence in favor of the theory.”
 
   “Like what?” I said, deeply skeptical.
 
   “The fact that you and I are speaking to each other, for one.”
 
   “So, you’re saying we couldn’t possibly have met for some reason other than your mystical, cosmic—”
 
   “I was referring to the language we are speaking,” Robin said. 
 
   “What about it?”
 
   “Think about it for a moment. Despite our planets’ vastly different histories, your English and our Lindish are so close to identical that we can speak to each other without confusion.”
 
   “Oh…” I supposed it was strange that a planet with a completely different history from Earth’s going back thousands of years—a planet with no United States—had come up with a perfect parallel to English, right down to its slang words.
 
   “From what I’ve read, I understand that the variety of English spoken in this country is the result of its colonization by an old global super-power known as the British Empire?”
 
   “That’s right,” I nodded.
 
   “No such empire exists or has ever existed on Duna.”
 
   “Wait, you never had a British Empire?” I thought for a moment. “So, how did this language get created?” No matter how I bent my brain, I couldn’t think of a way to arrive at modern American English without the British Empire.
 
   “Well,” Robin said, with the satisfied sort of ‘I win’ smile my grandpa used to get when he knew he had out-debated me, “Either it’s an insane coincidence, or there is some unseen force that drove Dunians and Earthlings to create the same language under entirely different conditions.”
 
   “So, you’re trying to tell me that the nyama keeps our worlds connected in a way that made both our planets make up the same language... just in two different ways?”
 
   “Yes.”              
 
   “So, there’s, like, a particular path—or riverbed—in the universe that leads to the creation of this language we’re speaking. And, in both of our dimensions, some water reached it, and so the language was created?”
 
   “Exactly,” Robin said. “On Duna, the water might have come in from a different source than it did here, but—”
 
   “But both of us ended up with a river,” I said, enchanted with the idea in spite of myself.
 
   “Well, Earth ended up with a river,” Robin corrected me. “On Duna, it’s little more than a backwoods stream.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “English may be a widely-spoken language, but Lindish is not. This dialect of Lindish that mirrors your American English so well is only spoken in a few Carythian cities and towns.”
 
   “How come?”
 
   Robin shrugged. “Same riverbed, different weather?”
 
   “Wow.” That actually was pretty compelling evidence.
 
   “And the identical languages aren’t the only way our worlds mirror one another,” Robin said just as I was about to ask if there were any other uncanny similarities between Earth and Duna—and from the light in his eyes, I realized that he was just as excited by the idea as I was. “Even with historical events playing out so differently, some of Earth’s landmarks in technology and ideology seem to have coincided with Duna’s.”
 
   And he went on to list all different instances he had picked up on his recent trip to the library. Apparently, the ideology behind the Thulanist Revolution in Ranga mirrored that of the Communist Revolution in China, even though the two drew inspiration from different places and resulted in different outcomes. Trains had come into major use around the same time on Duna and Earth, even though the innovation occurred in different places and utilized different energy sources. The Keleba or ‘Great War’ between Duna’s ruling powers had occurred during the same timeframe as our World War I. And the list when on.
 
   “You know, I wish you could have met my grandpa,” I said when Robin had finished. “I think you guys would have gotten along.” I felt a smile turning the corner of my mouth. “He also liked to go on skimble skamble tangents instead of actually answering questions.”
 
   “Oh?” Robin laughed rather than getting offended at the jab. “You think this is just a tangent? Have I not answered your question about coincidence?”
 
   “Well, only sort of,” I pointed out. “This whole universal nyama thing explains why our dimensions’ languages and historical events are similar, but it actually doesn’t explain why you ended up moving in down the block from me.”
 
   “It could,” Robin argued. “We don’t know. Maybe the flow of nyama includes an attraction between like beings.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, not quite buying it. “So, your final answer is that the Nyama works in mysterious ways?”
 
   “You don’t sound convinced.”
 
   “I’m not very religious.”
 
   He sighed. “You know, you’re much harder to distract than Daniel.”
 
   “I know.” Another thing I had learned from my grandpa. He used to say, ‘follow a tangent as far as you like as long as you don’t lose sight of the path.’ But I liked Robin’s tangents, as I had liked Grandpa’s. And when thunder rumbled and I cast a wary glance back to the path, the questions I found there were scary.
 
   Robin’s voice was more serious as the thunder faded. “The truth is, the more I consider this situation, the more I’m starting to think that our ending up in your neighborhood might not be a coincidence at all.”
 
   “What do you mean might not be?”
 
   “I mean I’m not sure yet.”
 
   Just beyond the warmly lit living room curtains, I could feel cold rain hitting the window, making dribbling tracks down the glass. I was afraid to ask the question that had made its way to the front of my mind. But Grandpa had said ‘don’t lose sight of the path. It’s not worth having a conversation if you can’t get back around to the point.’ So I had to ask.
 
   “Daniel said that Mohan came here looking for something, and that you were trying to get to it first.”
 
   “That is true.”
 
   “It… it’s not me he’s looking for, is it?”
 
   As chilling as the thought was, it made sense. I was the only thing out of the ordinary in this boring little town. According to the Thundyils, I had powers even Dunian theonites didn’t have. That could easily be something a supervillain wanted to get his hands on.
 
   Robin was quiet.
 
   “Is it?” I pressed.
 
   “I’m sorry.” He shook his head. “I’m not ready to answer that question.”
 
   “Not ready?” I repeated. “Does that mean you don’t know the answer or you just won’t tell me?
 
   “It means that, whether or not I know, it would be unwise of me to tell you.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Now you see why Daniel gets so frustrated with me,” Robin said with an apologetic smile.
 
   “Why can’t you just tell me?” I demanded, having trouble keeping my voice down in my frustration.
 
   “In my line of work, I handle a great deal of sensitive and dangerous information. Because so much of what I know has the potential to alter and end lives, I’ve made it my policy to only tell people what they are ready to know when they need to know it. That rule applies even to my closest friends and my own son.”
 
   “But I do need to know!” I protested. Whether or not a dangerous killer might be after me seemed like kind of essential information to have.
 
   Robin shook his head. “It doesn’t matter if Mohan is after you or not.”
 
   “Why would that not matter?”
 
   “Because, either way, you will want to stay hidden from him, and either way, I will keep you safe.”
 
   “But—what do I do?” I said, feeling my voice rising in panic. “How do I stay hidden?”
 
   “Go about your life as though nothing strange has happened. Stay inside when you can and do not use your nyamaya.” 
 
   “What?” I wasn’t supposed to use my powers?
 
   “I know it’s hard to resist. It’s in your nature to want to use your abilities, but you’re going to have to control yourself.”
 
   “Okay, but why? Why do I have to?”
 
   “You and I aren’t the only theonites adept at perceiving nyama in other people. That sense that gives you the ability to detect a human presence behind wind and hail; another theonite could easily use that to find you.”
 
   “But that was a whole storm,” I said. “I barely use my powers. I always keep them under control.”
 
   “Which is probably why you’ve managed to stay off our killer’s radar as long as you have.”
 
   “So, he is looking for me?” I pressed.
 
   “Regardless of who he is looking for, he will be scanning for signs of theonite nyamaya. If he picks up even a trace of yours, it will give him reason to investigate further and you do not want that. Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes—but I—wait, then why did you have me use my powers just now?” I demanded. If Mohan was scanning for nyamaya as we spoke, why would Robin want me to demonstrate mine?
 
   “A theonite’s personal nyama grows in scope and intensity as they age. Your nyama may be strong, but I am much older than you. While you are with me, my energy can easily mask yours. That’s why I needed you to come home with us, so that I could have a chance to explain all this to you before you went off on your own and unwittingly gave yourself away to Mohan by using your nyamaya without the cover of mine or Daniel’s.”
 
   “Okay.” I looked around at all the candles as they glowed, filling the room with Robin’s aura, subtly rising and receding with Daniel’s steady breathing. “But how come it’s okay for you to use your nyamaya? Won’t he find you?”
 
   There was a faint jingling sound and I looked down to see that Robin was clutching the little bracelet he had pulled from Daniel’s backpack, rolling one of the tarnished bells between his fingers.
 
   “He already knows we’re here.” 
 
   “What? Then—why aren’t you doing something? How are you so calm?” 
 
   “If he could attack us now, he would have done it already.”
 
   “Wait, but didn’t he?” I asked. “With the lightning on the swings? Wasn’t that him?”
 
   “That was a warning,” Robin said softly, “meant to tell me he knew where I was, and that he was willing to hurt my son.” His fingers stilled, tightening around the little bell between them. “That’s why I didn’t want Daniel out by himself.”
 
   “So you think it was Daniel he was sensing, not me?”
 
   “I have no doubt. Your nyama is so repressed and carefully controlled, it barely registers as I’m sitting here next to you. Daniel has never had to hide his nyama, so he doesn’t know how. It blazes like a beacon wherever he goes. I’m sure you’ve noticed.”
 
   He was right. I had noticed the moment Daniel set foot in Ms. White’s English class—and I hadn’t even known what nyama was at the time.
 
   “Besides,” Robin continued, “if Mohan had been after you, he wouldn’t have waited until I was within sprinting distance to make his move. Daniel was his target; as far as he was concerned, you were just a random friend my son met at school.”
 
   So, that sense I had had all day that the overcast sky had been waiting for something—I had been right. It had been waiting for Robin.
 
   “Okay, so he—Mohan—saw us on the swings, but he still doesn’t know where you guys are living?” I asked in confusion. “Couldn’t he have watched us walking back to this house?”
 
   “I have my ways of throwing him off,” Robin said, “hence the sweeping rage storms. He hasn’t figured out which house we’re in yet.”
 
   “But he will,” I said anxiously. “If he saw us in the park, he’s really close. Sooner or later, he’ll find you, won’t he?”
 
   “That’s why we have to leave.”
 
   “Wait… what?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Robin said as I felt the light of the living room grow colder. “I had planned on staying in this location for a few weeks, but it’s clearly not safe anymore. Daniel and I will be gone by morning.”
 
   Robin might as well have just punched a hole my chest. “Then… when will you be back?” I asked, unable to bear the idea of Daniel and Robin, and all they had brought with them just disappearing from my life.
 
   “Within two weeks, if all goes as planned. But the truth is that I don’t know. We are working around the schedule of a super-powered mass murder.”
 
   Two weeks? Realistically, I knew that wasn’t that long, but thinking about enduring two weeks of school, and my house, and my parents before I got to see the Thundyils again was torture.
 
   “While we’re gone, I have three tasks for you,” Robin said, “and I’m afraid none of them are going to be easy. First, as I said, you must avoid using your nyamaya for any reason. It won’t feel good, but your life will be in danger if Mohan detects you.” 
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Your second task is to have a talk with your parents.”
 
   “What?” That one took me by surprise. “About what?”
 
   “Well,” Robin smiled, “if you’re going to come to Duna with us, you’ll need their permission.”
 
   For a second I couldn’t breathe. “Y-you—you mean I can go?”
 
   “Make sure you sort it out with your parents,” Robin said firmly. “If they allow it, I would be happy to take you with us.”
 
   I had no idea what I was going to say to my parents to get them to agree to this, but there would be time to figure that out later. I was going to Duna! “I…” I wasn’t normally an affectionate person, but it was very hard to resist the urge to throw myself at Robin and hug him. “Thank you.”
 
   “I don’t know exactly when my work on this planet will be done, but I promise that before Daniel and I leave this dimension, we will come back for you.”
 
   “Okay,” I nodded. I didn’t like the idea of the long wait, but I could be patient, I could tamp down on my powers, I could even have an honest conversation with my parents if it meant I could get just a glimpse of the Thundyils’ world.
 
   “This brings me to your third task,” Robin said. “While we are gone, I’d like you to learn Yammaninke. It’s the most widely-spoken language on Duna, so if you hope to find answers to your questions in our dimension, you’ll have to know it. You have the alphabet I wrote down for you. That should be enough of a guide for you to sound out everything you find on that info-com device.”
 
   “And, you think there’s enough on here for me to learn it?” I asked, looking down at the little piece of Dunian technology.
 
   “To get started. I don’t expect you to become fluent.”
 
   “But you’ll be able to teach me more when you get back,” I said hopefully.
 
   “Yes, when we get back. I’ll leave my Earth number with you.” He took the alphabet he had written for me and quickly jotted down the number at the bottom of the page. “If you’re in trouble, I want you to call me.”
 
   “Okay.” I took the paper from him.
 
   Outside, the rain had grown softer. A wash of wind moaned against the side of the house and the candles flickered.
 
   “It’s late,” Robin said. “You should get home.”
 
   I clutched the info-com device between my hands and looked at the floor.
 
   “Is everything alright?”
 
   “When I wake up, you’ll be gone.” The thought filled me with a horrible, empty ache. 
 
   “It won’t be forever.”
 
   “Can’t I come with you?” I asked in a small voice.
 
   “I’m afraid not. Wherever we go, our enemies will follow. I can’t put you in that kind of danger.”
 
   I had expected that would be the answer, but hearing it still made me feel like crying.
 
   “Besides,” Robin said, “you should be with your family. You should make sure everything is right with them before you leave.”
 
   Robin didn’t understand; nothing was ever right with my family. But I doubted whining about my oblivious parents was going to change his mind, so I just swallowed the lump in my throat and nodded.
 
   “We will be back for you,” he said, “as soon as it’s safe.”
 
   Just then, a cold draft swept into the room, seemingly out of nowhere. A few candles guttered out as thunder boomed through the blackness outside.
 
   “What was that?” I asked, looking around, strangely unable to place the source of the chilling gust.
 
    “You should go,” Robin said. “I would walk you to your house, but…” His eyes flicked downwards and I noticed that his hand had moved to grasp Daniel’s shoulder. “You’ll be safer without me. I draw too much attention.” Standing up, he pulled back the living room curtains. “I’ll watch from the window to make sure you get home safely.”
 
   “What if—what if he knows… what if something happens?” The sky didn’t seem angry anymore, but it was dark outside and the threat of thunder still rolled through the clouds.              
 
   “I will be faster,” Robin said, and I had no choice but to trust him.
 
   I packed everything into my backpack and stood up in the dim light of the few remaining candles. “I guess, I’ll see you in two weeks then. And thank you… thank you so much for all of this.”
 
   “No need to thank me,” Robin smiled as I reach the living room doorway. “This is my job.”
 
   I walked down the hallway quickly, feeling a chill creep into my skin as the air seemed to grow colder—or maybe it wasn’t the air. There was something about the way Robin had smiled at me as I left the room… it scared me. The candles lining the hallway had mostly gone out and the ones that remained lit were wavering weakly on their wicks. When I opened the door, frigid wind rushed in past me and when I looked back, the hallway was as dark as a tomb.
 
   I hurried home huddled into my sweatshirt, doing my best not to look at the rumbling black sky pressing down on the neighborhood. I couldn’t understand the uneasiness that had begun building inside me when only moments ago I had been the most content I had ever felt. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe Robin when he said everything would be okay; it was just that painfully lonely expression he had masked behind a smile in our last moments of eye contact. Something was wrong. I just wished I knew what.
 
   Reaching the door to my house, I pulled it open and stepped inside to silence. Mama had left the lights on for me, but she had clearly already gone to bed. I didn’t remember ever having felt so horribly alone, having to change into my pajamas and crawl into bed without a ‘goodnight.’
 
   I settled under the covers, but I couldn’t sleep, not with all the curiosity, the excitement, the loneliness, and that inexplicable underlying dread twisting themselves into a thrashing frenzy in my stomach. After what felt like hours of my thoughts running madly about in my head as my sheets got progressively more tangled up around me, I guess I must have worn myself out and slipped into a fitful half-sleep. My semi-conscious dreams were all filled with the roll of thunder, with laughter, candles and the shadows that whispered behind them. 
 
   I don’t know if the thunderclap that woke me was real or part of the dream, but I suddenly shot upright in bed. Strangely enough, it was what I saw next that made me scream. Silhouetted in my bedroom window, just distinguishable against the dark sky, was a human figure. It was hooded and draped in a black cloak that swallowed up any features that might have been discernable. But even as I drew in a terrified gasp and clutched my covers to my hammering heart, the figure vanished, seeming to melt into the darkness behind it.
 
   I was out of bed in an instant. Tripping over my twisted sheets and stubbing my toe on my cello case, I stumbled to the window and fell against it with my hands to the cold glass. But there was no one there. My eyes darted around the room and then squinted into the rain-drenched blackness outside. No one, only a faint orange light down the block, blurred by the condensation on the windowpane. Using the sleeve of my pajamas, I wiped the fog from the window and peered out, my nose pressed against the icy glass.
 
   The glow was coming from the Thundyils’ house—from their living room. That explained the fire-like quality of the light, but why were the candles still lit at this time of night? And why were the curtains still wide open? As I watched, a person appeared in the window. From the height, I assumed it was Robin. But then another figure strode into view, also of adult height. 
 
   The two appeared to be talking about something, one very animatedly, the other standing still, but that was all I could make out through the rain no matter how I squinted. I drew back and rubbed furiously at the window with my sleeve, hoping to clear the view a little, but when I lowered my arm, the house and the street were dark.
 
   The candles had gone out.
 
   “Joan?”
 
   I turned to see Mama standing in the doorway in her nightdress.
 
   “Is something the matter, mon ange? I thought I heard you yell.”
 
   “I just—I had a nightmare,” I said, not even caring how stupid that sounded. I just needed attention, sympathy, reassurance of some kind, even if it was only from my weepy, unstable mother.
 
   “A nightmare?” Mama said with an incredulous laugh. “You had a nightmare?” But the smile faded from her face when I didn’t return it. “Oh, Joan.” She held out her arms. “Come here.”
 
   I surprised myself with how eagerly I ran into her embrace.
 
   She doesn’t understand, a small, cruel part of my brain reminded me even as I buried my face in her shoulder, she can’t protect you.
 
   “Oh, sweetheart,” Mama murmured into my hair as she wrapped me up in her soft arms. I returned the embrace, though as always I had to be careful not to squeeze too hard.
 
   “My poor baby. I can’t remember the last time you woke me because of a nightmare. Is it something you want to talk about?”
 
   Yes. More than anything. “No. No, it’s stupid.”
 
   “Well, do you want to sleep with me tonight?”              
 
   In spite of myself, I nodded.
 
   We went into my parents’ room and I curled up under the covers beside Mama even as danger continued to thunder in the sky outside. I knew that she was no defense against killing storms, or evil theonites, or any of the problems I was facing, but she held me in her tender embrace and stroked my hair with her delicate fingers and I found myself relaxing.
 
   Just for that night, I snuggled into my mother’s warmth and made believe that her strength was as great as her blind, dumb love. Just for that night, I was an ordinary child whose mother could protect her from anything. And I slept soundly.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten: 
 
   The Silent Sky
 
    
 
   Daniel and Robin did not come back the next week. Or the next. I waited by the window every day after school, every morning as the sun rose, peering down the block at the Thundyils’ house, searching for any signs of activity. Sometimes I would think I saw a flicker of light in the windows and my heart would leap in excitement, but it would just be the reflection of some passing headlights. 
 
   A few times a car pulled partway into the driveway only to back out and turn around. When the third car used the Thundyils’ driveway for a y-turn, I punched the window frame and heard wood crack. Normally, I didn’t lash out physically, but tamping down on my nyamaya was making me insanely irritable. It had felt alright for the first few days, but on the fourth day, it started to itch. By the time a week was up I wanted to kill myself. My skin felt too dry one moment, too sweaty the next. My muscles got sore and then twitchy. My chest wound itself into a knot of perpetual of tension and I started to get throbbing headaches. 
 
   For the first time in my life, I got sick. For nearly a week, I stayed home from school with a fever so high, I probably could have charged the info-com device on my forehead. During the night, I woke up with my teeth grinding together so hard they felt like they might break. During the day, my hands shook, sometimes so hard I could barely hold my pencil without dropping it. I felt if I could just use my powers for one thing—one burst of wind, one tiny little flame—the tension would go away. But I remembered Robin’s warnings and controlled the impulse. It wasn’t worth dying. 
 
   After the fever had passed, the stress got easier to deal with—or at least, I started coming up with ways to deal with it. Sometimes rubbing my hands together or holding them under running water helped. But my real savior was the cello. I hadn’t played much since my grandpa died, but now I found myself forging through every song I knew as loudly and emphatically as I could, letting the strains reverberate through my fingers and roll through my chest. With my cello between my knees, I could bring the discomfort from a sharp screaming in my bones to a dull ache in the pit of my stomach. 
 
   But even the cello did little to ease the anxiety of all that waiting. The only way I could even begin to cope with that madness was to bury myself in the Yammaninke learning material Robin had left me. At least that way, I felt like I was building to something. At least that way, every time I got up at dawn to look over at their house and found it standing dark and empty as ever, I could tell myself well, at least that’s one more day of Yammaninke practice. I’ll be that much more prepared.
 
   The touchscreen was tricky to use at first, but after a few days my fingers warmed up to the patterns of tapping that I needed to take me to the few documents on it. The device was small enough to hide in a big pocket, but Robin had told me to keep it a secret, so I didn’t want to risk taking it to school where kids sometimes got their cellphones confiscated in the halls, or even downstairs where my parents might catch a glimpse of it. 
 
   Keeping the info-com device hidden meant that I had to copy down any of the material I wanted to study outside my room by hand. Writing right to left in an unfamiliar alphabet was an agonizingly slow task but, day by day, I forced myself to get faster at it.
 
   There were two thousand words in Robin’s Yammaninke dictionary. Within three weeks I had them all memorized. Being my grandfather’s well-trained little linguist, I even figured out the etymology behind some of them, like the words for the different kinds of theonite. Ka was one Yammaninke word for ‘person,’ ja translated to something like ‘spiritual energy,’ ta meant ‘fire,’ ji meant ‘water,’ fonyo meant ‘wind.’ So, a ta-ja-ka was a person of fire energy, a ji-ja-ka was a person of water energy, and fonya-ka (shortened from fonyo-ja-ka) was a person of wind energy.
 
   I had always considered myself gifted at language learning—I was fully bilingual in English and French—but Yammaninke was hard. It wasn’t like any language I knew. The sounds felt clumsy on my tongue and even after I worked out the pronunciation of each word, I struggled to string them together into sentences; the grammar was all so confusing.
 
   To make a noun plural, sometimes you added a ‘lu’ to the end, but sometimes a ‘nu,’ and sometimes a ‘wu,’ and I always seemed to have it wrong. There were a multitude of little words—‘ka’s and ‘ma’s, ‘ye’s and ‘be’s, ‘te’s and ‘de’s—that I constantly mixed up even though they all meant totally different things.
 
   Then there was cultural stuff that I couldn’t begin to figure out from the manual alone. Like, instead of using ‘Mr.’ and ‘Ms.’ to be respectful, they used a whole bunch of prefixes: Koro, Jali, Numu, Senku… They weren’t based on gender, but I couldn’t figure out what they were supposed to distinguish. The manual just said, ‘use the prefix ‘Koro’ if the person is a koro and ‘Jali’ if the person is a jaseli,’ but nothing in the manual would tell me what a koro or a jaseli was.
 
   Eventually, I found some song lyrics in one of the files that used the prefixes in a parable:
 
    
 
   Koro Ba ran through the bush pursued by a beast
 
   Koro Ba came upon an iron rod              
 
   Koro Ba took up the rod and struck the beast atop its head
 
   With a blow so mighty, the creature fell dead instantly
 
   So seize the nyama
 
    
 
   Jali Ba ran through the bush pursued by a beast
 
   Jali Ba came upon an iron rod
 
   Jali Ba took up the rod and struck it against some rocks
 
   In a ringing rhythm so sweet, the creature stood still to listen
 
   So seize the nyama
 
    
 
   Numu Ba ran through the bush pursued by a beast
 
   Numu Ba came upon an iron rod
 
   Numu Ba took up the rod and forged a trap
 
   So well-crafted that the beast was crippled and stopped in its tracks
 
   So seize the nyama
 
    
 
   I understood the song’s message about nyama: that one object could have different kinds of potential power depending on the person who used it. But I couldn’t really tell what the prefixes were supposed to mean within the story. There were a hundred things about Yammaninke—like those prefixes—that I just couldn’t figure out.
 
   The frustration only fueled my mad scramble to learn as much as I could. I didn’t bother with homework or even my own reading anymore. I ignored all my classes to drown myself in Yammaninke, charging the info-com device in the toaster at night, and shutting myself in my room with it all day, mouthing words and scribbling notes to myself. Whenever I left my fortress of solitude, my notes came with me, so that I could read through them in every spare moment I had.
 
   I didn’t sleep anymore. Sleep was impossible when every time I closed my eyes, I saw the imprints of Yammaninke letters, faceless shapes between flashes of lightning, and fantastical images of what Duna might be like. Mostly no one noticed the change—not my teachers, and certainly not my parents. 
 
   There was one time Drew leaned over to look at my notes and said “What is that? Klingon?”
 
   “No,” I said wearily, rubbing one of my eyes. “It’s… um…” but I was too sleep-deprived to come up with a good lie, so I shrugged and told him, “I made friends with some inter-dimensional superheroes, and I have to learn their language before I go visit their planet.”
 
   “Fine, don’t tell me then,” Drew said and went back to doodling monsters in his notebook.
 
   After that I was more careful about hiding my papers under the table in school.
 
   The longer I went without a glimpse of Daniel, or Robin, or anything remotely theonite-related, the more obsessed I became. By the time a month had passed, I started to have these moments—horrible moments on the way to school, or in the middle of class, or just sitting by myself in my room—when I suddenly wondered if I had dreamed up the Thundyils. It had felt so much like a dream—all too good to be true—and, like a dream, I was afraid it would slip away if I didn’t wrap my mind around it as tight as I could.
 
   The only times I was not studying Robin’s Yammaninke manual or staring achingly out the window hoping for some sign of the Thundyils, I was trying to think about what I would say to my parents. I would write them a letter, I decided, hand it to them in an envelope or something and then leave the room. It would be easier than looking them in the eye and trying to explain. But I couldn’t figure out where to begin. By October, I had started at least a dozen drafts. Some of them said ‘I’m sorry I’m leaving,’ ‘I’m sorry I ruined your lives,’ ‘I’m sorry for everything.’ Some said ‘I’m not sorry for anything.’ 
 
   By November, my desk was covered in pages of Yammaninke practice and failed drafts of that stupid letter. But I kept going, kept rereading the Yammaninke manuals, kept restarting the letter, because I had forgotten how to do anything else. I couldn’t even remember—didn’t want to remember—what life was like without the promise of Duna.
 
    
 
   ........
 
    
 
   When the Thundyils did come back, it was two months late, and it wasn’t anything like I had imagined. Like the first time, the weather changed with them. But this time, the change didn’t come in the form of swirling winds or crashing hail. Instead, I woke up to a tense, absolute quiet. The stillness was so thick, I lay glued to the bed, my eyes wide open with an inexplicable feeling of dread. When I did get myself to move, the sound of the covers as I pushed them back and the shuffle of my feet on the carpet seemed too loud. I held my breath, weirdly afraid that exhaling would stir up the waiting air and trigger—something. What exactly, I wasn’t sure. But I was scared.
 
   Mama didn’t notice. She was making breakfast as usual when I got downstairs, even humming distractedly to herself.
 
   I finished my breakfast quickly, kissed Mama goodbye, and headed out the door. The sky was overcast solid white. The wind was holding its breath. I was still looking up, lost in that sky, when a hand closed on my arm. I gasped sharply. 
 
   “Sorry!” Daniel exclaimed, snatching his hand back in a soft flutter of heat. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”
 
   “Daniel!” 
 
   I had imagined my reunion with the Thundyils a hundred different ways these past months. In some versions I was relieved, overjoyed, I told them how happy I was to see them. In some, I yelled at them for staying away, for making me suffer for so long. In others, I launched right into the long list of questions that had been building up in my mind. But as soon as my eyes met his, I knew something wasn’t right. This creeping unease wasn’t just in my head, it was in him too. He looked frayed, tense, like he hadn’t slept any more than I had recently. So there wasn’t any yelling, any anger, any joy—just this hushed dread.
 
   “Daniel, what’s happening?” I asked, my voice too loud to me even as I whispered.
 
   “’I don’t know,” he said, matching the tense quiet of my voice, “but it’s going to be okay. We’re getting out of here.”
 
   “We?” I said uncertainly.
 
   “Yeah. You, me, and Dad.”
 
   “So, me too?” I said, barely able to breathe. “I’m coming too?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s what I just said. Dad says it’s the only way to make sure you’re safe now that you’re on Mohan’s radar.”
 
   “I’m on his radar?”
 
   “Apparently we all are. That’s why we don’t have much time. We have to go as soon as Dad gets the pod prepped.”
 
   “H-how long does that take?”
 
   “Four hours at most.”
 
   “So, before school is even out?” I wouldn’t get to see my parents.
 
   “Yeah. We’ll sneak out after lunch.”
 
   “If we’re not even going to finish the school day, why not just skip school altogether?” I asked, not liking the idea of venturing too far from the neighborhood and Robin’s protection. “Wouldn’t it be safer to stay here? With your dad?”
 
   “No, Dad says it’ll be less conspicuous if the two of us go to school and just act normal, like we’re planning to stay.”
 
   “How is that less conspicuous?” I asked.
 
   “I—I don’t really know,” Daniel conceded wearily, “but Dad says he has a plan.”
 
   “Daniel!” a voice called and the two of us turned to see Robin making his way down the sidewalk toward us with his usual calm smile. “And Joan, it’s good to see you. I’m so sorry for making you wait this long.”
 
   “Dad, what are you doing here?” Daniel asked, confused.
 
   “Were you just going to leave without saying goodbye?”
 
   “I thought you were busy with the pod.”
 
   “I’m never too busy for my son. Anyway, you forgot this.” Robin held out Daniel’s English textbook.
 
   “What?” Daniel looked at the book and then over his shoulder at his backpack, puzzled. “I thought I… never mind.” He took the textbook with a faint shake of his head. “Thanks, Dad.”
 
   As Robin watched his son unzip his backpack and nonchalantly cram the book in between its fellows, his expression faded into something broken. His smile didn’t waver, but I had never seen anyone’s eyes so full of pain. Then, just as Daniel straightened up to look him in the face, Robin leaned in and scooped the boy into a clumsy embrace. Daniel stiffened in surprise.
 
   “Uh… Dad?”
 
   “I know these past weeks have been hard on you,” Robin said all in one oddly strained breath. “I was hard on you, but you should know that you’re an extraordinary young theonite, and I’m proud of you.”
 
   If Daniel had been surprised before, he looked shocked now.
 
   “I love you,” Robin said softly, his face buried in his son’s hair.
 
   “Um—yeah.” Daniel reached up and patted his father on the back, looking touched, if a little confused. “Love you too, Dad.”
 
   “Have a good day.” Robin released Daniel and stepped back, his face rearranged into a fond smile. “Just because you’re skipping out in the middle of the day doesn’t mean you get to zone out in class. You make sure you learn something—and try not to make it too obvious how confused you are.”
 
   “I’ll be fine. I’ll have Joan with me.”
 
   “That’s right,” Robin nodded with a short, direct look at me. “You take care of him now.”
 
   “I will,” I said.
 
   “Have a good day at school.”
 
   “Yeah. See you, Dad.”
 
   “Goodbye.”
 
   And Robin was gone in a warm rush that blew my hair back from my face and ruffled my sweatshirt.
 
   “So, if you’re—if we’re going back to Duna, does that mean your dad finished what he came here to do? Did he stop Killer 31?”
 
   “I think so. I mean, he must have. Firebird doesn’t leave work unfinished.”
 
   “And you still don’t know who this Killer 31, Mohan, guy really is?”
 
   “No,” Daniel said as we started walking, “but what I do know is that we left him far behind. Dad said it would take him at least a day to figure out that we’ve returned to this location. Until then all we have to do is behave normally, not draw any unnecessary attention, and we’ll be gone before he knows we’re leaving.”
 
   “But it feels like…” It feels like he’s already here, I wanted to say, but that would sound insane. How would I know that when Robin had years of experience in hunting killer theonites and all I had was this choking knot of dread inside me?
 
   “So, where have you guys been all this time?” I asked instead. “Or is that classified?”
 
   “No. I’d tell you if I remembered the names of all the places,” Daniel smiled. 
 
   “So, you’ve been to a bunch of different places?”
 
   “Yeah. We were moving around a lot for a while—a few weeks—but Dad seemed to think that wasn’t working, so we spent the last month out in the middle of nowhere.”
 
   “The middle of nowhere, where?” I asked.
 
   “Some state called California, in this really hot, dry desert valley in some kind of giant nature preserve thing. Nice place, but it was completely deserted. I guess because there are no tajakalu on this planet—well, except you—there’s no one around who can deal with that kind of heat.”
 
   “Hold on a second, are you talking about Death Valley?”
 
   “That’s the one.”
 
   “You’re telling me you guys lived in Death Valley? For a month?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “That’s the hottest place in North America!”
 
   “It’s actually kind of cold at night.”
 
   “Wait—but—how did you survive out there? I mean, I get that the heat didn’t bother you, but how did you get water?”
 
   “Dad rented a truck. After he figured out how to drive it, he’d take it into town, like, once a week for supplies. I mostly stayed out in the sand.”
 
   “What were you even doing out there all that time?”
 
   “Training, mostly.”
 
   “Training? As in like—”
 
   “Combat training. You know—or, I guess you don’t if you grew up around adyns. It’s a thing you do when you’re a koro theonite, especially if your dad’s a part-time crime fighter.”
 
   “Okay.” So, that explained why Daniel could move like an acrobat and effortlessly dodge punches. “But why in Death Valley?”
 
   “It was isolated, a good place to hide. Dad seemed to think Mohan wouldn’t follow us there, and I guess he was right because we didn’t have to move again. Not until Dad decided we were coming back here for you.”
 
   “Why come back now?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Daniel shrugged. “Believe me, if I knew, I would tell you. But he really hasn’t told me anything. He’s been weird lately.”
 
   “What do you mean? Weird how?”
 
   “Well, like, with the whole training thing… I don’t really know how to explain it to you. Most koro parents train their kids to fight. Some of them are really hard on their kids—they’ll do anything to make them strong, but Dad’s never been like that. He never forced me to fight, not until Death Valley.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “He just whaled on me. He didn’t go easy, didn’t give me any time to find my feet or catch my breath, he just went after me like he wanted to kill me. And don’t get me wrong, I can take it. I like fighting, but…” Daniel paused to look down at his clenched fist and I noticed that his powerful knuckles were worn and bruised, “…he had me fight him until my legs wouldn’t hold me up anymore, and he didn’t let me stop.” Daniel ran a thumb over his battered knuckles. “Day after day, it was like that. He had me fight him until I collapsed.”
 
   “Whoa. That is weird.” It certainly didn’t seem like Robin. Nothing about this day seemed right. 
 
   As we walked on in silence, my sense of foreboding kept growing. I didn’t say anything about it to Daniel. I wanted to, I just couldn’t find the words to bring it up, and after we reached the school, my window of opportunity was gone. I had eavesdropped on enough dumb conversations to know that a crowded hallway wasn’t a good place to discuss anything you wanted to keep a secret.
 
   I thought I might get a chance to whisper to Daniel in English class, but once everyone was in their seats, I was dismayed to find that, of all days to show up to class, Drew had chosen this one. Seriously, since when did he show up to three days of class in a row? I had been counting on his absence and yet there he was, sitting in his place between Daniel and me as Ms. White began passing back our reading worksheets. 
 
   “Hey man, where you been?” Drew asked.
 
   “I… I was—”
 
   “He was sick,” I said before Daniel got a chance to come up with something unconvincing.
 
   “Whoa, really?” Drew said. “For, like, two months?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said as Daniel whispered an irritated, “I can come up with my own cover story,” through his teeth.
 
   “What’d you say?” Drew asked, turning back to Daniel.
 
   “I was just saying—that sneezing thing I had… it turned out to be really serious. I had to spend forever in the hospital getting it treated,” Daniel said and then shot me a pointed look as if to say ‘see?’
 
   Fortunately, that day was a discussion and reflection day—a nicer way of saying a day of Ms. White just talking at us while no one listened—which meant that Drew would be fast asleep before the end of class. It seemed to take him forever though. I watched impatiently as his eyelids drooped and his head bobbed for what felt like an age before he finally nodded off onto the table.
 
   As soon as he had put his head of unwashed hair down on his arms and his breathing had slowed, I leaned past him and whispered, “Daniel?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I have a bad feeling.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I just—I have this—I feel like something terrible is going to happen.”
 
   “Yeah, well,” Daniel gave me a wry smile. “You might want to get used to that if you’re planning on hanging out with me and Dad. Terrible things tend to follow us around.”
 
   “No. It’s more like I can feel someone here, all around us, like, not like I can see or hear them. I can just sense them, like I sense metal or water. I know it sounds crazy.”
 
   “Not that crazy,” Daniel said. “Lots of theonites can sense people with strong nyamaya—or nyamaya that’s similar to theirs—when they’re close.” 
 
   “Yeah, I know that, but…”
 
   “You’re probably just sensing my nyama.”
 
   “No, no.” I shook my head. “It’s not yours.” 
 
   Daniel’s nyama was all made of leaping, fluttering warmth, and I could only sense it when I was near him. What I felt now was a cold, absolute presence that sprawled over the entire town with a kind of alert stillness that brought to mind a waiting predator. 
 
   “Are you sure? Not to say you don’t know what you’re talking about, but if you haven’t been using your nyamaya for a couple months, you’re probably over-sensitive to things like—”
 
   “Daniel, the thing I feel, it’s in the sky.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Quiet in the back please,” Mrs. White said and Daniel and I both did our best to look like we hadn’t just been conversing in whispers. Daniel waited until she had turned back to the blackboard to lean in again.
 
   “Usually, you can only sense someone else’s nyamaya if they’re really close, like, in the same room. And it shouldn’t be in the sky. That doesn’t make any sense.”
 
   “Maybe it’s just me being weird.” I hoped so.
 
   “Maybe. Either way, you don’t need to worry. Dad will have it under control.” 
 
   I knew I should believe him, but I couldn’t stop thinking of the way the clouds had felt—the way they still felt, even through the school’s roof and ceiling—closing above us. Even in the stillness, there was that same feeling, that same anger I had felt in that first storm. It was tamed now—simmering instead of thundering—but it was the same flavor of rage from those two nights of rain and hail, from the night I had woken up drenched in cold sweat and staggered to the window.
 
   “Daniel,” I whispered as another question occurred to me. “Is there anyone else who came to Earth with you, besides Mohan?”
 
   “No,” Daniel looked at me in confusion. “Why would you ask that?”
 
   I looked at him for a moment, chewing my lip before choosing my next words. “That night I visited your house and you fell asleep on the floor, you didn’t wake up at all?”
 
   “No, not that I remember.”
 
   “I think someone else was in there. In the window, I saw—”
 
   “Everyone get out your books and turn to page fifty-seven,” Ms. White’s voice cut me off.
 
   After I had hastily pulled out my textbook and opened it to the right page, Daniel was still rummaging through his backpack.
 
   “I know it’s in here somewhere,” he muttered, emptying most of the contents of his bag on the table in front of him. “I—ah. Here it is.” He met my eyes and I could tell he was burning to ask me what I had been about to say, but Ms. White’s eyes were on the class now and we couldn’t risk it, so he set about shoving folders back into his backpack.
 
   “Organized, aren’t we?” I teased, attempting a smile.
 
   “Oh, shut up,” Daniel snapped, stuffing books and folders back into his bag. “I’m not used to dealing with this many books.” He picked up his English textbook as though about to open it, but paused, staring at the cover with his brow furrowed.
 
   “What is it?” I asked.
 
   “I just… I could have sworn I put this in my bag before I left.” Daniel sighed and let the book slide from his hand onto the table with a dull thud. “What’s the point, anyway?” he pouted, thumbing glumly through the pages of print. “I can barely read a word of—huh?”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Look.” He flipped the book open to reveal an envelope sandwiched in between two pages of an excerpt of Henry IV Part II.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Don’t know.” Daniel picked the envelope up and ran his thumb over a red bird stamped on its front. “But it’s Dad’s. This is the Firebird insignia.”
 
   Daniel had just put a finger under the flap of the envelope to open it when a deafening boom shook the entire classroom. For the first time ever, all the chatter ceased. The whole class looked around in shock at the noise. 
 
   Then everyone started talking at once.
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   “It’s an earthquake!”
 
   “There are no earthquakes in Wisconsin, dumbass. It was thunder.”
 
   “No,” someone else piped up. “It was an explosion! Someone’s trying to blow up the school!”
 
   “Uh… guys.” Drew, shaken awake by the noise, stood slowly and pointed out the window. “Look.”
 
   All heads turned in the direction of his pointing finger. Rising above the rooftops in the distance was a cloud of smoke, ten stories high—and I recognized those rooftops.
 
   “Daniel!” I whirled around to grab his arm as most of the class rushed to pile up at the window. “That’s our street!”
 
   “Dad!” Daniel crammed the unopened envelope into his pocket and stood, throwing back his chair. He was out the door before it hit the ground, leaving behind a flurry of papers swept off the tables in his wake.
 
   “Daniel, wait!” Glancing back to make sure that Ms. White and my classmates were all preoccupied gaping out the window, I leapt to my feet and took off after him.
 
   I skidded into the hallway, narrowly avoiding crashing into the lockers, just in time to see one of the school’s side doors bang shut behind Daniel.
 
   “Wait!” I scrambled after him as quickly as I dared on the slippery hallway floor. Reaching the door, I threw it open to a frozen gust of wind that stung with sleet. The rage wasn’t lying in wait anymore. It was out in full force, thrashing the trees and darkening the sky. Pushing my way out into the wind, I rounded the corner of the building and caught sight of Daniel already speeding across the field away from the school. I raced after him, ignoring the needles of ice against my skin. 
 
   In my whole life I had never dared to run as fast as I could, but I did now, pushing my legs to move me faster, faster, until the ground beneath my feet was a gray and brown blur and my hair was whipping straight out behind me like I was on a motorcycle. 
 
   No one had told me running fast would hurt like this. After only a few seconds my legs were screaming in protest and a sickly burning feeling had pounded its way into my lungs. As a knife-like pain lodged itself in my side, it distantly occurred to me that this must be why my classmates hated running the mile so much. And in spite of all my efforts I wasn’t gaining on Daniel. By the time I made it across the soccer field and onto the sidewalk leading to our neighborhood, he was rapidly shrinking ahead of me.
 
   I had no idea how fast I was going, only that my legs were moving so furiously they were almost stumbling out of control. With the sidewalk flying by under me, I felt like I was just one misplaced foot away from careening off course and smashing into someone’s house with the force of a speeding car. As I rounded a corner, I found myself swerving off the curb, far into the road. I caught myself against the side of a parked car and pushed off to keep running. 
 
   I didn’t need to outrun Daniel, I reminded myself. I just needed to get there, to see what had happened. I needed to know that everything was okay. Panicked thoughts flew every which way through my head. Did this have to do with the Thundyils’ pod? Had it exploded? Had something happened to Robin? What if—my heart lurched for one horrible moment before I remembered that my parents would both be at work by now, miles away from here. Mama was safe.
 
   Now that I was nearing our neighborhood, I could see just how big the cloud of smoke was. It towered above the rooftops, stretching outwards to block out what little light the overcast sky had to offer. As I cut through the park, vaulting over the toppled jungle gym, I found the smoke creeping along the ground in ashy gray tendrils. At first they scattered before me, swept away by the speed of my sprinting feet, but the smoke was thickening.
 
   Turning the last corner, I caught a glimpse of Daniel’s heels, only to see them vanish into the clouds of gray. Even though I already felt like I could barely breathe, I plunged into the smoke after him—but it wasn’t regular smoke, I realized as I heaved the stuff into my ragged lungs. It was a frigid mixture of dust, ash, and water vapor. 
 
   How had an explosion produced a cold mist like this? Where was the fire? The heat? I slowed to a stumbling halt at the end of our block and sucked in a gasp that clenched around my heart. 
 
   The Thundyils’ house, the last and biggest on the block, was gone. Just gone, its pieces flung in all directions across the streets and into the sides of the neighboring houses. All that remained of the luxurious suburban home was a jagged heap of wreckage, a few half-standing walls, and the garage. Broken glass crunched under the soles of my shoes as I took a hesitant step forward. 
 
   There were no flames, no sign that anything had burned except the eerily cold smoke rising from the rubble, shrouding half the block in darkness, shutting us out from the rest of the world.
 
   I caught sight of Daniel at the fringe of the devastation, standing before what seemed to be a thin, four-foot-tall pole of glass—or no, it was ice, glinting briskly in the gray light. But Daniel’s eyes were not on the sharpened top of the pole. They were fixed on something on the ground at his feet. 
 
   My gaze followed his down and I felt my whole being seize up in shock. The shaft of ice wasn’t standing straight on its own. It was buried in a man’s chest. I felt a scream rise from my lungs, but it caught in my throat, choking me as my unwilling eyes took in the rest of the body. 
 
   Robin Thundyil’s lips were parted. His eyes that had been so raw with emotion only an hour earlier were glazed and empty, staring past Daniel at something they could no longer see. I slumped sideways against a van parked at the curb, unable to think, unable to breathe. He was dead. 
 
   Robin Thundyil was dead.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven: 
 
   Killer 31
 
    
 
   No. That was my first thought. No. This couldn’t be real. Robin was an invincible fortress. Robin was a sanctuary. He was going to protect us, he was going to stay with us and take us to Duna, he was going to help me get the answers I needed. He couldn’t be dead, he couldn’t. I felt my heart constricting—then my eyes fell on Daniel and it cracked.
 
   He stood where he had stopped with his eyes fixed on his father’s body. But his expression didn’t reflect the numb horror sinking its claws into me. He looked lost, uncomprehending, like he had just stumbled into a strange place and couldn’t quite process what he was seeing. Blinking, he took a cautious step forward as though afraid it might send him plummeting off the edge of the world. 
 
   “Dad?” 
 
   Tentative fingers reached out and brushed the shaft of the spear protruding from his father’s chest. 
 
   “No…” His hand trembled as it trailed down the ice, down, down, his knees gave out under him, and he folded, his fingers tangling in the front of Robin’s shirt. “No, no, no, no!”
 
   He groped frantically at the base of the spear as though trying to convince himself that it wasn’t really there. “It’s going to be okay. You’re—you can fix this, we can fix it. You’re going to be okay. Just get up. Come on, Dad, get up!” He was screaming now. “Get up!” 
 
   There was no response.
 
   “Get up…” Daniel’s voice crumpled to a plea as he touched his father’s face. “Please… Pita… please,” but it was useless. I could feel it from here, Robin’s heart wasn’t beating. The blood had stopped in his veins. He was gone. With the body clutched in his arms Daniel must have realized it too. A horrible, broken sound came out of him. He slumped forward to bury his face in Robin’s chest and burrowed there as his body began to shake with sobs.
 
   I took a half step forward, still leaning on the van for support, wondering if I should go to him, when something made me stop. Creaking crystals were forming on the ground beneath my feet. As the ice spread over the pavement, freezing blades of grass to silver needles and crawling its way up the wreckage, I realized that we weren’t alone.
 
   Robin’s killer was still here.
 
   I had just opened my mouth to warn Daniel when a booming voice echoed out of the smoke around us.
 
   “Well, isn’t this a touching picture? I wasn’t expecting you, fledgling.”
 
   Daniel stiffened, his eyes darting up to scan the smoke. His breath made clouds of steam in air that had suddenly gone from cold to frigid. 
 
   “All your father’s efforts to keep you safe and you repay him by throwing yourself into my path?” A tongue clicked disapprovingly somewhere in the dark. “That is cruel of you, little Firebird.”
 
   “You killed him,” Daniel breathed through clenched teeth.
 
   “Of course I did.”
 
   That was when Daniel’s hunched form began to glow—first ember-red, then orange, rising to a fevered gold as the heat around him intensified. Sparks prickled along his shoulders like rising hackles as his fists tightened in the front of his father’s shirt. “Who are you?”
 
   “I am insulted.” The voice echoed through the mist. “I would have thought that more than obvious. Did he really never tell you about me?”
 
   “Come out.” Daniel stood slowly, his muscles coiled and crackling with energy. The tears on his face sizzled into steam as new ones boiled from his eyes. “Come out and face me.”
 
   “Now, why would you want me to do that?”
 
   “I’m going to kill you,” Daniel breathed in a frighteningly low voice that didn’t sound like it should be coming from his mouth.
 
   “Foolish boy,” the voice jeered, mixing with the swirling mist. “You cannot kill a god.”
 
   “I’ll kill you!” 
 
   And Daniel combusted, flames erupting from every inch of him to engulf his body. In an instant, the gray scene was transformed into a dazzling inferno of leaping orange, red, and gold. The fire flared up around Daniel like unfurling wings, its feathery ripples of heat breaking over me where I stood a good thirty feet away, lifting up my hair and sweatshirt.
 
   Then, with a wordless roar of rage, Daniel threw both arms forward. A wave of fire big enough to swallow a house exploded from his hands and I felt my mouth fall open. I had had no idea so much fire—so much power—could come out of one little person. 
 
   The wall of flames rolled into the surrounding fog, but died away without touching anything. As it disappeared, the fire around Daniel renewed, building in leaping pulses with his accelerating heartbeat, and he hurled another blast of flames out in the opposite direction. When that one did nothing but melt into the shadows as well, he uttered a scream of frustration and flung one last attack into the darkness. For a moment, I thought I saw an ice-like glint and the shadow of a human figure in the firelight, but it disappeared as the flames choked out.
 
   “You harbor impressive nyama for a child your age, but your ability to control it is juvenile.” Still the hollow voice seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere all at once. “Rage all you like. You cannot hope to hurt me with that unrefined anger.”
 
   Daniel staggered, his fire guttering around him. He fell momentarily to one knee, catching himself with a hand on the ground and lurched upright again, panting smoke and sparks. The three successive attacks seemed to have taken a lot out of him. It couldn’t have been easy to produce a ball of flames thirty times his own size.
 
   “But while we’re here,” the horrible voice crooned, “why don’t we see how quick you are on your feet?”
 
   That was when I realized that the water molecules in the air were moving, converging on a single spot over the rubble. The temperature plummeted, swallowing up the last vestiges of Daniel’s heat. Then, within the blink of an eye, a hundred spears of ice hung suspended at the fringe of the fog, their needle-sharp tips all aimed directly at Daniel. With a sinking chill in the pit of my stomach, I realized that this was how Robin had met his end, impaled on the end of one of those spears.
 
   In an instant, the ice shot forward like a volley of arrows released from a hundred invisible bowstrings. That was it, I thought. Daniel was dead. But I was underestimating my new friend. As the ice sped toward him, Daniel coiled into a crouch, his eyes focused, taking in the oncoming projectiles. Then, just as the first of the spears reached him, he jumped, flipping through the air faster than any acrobat. The storm of spears whistled past him on all sides, but he twisted in midair, avoiding every one of them, and landed unscathed when they had passed.
 
   Less than a second after his feet had touched down, he was off again, this time plunging straight into the fog-smoke, his fist raised to strike—and he disappeared in the swirling mass. I saw flashes of him, just an outline, swinging fire-laced kicks and punches through the grayness with impossible speed. For a brief, flickering moment here and there, I thought I saw another, bigger shadow moving around Daniel, but it never stayed long enough for me to be sure it was really there. 
 
   Then there was a dull smacking sound and Daniel came hurtling back out of the fog to tumble over twenty feet of ice and rubble before finally skidding to a halt on the sidewalk. I hadn’t seen what had hit him, but the force must have been titanic because he lay unmoving on his back, seemingly stunned. An empty laugh sounded and I looked up from Daniel to see the shadow of a person hovering at the edge of the smoke, not clear enough that I could make out a face or clothes, but certainly there.
 
   Daniel’s eyes were open. He was trying to move—I could see him panting through his teeth, his muscles writhing beneath the skin, straining until they shook—but some invisible force seemed to be holding him down.
 
   “You hate me, Thundyil,” the faceless shadow said with a tremor in his voice that I could only describe as ecstatic. He raised a hand and I felt the water molecules moving in the air again. “You hate me, and fear me, don’t you?” He chuckled, a dark gleeful sound, and the water molecules converged, forming a six-foot spear of ice. The weapon hovered over Daniel, its tip pointed straight between his widening eyes. “Don’t you?”
 
   Daniel was going to die, I realized in a numb moment of horror. My friend, my first real friend, was going to die unless someone did something—and I was the only someone there. 
 
   Panic twisted into a knot in my chest, rooting me to the spot.
 
   If I tried to help, I would draw attention to myself and probably just end up dead too. If I did nothing, Daniel was going to die and it was going to be my fault. The two thoughts crashed, crackling into each other like they were trying to tear a fault line down the center of my chest. The place where they met became a strain of pure energy.
 
   The ice spear lifted in slow motion, winding back for the final blow. I quaked as the frenzy of energy swelled like floodwater rolling up against a weak dam. Just as I felt like I was about to explode, my eyes focused in on Daniel where he lay broken among the pieces of splintered wood and ice. There was a cut above his brow. Blood trickled from it, bright red against the gray all around him—and the dam broke. 
 
   The energy in me stampeded out of my chest to scream through my veins and thunder in my bones. Without my brain telling them to, my hands snapped forward, latching onto the van in front of me. The moment my skin came into contact with the metal, the energy thrummed from my fingers into the steel body of the car, making it part of me.
 
   With an involuntary jerk of my arms, my grip on the van tightened, my fingers curling in to crunch the metal like it was tinfoil. I barely felt what should have been excruciating pain in my hands and shoulders as I hoisted the vehicle off the ground. I don’t remember pushing it—all I registered was the jolt of all the energy bursting out of me—but I must have given the vehicle one spectacular shove because it shot from my hands like a bullet from a gun, smashing through the ice spear straight into the shadowy man.
 
   I heard a crash as the van connected with its target, but didn’t wait around to see what had happened. Still riding the bizarre surge of energy that had overtaken me, I bounded across the piles of debris to Daniel. Apparently released from whatever force had been holding him in place, he sat up as I reached him.
 
   “Come on!” I hauled him to his feet, only vaguely aware of how cold his body felt against mine. I started to drag him in the direction of the street, intent on running somewhere, anywhere, just away from here.
 
   “No, no.” Daniel grabbed my arm weakly—well, weakly for him—and pulled me in the opposite direction. “This way. Get to the garage.” His voice was hoarse, but insistent. “Come on!”
 
   “Why?” Somehow, I didn’t feel like the garage was going to offer much protection against an attacker who had just leveled a house.
 
   “Just do it!” He yanked my arm more forcefully and I found myself stumbling after him towards the three-car garage. As we scrambled over the piles of broken wood, cement, and drywall, I noticed that Daniel was moving strangely. He was clumsy, as though he hadn’t quite regained the use of his limbs. We had just reached the side door of the garage when an icy blast of wind slammed into us, knocking us both off our feet.
 
   I cried out as I fell hard on jagged wood and felt it drive splinters into my arms.
 
   “A white child.” The hollow voice drifted out of nowhere as I got to my hands and knees. “An unusually powerful white child. If this is another assassination attempt, I am impressed. I didn’t know the scum had a means of following me here. Well, rebel or not, I’d best eliminate you, hadn’t I?”
 
    I looked up to see the shadow of a man—or god, or monster, or whatever he was—flowing toward us out of the smoke.
 
   “Goodbye, little Hadean.” A gleaming spear of ice formed before him, pointing down at me. I couldn’t move. “And consider this an honor. Few of your people get to die by the hand of their Lord.”
 
   “No!” 
 
   In the same moment the spear shot forward, Daniel leapt sideways, flinging himself in front of me. Incredibly, he managed to meet the side of the spear with his forearm and a burst of flames. The ice shattered against his arm, knocking him backwards into me and sending its pieces glinting in every direction. A sharp pain told me that some of them had found my leg as Daniel fell against me. He was hurt. I could tell by the way he crumpled against me.
 
   “Daniel?” I gasped, my voice little more than a shivering whisper. My mouth barely seemed to be working, I was shaking so badly. “Daniel?”
 
   The man clicked his tongue again. “That was unnecessary, Thundyil.”
 
   My hold tightened on Daniel as I watched another spear forming. This couldn’t be where it ended. I still needed to see Duna, to find answers about my powers. I needed to hug my mother again—
 
   Then the darkness came in. 
 
   It didn’t fall like darkness usually did; it swept in like a wave, swallowing up everything more than a few feet in front of Daniel and me in absolute blackness, leaving the garage behind us and everything to either side of us perfectly visible. It was surreal, as though the entire scene was the page of a picture book and someone had just spilled a bottle of ink across it.
 
   I blinked, confused. In the reality I knew, this just wasn’t possible, theonite powers or none. Somewhere in the blackness, I thought I heard someone utter a gasp of surprise, but I didn’t stick around to observe any more. Standing up, I dragged a limp Daniel to his feet, barely registering the pain in my body and the blood seeping from my fingers. He was heavy, but I didn’t let that slow me down as I heaved his half-limp form to the garage door. 
 
   My hands shook and slid off the doorknob, so I slammed my shoulder into the wood as hard as I could. The door broke off its hinges, allowing us to stumble inside. An automatic light that was surprisingly still functional flickered on in welcome, illuminating Daniel for me as he slumped back against the garage wall, panting.
 
   “Th-thanks,” he said.
 
   “Yeah.” I exhaled a nervous laugh. “No problem.”
 
   “What…” He twisted around gingerly to look out at the darkness that still consumed the world outside. “What was that?”
 
   “I don’t know. I thought—Oh my god!” My eyes had just drifted from Daniel’s face to the rest of him and he was a mess! There were all kinds of little pieces of ice sticking out of his right arm, not to mention the alarmingly large one lodged in his left shoulder, and there was blood all over him! “Y-you’re…” I reached for him, but paused short of taking his arm, afraid of touching something and making it worse. “You’re bleeding!” I gasped unhelpfully.
 
   “I’m fine.” Daniel staggered over to a table in the corner of the garage, dripping blood all over the floor as he went. “We have to get out of here.”
 
   “Y-yeah, I know, but—how?”
 
   “With this,” Daniel picked up what appeared to be some kind of remote control in his left hand—his right didn’t seem to be in working condition—pointed it at the empty space in the center of the garage and hit one of the buttons. There was a rhythmic pinging noise and a gleaming red something shimmered into existence before my disbelieving eyes.
 
   “Cloaking device deactivated,” an automated voice announced pleasantly as my jaw dropped. 
 
   “Th-that’s… Is that—”
 
   “The trans-dimensional space pod,” Daniel explained hastily. “This is our way out of here.” 
 
   When Daniel and Robin had talked about their ‘space pod,’ I had imagined a featureless white and gray thing like the spacecraft in most sci-fi movies. I hadn’t thought it would be beautiful. The vessel was a perfect sphere, about eight feet in diameter, made of the same shining, sturdy glass as the info-com device. The body of the pod was a brilliant crimson, with a transparent dome set over a two-seated interior that looked like the front seat of a nice car. A belt of angular black and white designs encircled the sphere, giving it a tribal, almost alien look.
 
   “Okay, now open.” Daniel fumbled with the remote and pressed another button.
 
   “Cloaking device deactivated,” the automated voice repeated as I sensed the wind picking up outside.
 
   “Yeah, I know!” Daniel growled, stabbing at the button again. “I said ‘open!’”
 
   “Cloaking device deactivated.”
 
   “Oh, shut up!” Flinging the remote aside, Daniel ran to the pod itself to punch a hand-sized button situated beside the outline of what I assumed was the door.
 
   “Uh, Daniel?” I said as hail began battering the garage roof and the walls creaked under the force of the wind. Within moments, I could hear the plink of nails hitting the floor as they burst from the woodwork. The garage was being torn apart around us! 
 
   “Daniel!” I screamed, but he didn’t need me to tell him to panic.
 
   “Open!” There were fresh tears in his eyes as he slammed a fist into the button for the dozenth time. “Open, langana!” 
 
   As the garage door ripped off in a deafening groan of grating metal and breaking wood, Daniel gave up on the button altogether and began prying frantically at the door itself.
 
   “Open!” He kicked at the pod. “You stupid piece of—oww!” He fell back, clutching his toe. “Na-Nyaare!”
 
   He started towards the pod door for another attack, but before he got there, the hail rushed in on us. I ducked and covered my head as the stinging surge slammed into my body, nearly knocking me to the floor. Staggering backwards, I felt my back bump into the pod’s curved exterior. I slumped against it, covering my face as ice bit into me from all directions. Somewhere in the cacophony I felt Daniel fall back against the pod beside me.
 
   “Cloaking device deactivated,” the automated voice reassured us.
 
   “Shut up!” Daniel roared.
 
    He might have shouted something else, but it was lost in an agonized chorus of splintering wood and grating metal as the garage was torn to pieces around us. The horrible sound was the last thing I remembered before a beam slammed into the side of my head. For a moment, the whole world pounded with pain.
 
   Then the blackness swallowed me.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve: 
 
   Time without Tune
 
    
 
   My fingertips were in my hair, rubbing back and forth, back and forth in rhythm over the same spot on my scalp. There was nothing there. No cut. No bruise. I always healed quickly. But a rock had hit me there weeks ago and I could still feel it. When I saw the blood pulsing from Carson’s head. It still hurt.
 
   Now I was far away from all that, here in the seaside house in France, cradled in the scent of old books, thousands of miles away from Carson’s broken head, and his mother, and the neighbors’ fearful eyes peering from between the blinds. Here in Grandpa’s study, among his maps, and antique guns, and shelves full of little wooden soldiers, I was safe. I was loved. I knew that, but for some reason I couldn’t unclench my teeth. The pain wouldn’t stop pulsing, like a bad headache.
 
   “What’s troubling you, Joan?” Grandpa could always tell when something was wrong.
 
   “Do you believe in God, Grandpa?” I asked.
 
   “Of course I do,” he said, and my hand tensed, pressing a little harder into my scalp, causing the bruise to pound painfully against my fingertips. I had already known that, of course, but until that moment it had never bothered me.
 
   “Do you… do you think he is good?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Why?” Grandpa laughed softly. “What’s gotten into you, Joan?”
 
   “Why?” I repeated more fiercely. Why did Grandpa—why did everyone in my life—believe so hard in this all-powerful man in the sky who said I wasn’t allowed to exist?
 
   “There are many reasons I believe in God. There are many reasons I believe He is good. But you know the one that comes to mind right now?” Grandpa said, with that soft, sly smile I knew meant he had just thought of something witty and enlightening to say.
 
   “What?” I asked, feeling my eyes widen in the hungry way they did whenever I leaned in for one of his answers. His answer had to be good. I needed it to be good.
 
   “When God was making the world, He made many, many things. He created the light and saw that it was good. He created the distinctions between day and night, between land and sea, and it was good. He created all the earth’s vegetation and saw that it was good.”
 
   “Yes, and the stars, and animals, and man, and it was all good. I know,” I said, my voice taking on a more impatient tone than I could ever remember using with my grandpa.
 
   “And it was all good,” he repeated calmly. “But do you know the first thing—the very first thing—God saw in all His creation that was not good to Him?”
 
   I looked at the floor for a moment, thinking, because I knew the answer was somewhere in my head. I had read multiple versions of Genesis. I had to know. A pounding noise had started somewhere in the distance and my head hurt, making it hard to concentrate. It took me a frustratingly long time to get a grip on the line.
 
   “He said… ‘It is not good that man should be alone.’” Genesis 2:18.
 
   “There it is,” Grandpa said softly. “The first thing God saw that displeased Him wasn’t the darkness. It wasn’t the chaos. It was loneliness.”
 
   That was funny. Because I couldn’t imagine what it was like to not feel alone.
 
   “And what about him?” I asked after a moment.
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “What about God? Do you think he was lonely?”
 
   “Probably.” Grandpa leaned down and planted a kiss on my forehead. “I think that may be why He made us in the first place.”
 
   I opened my mouth to ask something more, but suddenly the bruise under my fingers gave a horrible, almighty throb, sending pain pounding through my head. The drumming wasn’t just a sound in the distance anymore. It was inside my skull, booming its deafening thud, thud, thud, as though trying to bore its way through my brain.
 
   Grandpa was still talking. I tried to focus on the sound of his voice, but it had become garbled, the crisp page-like rustle of his words melting into a string of hard, tumbling sounds I couldn’t understand. And the pounding wouldn’t stop.
 
   Thud, thud, thud… 
 
   Panicked, I lifted my head to my grandpa for help, but found that my eyes wouldn’t open. My eyelids had become too heavy to lift up. I strained my ears to make out what he was saying, but it wasn’t Grandpa’s voice I was hearing at all. Of course it wasn’t Grandpa’s voice. Grandpa was dead.
 
   Oh. 
 
   The realization pierced me like ice. Grandpa was dead. I felt a sob pressing at my throat, but I couldn’t seem to make any noise through the pounding sound in my chest and head. How had I forgotten? 
 
   I had seen him lying in his casket. I had reached out to grasp his hands and found myself shaking. I was the most powerful person in the world, but my strong hands couldn’t grasp a life and hold it in place. All my powers couldn’t get an old man’s heart pumping again, couldn’t put the breath back in his body, couldn’t make his cold hands warm under mine. Why? Why couldn’t I give my grandpa just one more heartbeat when mine was pounding—thud, thud, thud—so loud it was going to break my skull? 
 
   But Grandpa had been dead for a long time, hadn’t he? So why did I feel this way? Why was I so sad? 
 
   There was a reason. Something had happened—towering clouds and a noise that shook the ground. I just couldn’t remember. My face scrunched up in a mixture of pain, frustration, and this deep, inexplicable misery. If I could just remember, if I could just find my way through cold mist and broken ice to where this pain was coming from—but I couldn’t focus with this drum pounding in my head. And now there was a voice hanging over me, babbling alien nonsense.
 
   “Fallekeba,” the voice said as though surprised, “a muna kera yaasa a ka a joginna kati? A bora min?”
 
   “Nafa ma a la,” came another terser voice, a woman’s. “An baara ye a keneya ye doron.”
 
   With a heaving effort I levered my eyes open a crack, only to find my vision crawling with black shapes. Where was I? It felt like I was lying in a throbbing cloud of fuzz. A leaden numbness filled my bones and seemed to pulse in time with that drumming thud, thud, thud… 
 
   My eyes blinked the rest of the way open to shining green—lots of green, all of it sliding around and blurred with tears. I took in a breath and it shook me with sorrow. I could still see my own hands holding onto Grandpa’s that last time—only, they weren’t my hands, were they? These hands belonged to someone else. These were dark hands, scrabbling and smeared with blood. 
 
   Above me, the voices kept on talking, growing louder each time I blinked.
 
   “Mori.” The woman’s voice.
 
   “Mba.” The man’s.
 
   “Menkanfen di yan. N’ya fe ka bataaxewu fele.”
 
   “Aiwa. A fle.”
 
   As the voices sharpened, I started to remember. There hadn’t been any casket. Just a mess of splintered wood and ice, and a cry of grief that pierced me to my core. And suddenly I knew where the sadness was coming from. I remembered.
 
   Robin.
 
   Robin was dead. I took another breath and it broke into a sob.
 
    “Ay!” the male voice exclaimed. “Jatigi, a ye ka lakunun ye.”
 
   “Mani? A ka lakunun kaban?” the female voice responded as my head spun in a mess of confusion and too many emotions. If Grandpa was dead—If Robin was dead—I wasn’t in France. I wasn’t at the Thundyils’ obliterated house. So, where was I? 
 
   As some of the blackness receded, my eyes swiveled around for something to latch onto. Everything around me was green, from the walls and ceiling, to the dizzily patterned curtains, to the shiny, translucent sink in the corner of the room. Turning—or rather lolling—my head to the side, I could see that I was lying on some kind of mattress beside a jumble of machinery—at least, it seemed to be machinery, with all the wires and blinking lights, but I had never seen green, glassy machines like those. What was this place?
 
   I raised a hand to touch my splitting head, but something coarse and fibrous got in the way, bumping against my brow before my fingers got there. Someone had wrapped my hands up in layers and layers of dark brown bandages.
 
   “Ayi—n’kono! I kana maga i bolo a na.”
 
   Someone pulled my hand away from my face and I blinked to find that there were blurry figures leaning over me, aliens, with dark, patterned faces and tall heads. I inhaled and smelled smoke.
 
   “Muna a ka lakunun? An bara a so tajaka dimimabasi de!”
 
   As the aliens muttered to one another in those bizarre sounds, I tried to sort out my thoughts through the chatter, and the pounding, crushing sadness. I remembered Daniel flaming in rage, and the cold voice that came from everywhere. I remembered Daniel had been bleeding.
 
   “A ye fankatigi wa?”
 
   “N’ma a lon.”
 
   Where was Daniel? I opened my mouth to ask, but my tongue was numb and heavy in my mouth, and all that came out was a weak groan.
 
   “I koro i ma fele wa?”
 
   “Sabari.”
 
   “Aiwa, Jatigi. Haketo.” 
 
   “N’den, i ni soxoma.” The one with the female voice came to the bedside, and as my vision cleared, I could see that she wasn’t actually an alien, just a very, very strange-looking human. 
 
   The patterned fabric wrapped around her head made it appear larger than it should. There were crazy, sort of tribal designs painted on her face—deep green and bright yellow laced with strings of white dots down her nose and around her eyes. Her skin—the little of it that was visible under the paint—was wrinkled and so dark that I could barely make out her features. I didn’t think I had ever seen anyone with skin that dark.
 
   She was wearing a long, robe-like garment—green to match everything else—with loose, elbow-length sleeves and lines of white and brown shapes down the front. At first I thought the rows of rectangles were part of some kind of pattern dyed into the fabric, but as she moved closer, a few of them clicked together and I felt the distinctive hum of metal threaded through them. Were they jewelry? Talismans? As my vision cleared, I noticed that each piece was etched with black and brown symbols I didn’t recognize.
 
   “I mase,” she said, motioning the man aside so she could get a good look at me. “An ye jama wa?”
 
   Looming above me, she looked like some kind of crazy witch doctor. Her teeth were too white against the inhuman green of her lips. I wanted to recoil, but my body was still weighed down with numbness and I found myself pinned to the bed.
 
   “I ka n’kan men wa?”
 
   The strange woman spoke slowly, but I couldn’t understand anything she was saying. All I could do was stare at her with wide, wary eyes as she put a hand to one of the rectangles on her shirt and popped part of it out with a short click. I felt the shape of the device before my bleary eyes could bring it into focus—long and aluminum with high-pitched copper wiring running through it. I didn’t know what that thing was or what the woman planned to do with it, but I knew I didn’t want her to come any closer. 
 
   “An jama?”
 
   “N-no—” I stuttered as she leaned in with the strange tool. “No!” She put the device in close to my face and I panicked, my body moving all at once without any direction, sending me flailing off the edge of the bed.
 
   “Ay—n’kono!”
 
   The man was there in a flash of movement, gripping me by the shoulders and lifting me carefully back onto the bed with strong hands, hot hands—hands like Daniel’s. I stared up at him in dumb amazement. He was a theonite!
 
   “Y-you—you’re…” I stuttered, but the woman put a warm hand on my shoulder and kept speaking those words I couldn’t understand.
 
   “N’den, i mada.”
 
   As she eased me back onto the bed, I became aware of the feel of her powerful hands sliding over my arms and the open air moving across my exposed skin—too much skin. “Doni, doni.”
 
   Looking down I realized, with a jolt of horror, that I was naked from the waist up. Uttering a yelp of alarm, I wrapped my bandaged arms around my chest, covering myself as best I could. The painted people just laughed as I felt my cheeks flush pink with a confusing mixture of terror and shame.
 
   “Lala a ye Hadinka,” the man said, still chuckling. I supposed the noise I had made must have been really funny to them, but I felt like I was going to fall into pieces.
 
   “Muna k’i a miri?” the woman asked as I fought hyperventilation and tears.
 
   “N bada nyin dege suguso ye. Hadinka siyalu kelenbaano ye, maloya ye duloki-bali yaare la.”
 
   Frantically casting around for something to cover me, my eyes fell on a low table beside the bed. There were folded green blankets on it, and on top of them, my blue and white sweatshirt, looking so sweetly familiar among all this weirdly patterned greenness.
 
    “A yelelega.”
 
   “Kana alu ye.”
 
   “A di suma a ye.”
 
   I reached out and dragged the sweatshirt toward me with my bandaged hands, but the woman stopped me before I could put it on.
 
    “Ayi, i ma a fe!” she exclaimed in a scandalized voice. “A ma nyuman. A nogo de!”
 
   She started to take the sweatshirt from me. I resisted out of reflex, but the bandages made it difficult to properly grip anything and she pulled it out of my hands.
 
   “I ma a fe. A nogo.” She bunched up my sweatshirt like it was a rag and stuck it on a shelf by the sink.
 
   “No—wait—but—” I started to get up.
 
   “N’kono! I kana a ke!”
 
   The man stopped me, urgently pointing to a cord protruding from under the thick bandages on my right arm. Turning, I saw that the other end connected to the translucent black and green machinery at the side of the bed. 
 
   A steady drum-like thumping sound accompanied by a pulsing golden line on one screen indicated my heartbeat. So, that explained why I had woken up with the feeling of my heart trying to hammer two holes in my brain through my ears. What was with the drum sound, anyway? Weren’t heart rate monitors supposed to beep? What was wrong with this place?
 
   “Lala an ka kawa a labibla a… a fen ye a bolo.”
 
   “I kana hankili ka go. A nyuman.”
 
   As the man set me back against some pillows with his unwelcome, too-strong hands on my bare shoulders, I felt the threat of tears in my eyes and the drumming got faster. Why wouldn’t she let me have my sweatshirt? It was my sweatshirt! Why was the machine making that horrible thudding noise? And how was any of this funny?
 
   The man must have noticed that I had started shaking because he offered me a smile. 
 
   “Doni, doni,” he said softly. “I nyuman.”
 
   Nyuman… I knew that word. It meant ‘good,’ ‘sound,’ ‘safe’… How did I know that? I couldn’t remember.
 
   “I mada.” The woman leaned in again with that weird metal pen thing, putting a hand on my forehead to keep me still. I wanted to flinch back—tried to—but I was still sluggish. I lifted my hands to push hers away and, to my horror, found that I couldn’t even do that. She was too strong.
 
   “I di ka yilen laje gaafene.” The woman pushed my hands back down.
 
   There was a click and the tip of the pen lit up, shining a blinding light into my face. I started, squeezing my eyes shut, but the woman put a thumb on my eyelid and pulled it open again. As she directed the light first into my right eye and then my left, looking intently along the beam of light with her own dark brown eyes, I realized how stupid I had been to panic. She wasn’t trying to hurt me. She was just trying to test my pupils’ reaction to light, to make sure I was all there.
 
   “Aiwa.” She turned off the light and stepped back. “I nyuman.”
 
   She clipped the light stick back into the little rectangle on her shirt and I looked at the garment with new fascination. Those clinking shapes weren’t just decorations; they were some kind of first aid utility thing. And this place had to be a hospital—with a drumming heartrate monitor and strangely dressed, super strong doctors who wore paint on their faces and smelled like smoke.
 
   “You…” I looked up at the two painted people. “You’re theonites, aren’t you?” Tajakalu, I was guessing from the heat I could feel surrounding their bodies. And if they were theonites, did that mean I was on Duna? Had Daniel gotten us back to his own dimension? How would he have done that? He had been bleeding all over the place, he couldn’t get the pod open…
 
   “Where am I?” I demanded aloud even though I knew these people couldn’t understand me. “Where’s Daniel?”
 
   “Falleke,” the man said solemnly. “N miiri la a ma Yammaninke kuma kelen famun.”
 
   Yammaninke! He had just said Yammaninke, and miiri… ‘to think.’ Earlier, they had been telling me to doni, doni… ‘take it easy,’ ‘calm down.’ These words—I knew all these words. I had been studying them for months. It was just hard to understand when they were all tumbling down on me so fast.
 
   “Lala n’ka kawa wa bayelendaana ta,” the man said and I understood him. Now that I was concentrating, now that my head was clearing, I could understand. He was asking if he should go get a translator.
 
   “Maybe,” the woman said in Yammaninke and my brain was still slow to understand. “First we would have to figure out what language she’s even speaking. It could be anything. I’m guessing she’s Hadean.” She cast a sympathetic look down at me. “Only someone from that part of the world could be so clueless.”
 
   “Daniel,” I said, struggling to sit up. “I need to see Daniel. My friend, is he okay?” 
 
   I knew I wasn’t making any sense to them, but I couldn’t find the Yammaninke words in my head. It was still too murky.
 
   “Calm down,” the woman said, putting her hands on my shoulders, holding me still. “You’re safe now, do you understand me, child? You are safe.”
 
   “No—listen—” 
 
   “Child, lie still,” she said more insistently.
 
   She pushed me effortlessly back down onto the bed. I had never had another person physically restrain me. I hated it, but I couldn’t thrash free. I couldn’t do anything except lie there like a beached fish, gulping for words I barely knew how to use.
 
   “N—n’terike,” I forced out finally: my friend.
 
   The two tajakalu paused, looking down at me in surprise and I met their eyes. Even if I couldn’t use my strength, I was still Joan Messi. I still had my mind. I still had my words, if I could just push through all this fog clouding my brain… I breathed for a moment, trying to calm my hammering heart while groping desperately for the word for ‘where.’
 
   “Min?” I demanded when I came up with it. “N’terike ye min?” Where is my friend?
 
   “I terike?” The woman raised her painted eyebrows. “The Disanka boy? He is right over there.” She stood back and gestured toward an open door to the right of the bed. The doorway was half-covered by a translucent green curtain, but I could just see the foot of another bed.
 
   “I-Is he…?”
 
   “He will be alright,” she said. “He is on painkillers right now, just like you, so he is a little drowsy, but he is a strong tajaka. He will be well and walking soon.” 
 
   “I need to see him.” I started to sit up. “I need to talk to him!” 
 
   “You need to lie still,” the woman said, stopping me again with her hands on my bare skin. “You’ll hurt yourself.” 
 
   “Please!” I growled, still too fuzzy in the head to call on the vocabulary I had spent all that time memorizing. “Please, I need to see him.” Daniel would know what was going on. Daniel would be able to explain all this.
 
   “Jatigi, I think she just wants to see her friend,” the man said with a tentative look up at the woman. “I think we should let her, if she can manage it.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous, Mori,” the woman snapped. “She’s not strong enough. Look at her, she’s no theonite. She won’t even be able to stand up.”
 
   I felt a wave of indignation swell up in me, but before it got a chance to break the surface, there were hurried footsteps and another woman appeared in the doorway. She was younger, with a head of little braids and geometric red and pink lines splashed across her dark face.
 
   “Haketo, Doctor Fola,” she said with respectful nod to the woman standing over me. “There are two men outside. They would like to see you and your apprentice.”
 
   “Is it a medical emergency?” the woman—Doctor Fola—demanded shortly.
 
   “No, they say they’re from the Carythian police department. They need to ask you some questions. They said it’s a matter of national security.”
 
   “Really? Since when does this hospital indulge the whims of every little foreign government?”
 
   “Jatigi,” the man—her apprentice—said hesitantly, “respect-fully, Carytha isn’t exactly little. If these men are really representing the Carythian police, it might be good to meet with them.”
 
   “Fine,” Doctor Fola said in obvious exasperation, “but they’d better not take up too much of my time.” She turned to me. “You stay here, you understand?” she said, taking the time to speak to me in condescendingly slow syllables, despite her impatience. “Do not move from this spot. You are not strong enough. Are we together? Do you understand my words?”
 
   I nodded. “Hen.” Yes.
 
   “If there is an emergency,” the apprentice added, “or if you need anything, just tap on this button here.” He indicated a glowing button set into a sleek black glass bar alongside the bed. “You understand me, right?”
 
   “Hen,” I said. “I understand.”
 
   “Aiwa. One of us will be back to check on you soon.”
 
   “Okay—or—a-aiwa,” I said.
 
   Doctor Fola, who was already halfway to the door, threw an impatient, “Come along, Mori,” over her shoulder.
 
   Mori stayed one more moment to put a hand on my shoulder and I realized through the paint that he was much younger than his mentor. 
 
   “Na-Nyaare ye i ka kende,” he said with a kind smile—May Goddess keep you in health—and he followed the doctor through the curtain into the adjacent room before I could remember the words for ‘thank you.’ 
 
   I heard what I thought was the sound of a door closing behind the doctor and apprentice, but I waited for a few moments, listening to their retreating footsteps through some unseen hallway beyond the next room. When I was sure they were gone, I lifted myself up on my elbows.
 
   “Daniel?”
 
   There was no answer and I couldn’t quite see beyond the curtain.
 
   “Daniel?”
 
   Maybe he wasn’t awake. Swinging my legs off the side of the bed, I lurched to my feet. Too fast. Nausea slammed into me like a punch to the gut, leaving me reeling so hard I nearly lost my balance and fell back onto the bed. I grabbed the nearest piece of miscellaneous glassy machinery for support as blackness sprawled threateningly across my vision. Unlike Earth’s plastic hospital equipment, this glass stuff seemed to be built to bear weight; it supported me even as I used it to push myself upright, fighting the thudding pain in my head.
 
   Pushing myself from the jumble of equipment, I took an unsteady step toward the doorway, then another, but on the third step the cord jerked at my arm, holding me back, shackling me to that screen and that pulsing gold light. Irritated, I fumbled for a way to detach the cord. When I couldn’t find one, I yanked it out of the bandages. The heartrate monitor made an angry beeping sound, but at least that horrible drumming finally stopped.
 
   In the absence of the bustling voices and that stupid pounding drum, I could focus. The dotted pattern on the floor made me dizzy, so I closed my eyes. Breathing slowly, I let my head cool, let my heartbeat settle back into its own quiet rhythm. I didn’t like this room. It was all made of glass, from the translucent floor tiles, to the blocky bedframe, to the sink basin. The only Hum for me to feel distinctly came from the wires running through all that alien machinery, and even that was muted behind layers of glass.
 
   I didn’t want to open my eyes. Here in the quiet dark of my own breathing, for the first time since waking up, I felt steady. But I had to get to Daniel, and too much of this room was glass for me to move through it blind. Blinking, I staggered to the sink, grabbed my sweatshirt from the shelf, and tugged it over my head. When I lifted up my arms to slide them through the sleeves I felt a twinge of discomfort shoot through my hands, too dull to really call pain, but sharper than the sickly numbness that had filled my body when I woke up. 
 
   As the painkillers wore off, I suspected I was going to be trading this dizziness in for a whole lot of pain. I was guessing crunching steel didn’t leave anyone’s hands looking too good, but it wasn’t really me I was worried about. I hadn’t been the one bleeding all over the garage floor.
 
   “Daniel?” I tried again, inching my way toward the curtained doorway with a hand on the wall for support. From here, I could hear the steady thump of his heartrate monitor, drum-drumming along at what seemed like a normal rate. “Daniel? Are you there?”
 
   The voice that responded was paper-thin, so weak I barely recognized it.
 
   “Hey Joan.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen: 
 
   Nyama to You
 
    
 
   I didn’t know what I was expecting to find when I pulled back the curtain. I knew that Daniel must have broken bones, that he had lost a lot of blood. I was ready to see him lying down, badly hurt and barely conscious. I was ready to see him half dead. What I found was worse.
 
   Daniel was wide awake. He sat in the middle of the mattress, staring straight ahead with red-rimmed eyes, his knees drawn up to his chest and his arms around them. His injuries were all wrapped in those weird dark brown bandages, which, it occurred to me, matched his skin color much better than they did mine, though they were still a shade or two too dark.
 
   I paused for a moment in the doorway, my hand resting against the patterned curtain, afraid to take the next step into the room. Part of me was frantic for the reassurance of someone who could answer my questions, someone who could speak to me in a language that was mine. But if Daniel was conscious enough to hold a conversation, he was conscious enough to remember, and I didn’t know if that was a conversation I could bear. 
 
   What was I supposed to say? What could you say to someone who had just held the murdered body of his father, more than just his father—his only parent, his shelter, his mentor, the center of his whole world—what did you say to someone who had just lost more than you had ever had? 
 
   In my darkest, cruelest thoughts, I couldn’t imagine what that kind of loss would do to a person, and I didn’t want to find out. I didn’t want to. But I was all Daniel had right now. And he was all I had so, more out of powerlessness than courage, I braced myself and took a step toward the bed.
 
   Daniel was winding something between his fingers. It took me a moment to realize that it was a shoelace, pulled from one of the tennis shoes lying beside the bed. As I watched, he twisted it, tearing off a piece of the sturdy material like it was made of tissue paper. He held the shred of shoelace up before him for a moment and then flicked it into the air, where it burned up in a flash of flames. A breathy, broken laugh bubbled out of him as he watched the blackened shred float down onto his bare feet. 
 
   Okay, so I supposed just because he was sitting up didn’t mean he was free of brain-spinning painkillers. He didn’t even seem to see me as I drew nearer.
 
   “Daniel, what are you doing?” I asked, cautiously.
 
   He just hummed quietly along with the heartrate monitor and tore off another bit of the shoelace. I only dimly remembered the tune, from a warm room that seemed impossibly far away now. The second piece of shoelace crackled between his fingers and burned up.
 
   “Grumpy doctor says the police are here,” he murmured, setting the whole shoelace on fire, “so tha’s probly bad… Tha’s bad, right?”
 
   “Why is that bad? Daniel, where are we?”
 
   He didn’t respond. He just tilted his head and dangled the flaming shoelace before him, seemingly mesmerized by the fire crawling its way upward. I got the feeling he had received a higher dose of brain-slowing painkillers than I had.
 
   “Daniel,” I said again more forcefully, “where are we?”
 
   “We’re in the hospital.”
 
   “Yeah, I figured that out, but what hospital? Where is it?”
 
   “S’in Dakkabana.”
 
   “It’s in what?”
 
   “Look at this thing.” He pointed to the end of the shoelace. “I melted it.” What remained of the plastic tip of the shoelace dripped onto the floor and he stuck his finger into the oozing plastic. “Ow.” He frowned. “It bit me... bad kitty.”
 
   Whatever they had given him, he was really out of it. I was almost relieved. At this point, his thin giggles had to be better than real awareness, although I was starting to worry he would set the bedding on fire if he kept up this shoelace game.
 
   “Daniel, why are you doing that?”              
 
   “I didn’ do anything.” His eyes widened as he stared at the fire, taking on a strangely dead expression. “I can’t do anything. Poof!” He burned up the rest of the shoelace in a bright burst of flames from his hand. “It’s gone!” he giggled manically without the trace of a smile on his face.
 
   “Listen Daniel, seriously. I need you to tell me what’s going on.”
 
   He just cocked his head at me, birdlike, before letting out another one of those troubling giggles.
 
   “Where is this Dakkabana place?” I pressed. “Is it—are we on Duna?”
 
   All I got was a weird sort of whining groan from Daniel before he turned and flopped down on his back the wrong way across the mattress. He lay there, his head hanging awkwardly off the side of the bed, and stared up at the ceiling with unfocused eyes. Low in his throat, he started humming again: Nyama, nyama, nyama, binds the past to the now, binds now to what will be.
 
   “Come on, Daniel, focus,” I begged. “Can’t you tell me anything?”
 
   “Naheen,” he mumbled.
 
   “Uh, what?”
 
   “Naheen.”
 
   “Is that a ‘no’?”
 
   “Haan.” Another giggle hiccupped out of him.
 
   “Look, I really can’t understand what you’re saying,” I said desperately. “Can you speak English—or Lindish? Or at least Yammaninke? Please?”
 
   Daniel just gazed up at me, his head lolling to the side. “Yah hamaare gupt bhaasha hai...” and he kept going like that, staring at the ceiling, those garbled foreign words issuing from his lips in an unbroken stream. Great. Now I couldn’t even understand Daniel.
 
   The part of me that wanted straight answers was still in head-splitting conflict with the part of me that didn’t want Daniel to come back to his senses. Actually, the more I thought about it, the more I wished that he had suffered some head injury that had wiped out his memory. Now that my own mind had cleared, unwelcome images were ebbing back into it: Robin’s clouded eyes, the lost look on Daniel’s face when he stared down into them, his broken, imploring voice as his hands clutched at the body, ‘Get up, Dad, get up…’ I squeezed my eyes shut. I didn’t want to see him remember. I didn’t want him to have to face that. But I had to figure out what was going on.
 
   “Daniel,” I said softly.
 
   “Hmm?” Daniel exhaled, his coal eyes sliding round to rest on me. 
 
   “Do you…” I swallowed. “Do you remember anything that happened?”
 
   “Oh.” He blinked, still lying across the bed, listless. “Oh—I didn’t.”
 
   “What?” I asked. “Didn’t what?”
 
   “I didn’t forget… book… my English book.” 
 
   “Please, Daniel,” I said desperately, “I just want to know where we are.”
 
   “Where? We…” It seemed to take him a moment to remember himself. “We’re in the Dakkabana Hospital.”
 
   “Yeah, you said that,” I sighed. “But where is that? Are we on Duna?”
 
   “No, no,” Daniel said, rolling his head in what could have been either exasperation or just aimless dizziness. “Not on Duna. Dakkabana’s a space center. We’re in orbit.”
 
   “In space?” 
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “In space…” Before my knees got a chance to buckle, I sank down on the edge of the bed and looked around at my surroundings with new fascination. All this—the walls, the patterned floor, the running water, the gravity—was all in space? 
 
   “So…” I wasn’t even sure where to begin asking the questions. “We are in your dimension?”
 
   “Yeah. Duh.”
 
   “Don’t ‘duh’ me,” I snapped. I was getting sick of everyone just assuming I knew what was going on when it made no sense. “I’ve never been off Planet Adyn before, remember?”
 
   “Oh yeah,” Daniel said in a fascinated way that made it seem as though up until that point he hadn’t thought of that. His brow furrowed in confusion. “We were on your planet.”
 
   “Yes,” I said slowly.
 
   “How… how’d we get off it?”
 
   “I was hoping you could tell me.”
 
   “Why?” he asked, blinking hard as though all this thinking was hurting his head. “Why would you… you were there, right? I remember… you were with me.”
 
   “Yeah, but I got knocked out while you were trying to get the pod door open. Then I just woke up here.”
 
   “Oh, me too,” he murmured.
 
   “Wait. So, we were both unconscious? Then how did we get all the way here?” I asked, mystified.
 
   “You could find out!” Daniel exclaimed, reaching out to grip my shoulder with new energy. “You can read it.”
 
   “What?” I said, a little alarmed by the sudden intensity in his half-manic eyes. “Read what?”
 
   “I’ve been trying to tell you.” Still hanging half upside down over the side of the bed, he shook my arm. “The book, the book he brought.” 
 
   “What? Oh, you mean before we left for school,” I said, remembering. Robin had caught Daniel to give him his English book. Then, later, when Daniel had opened the same book, there had been an envelope between the pages, an envelope from Robin.
 
   “I didn’t forget it,” Daniel said emphatically. “H-he took it, out of my backpack.” His grip loosened, his hand sliding shakily down my arm as his expression took on a distant, lost look. “He took it out, while I was eating breakfast… so he could put in that letter without—without saying anything to me.” I don’t think he noticed, but a tear leaked from the corner of his eye and slid down his forehead into his hair. “He didn’t want me to do anything.”
 
   Daniel was probably right, I realized. Robin must have known his enemy was closing in, but he had been keeping it from Daniel, from both of us. Even if he hadn’t known he was going to die, he had certainly known that something bad was going to happen. I was sure of that from the look on his face that last time he had hugged Daniel—Robin had seen this coming. And he had needed a way to communicate with his son afterward without tipping him off too early. He had wanted him to stay safely out of the way.
 
   “So, he left you a message?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “What did it say?”
 
   “I don’t know. I can’t read it. But you can. It’s in Old Lindish.”
 
   “Oh. You mean, like, English?”
 
   “Yeah, yeah. English. Isn’ that weird?”              
 
   “Yeah. Weird.” Seriously, why would Robin write Daniel a letter in a script he knew he could barely read?
 
   “Just gotta get it.” Daniel half crawled, half tumbled off the low bed, pointing at a crumpled paper sticking out of the pocket of his jacket. Unfortunately for him, the jacket was sitting on a table half-way across the room. “Just give me a second.”
 
   When he stood, he staggered sideways into a low table covered in medicine bottles, knocking a few of them to the floor and banging his already bandaged shins. “Ow! Lanya!”
 
   “Hey, wait a second.” I stood, putting a hand on his arm and easing him back down onto the bed. “Sit. Just sit. I’ve got it.”
 
   “‘S right there,” he slurred dizzily. Apparently standing up hadn’t been kind to his head.
 
   “I know, I know,” I said patiently, retrieving the crumpled envelope and turning it over in my hands. By the broken red bird stamp, I saw that it was indeed the one Daniel had found in his book just seconds before the explosion had sent us running from the school.
 
   Hastily, I pulled the letter out of the envelope and unfolded it—no small feat with the mitten of brown bandages holding my fingers together. Robin’s handwriting was tiny and surprisingly graceful for someone apparently unaccustomed to writing in Roman letters.
 
   “Will you—will you read it to me?” Daniel asked, sounding truly lucid for the first time.
 
   “Sure,” I said, staring at the letter. “Of course.”
 
   I settled down beside the bed cross-legged and just sat there with the paper resting in my lap. I couldn’t do it. This was a letter Robin had probably written just before his death, his last words… and I was supposed to read them to Daniel? To his son? I licked my lips and swallowed, my mouth suddenly painfully dry. 
 
   I couldn’t do it.
 
   “You mean, y-you… all that time on Earth and you really never learned to read English?” I asked weakly.
 
   “I told you, he didn’t put me in school again after we left town,” Daniel muttered into his knees.
 
   “Right, because you guys were training.”
 
   “Yeah. It makes sense now, doesn’t it?” Daniel’s eye twitched. “It makes sense.”
 
   “What makes sense?”
 
   “All that, all the training. He knew something was going to happen and he needed to make sure I could fight—really fight—against someone as strong as him… or stronger.” His voice had gotten flat and quiet. “That’s why he did all that, why he was so hard on me. He wanted me to be able to protect myself, even when he wasn’t—even without—” He swallowed, his fists clenching on his knees. “But it didn’t do much good, did it?”
 
   “What do you mean?” I demanded. “You’re alive. We’re both alive.” As far as I was concerned, it was a miracle.
 
   “Yeah, but I couldn’t—I wasn’t strong enough.” There was a curling something I had never heard in Daniel’s voice, but I knew it well. It was self-loathing. “I couldn’t even touch him. I only lived because you were there. Years of training and I only lived because of you. What did you even do?”
 
   “I—I’m not sure,” I said, but it was a lie. Some of what had happened was still hazy, but the explosive feeling of shoving that van at Daniel’s attacker was clear. I knew exactly what I had done. I just didn’t know how.
 
   “I wondered why the bad weather kept following us around,” Daniel said. “I thought it was just an Earth thing, but it always seemed to target the town we were staying in. Now it makes sense. He made those storms, he was following us all along. He probably made that lightning that almost killed us—and that was lightning. Who can do that?”
 
   “Are there not any theonites who can control lightning?”
 
   “Not in real life. Just in the legends. But nothing about him was like real life. You saw. He—he brushed off my attacks like he couldn’t even feel them. That was my full power.” His voice had started to shake.
 
   “So, you have no idea who he was?”
 
   Daniel shook his head.
 
   “And I’m guessing you still don’t have any idea why he was on Earth?”
 
   I had thought it might have something to do with me and my powers—and when I had asked, Robin had been vague in ways that made it seem like I was on to something—but when Killer 31 saw me, he had been surprised. He hadn’t had any idea who or what I was. He had assumed I was some kind of Dunian assassin. What had he called me? Scum? Rebel? What did that mean?
 
   “You were right there in the smoke with him,” I said. “You must have at least gotten a look at him.”
 
   “Not really.” Daniel squeezed his eyes shut. “Just these little flashes when some of my fire got close enough to light up his face.”
 
   “And what did he look like?”
 
   “Like… not human,” Daniel’s voice had become a scratchy whisper. 
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “He was white, and dead, like—like there wasn’t even any skin on his face, like a skeleton.”
 
   “A skeleton? But—that’s not possible, is it?”
 
   “I don’t know. I don’t know!” Daniel put his face in his hands. “Yesterday I didn’t think it was possible for a human being to create a hailstorm—or lightning. And it isn’t just the storms,  none of this—nothing about this killer—was normal. It wasn’t natural nyama he was moving around. Joan.” He lifted his head to look at me with a cold, helpless expression. “He controlled my body. I-I don’t know how, but he reached into me with his nyamaya and moved my blood, my muscles—and I couldn’t stop him. That—that’s not supposed to be possible. That’s some kind of witchcraft, or sabu, or something. Who can do that? Who was he?”
 
   In an awkward moment, both our eyes flitted down to the letter still clutched in my hands. The answers—if there were any—were in there. 
 
   “We have to read it,” Daniel said hoarsely.
 
   “I know.” This was the only thing I could do for him right now and so I had to.
 
   I had to. 
 
   “I just… okay.” I took a deep breath. “Okay.” And I began reading shakily, “M-my… My—” but I got stuck on the first word and had to close my eyes and breathe for a moment before starting again: 
 
    
 
   “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. These are things you should both hear and I am thankful that these words find you together.”
 
    
 
   I paused for a moment in surprise, but continued reading.
 
    
 
   “By the time you read this, if all has gone as planned, I am dead and you are safe. I don’t expect you to accept this and I won’t presume to ask forgiveness. I know that now you will be burning for an explanation for the unthinkable thing I have just done to you. But the truth about my death and what brought us to Earth in the first place is too long a story to relay in a single letter and one you are not ready to know.
 
   While I don’t expect you to be able to forgive me, you must forgive yourself, so I will tell you this much: there was nothing you could have done to save me. There was nothing anyone could have done. If there had been a way to resolve all this without hurting you—if I could have overcome the threat and stayed another thirty or forty years with you—you know I would have taken it without hesitation. But my life had to end here, now, just as it did. 
 
   After I am gone, board the pod. I’ve programmed it to get you and Joan back to Dakkabana in time for your school orientation. If, for some reason, you can’t reach the garage safely, Koli will bridge a back-up pod to your location. Whatever you do, you must not leave without Joan. Your safety...”
 
    
 
   My brow furrowed as my eyes skimmed ahead of my mouth.
 
   “Yeah?” Daniel prompted thickly.
 
    
 
   “Your safety on Earth is guaranteed. Hers is not,” I continued slowly. “My intelligence suggests that she will be at risk if left alone on her planet. I think it safest for Joan to spend at least a year on Duna before returning to Earth. I’ve already arranged to have documentation forged for her as well as enrollment at Daybreak Academy. Hopefully, this time on Duna will give her the chance to explore her powers in the theonite-friendly environment she never had, and to look for the answers she so desperately wants.
 
   I have sent messages to my brother, the Eldens, and everyone else in my inner circle to explain the situation. In keeping with Carythian law, your uncle now becomes your legal guardian. You will live with him until you come of age—and please don’t look at me like that.”
 
    
 
   I let my eyes flick upward for a moment and almost laughed in spite of myself when I saw that Daniel was indeed wearing a murderous expression.
 
    
 
   “I know he isn’t your favorite person, but I trust you to be mature about it. Besides, you and Joan will be at school most of the time, meaning you’ll only have to put up with him for a few months each year. My fortune and everything I own is in trust for you for when you turn sixteen. The Firebird coat and my most recent crime files are stowed in the secret compartment of our pod. If you want the rest of my files, Kuyasse knows where they are.
 
   That brings me, of course, to the matter of Firebird. My only wish is, as it has always been, to keep you safe. But I know the boy I raised, a selfless, headstrong little fool so brave that before I ever taught him to throw a punch he was already asking when he could start fighting crime beside me. While I would never forbid you from taking up the mask in my place, understand that it is not your responsibility to continue my work. I would not consider it a failure—on your part or mine—if that part of my legacy were to die with me.
 
   If you put on the mask, you are Firebird—you, and Joan, and all those who stand behind you—and Falleke help the killer foolish enough to challenge you. But before you jump to your decision (I know how fond you are of jumping), I need you to understand that you do not need to be Firebird to be a good person. That is something that comes as naturally to you as breathing, and you don’t give yourself enough credit if you think that you need to borrow my brightness to be a light for others. You are the only person I have ever known whose smile alone can bring a person out of their darkness. That is something far more powerful than the ability to fling flames or solve a case.
 
   All that I ask—in full awareness that I have no right to ask anything of you—is that you do not let this tragedy define you. Grieve as you need to, try on my alter ego if you choose, but do not let your life center on the end of mine. Persist in the things that make you feel alive—play pranks, laugh too loud, dance when you want to, sing without apology, love without restraint. Firebird or not, these are the greatest things you will do to make the world a better place.
 
   I love you, Daniel. Be strong. Be yourself.
 
    
 
   Nyama to you,
 
   Your Loving Father.”
 
    
 
   I finished and looked up at Daniel, my throat drawn painfully tight. His fists were pressed hard into his eyes but they didn’t stop the tears from leaking out to trickle down his cheeks. He was silent except for periodic hiccupping gasps, muffled by his knees. It took me a moment to realize that I was crying too.
 
   This was never supposed to happen. Robin was supposed to be the perfect parent, the one who listened, the one who had the answers, who didn’t abandon his kid when things got complicated—and I wasn’t even the one he had abandoned.
 
   “I’m sorry.” I didn’t know what else to say. “Daniel, I’m so sorry.”
 
   The words seemed so empty, so weak, but I didn’t think there were words to describe the depth of the sadness I was feeling for Daniel at that moment. Daniel thought of one.
 
   “Bastard!” He snatched up a medicine bottle and hurled it across the room. “That bastard! He knew!” Grabbing the letter from me, he ripped it in half and flung the pieces from him, incinerating both before they even hit the floor. And in a flash of crumbling ash, Robin’s last words to his son were gone.
 
   “Daniel!” I exclaimed in horror, but he didn’t even seem to hear me. 
 
   More tears welled up in his eyes as he lurched out of the bed, flinging the heartrate monitor from him. It toppled over and crashed to the glass floor. “He knew this would happen! He knew and he couldn’t even be bothered to tell me!” 
 
   He slammed a fist into the wall, ripping open some of the bandages on his arm.
 
   “I trusted him! I would have followed him anywhere! I trusted him and—and all I get for that is this same ‘you don’t want to know,’ ‘you wouldn’t understand’ crap he always gives me? Fuck him!”
 
   “Daniel, please—” I stood up and tried to take his arm, but he jerked away, reeling with curls of smoke.
 
   “How could he do this?” he demanded in a raw, cracking voice as though I was supposed to have the answer. “How could he do this to me? I’m his son!”
 
   “M-maybe he didn’t have a choice.” From the letter, it kind of seemed like this had been his only option.
 
   “That’s xuro!” Daniel snarled. “If he had such a good reason then what was it? Why couldn’t he tell me? Was he just too much of a coward to say it to my face?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I said helplessly. I just wanted to alleviate his anger, but I also knew that probably wasn’t possible. “Maybe Killer 31 threatened something he couldn’t risk.”
 
   “No—you don’t understand!” Daniel stormed to the other end of the room and then paced back, sputtering with flames of agitation. “You don’t know my dad. He’s—he’s not some helpless civilian idiot who can be blackmailed or bossed around. He’s Firebird. Bad guys run from him!” 
 
   “Daniel,” I said softly, “you guys were dealing with something no one had ever seen before. You were on a different planet, the guy you were chasing could level a house—”
 
   “So what?” Daniel shouted. “Dad’s always in danger, always. We’ve been on the run a hundred times before, but it always turns out okay. Dad always finds a way to get out of it fine and we move on. So why?” Tears spilled from his eyes. “Why was this time any different? Why?”
 
   I wanted to have something to say, but I wasn’t Robin. There was nothing I could offer Daniel that began to make up for what he had lost, nothing I could say to make it better. Even if I could have come up with those magic, probably-non-existent words, I don’t think I would have been able to speak around the lump in my throat as I watched Daniel crumple against the wall.
 
   “Did he just give up? Who told him he could do that?” Fresh tears burst from Daniel’s eyes, sizzling, as his voice rose in anger. “Who told him he could do that?” Pushing off the wall, he kicked the bedframe. “He’s a terrible father! You hear that?” he screamed sparks down at the blackened remains of the letter. “You’re a terrible father and I hate you! I hate you!”
 
   He blasted fire down at the ashes, scattering them across the patterned floor in ripples of flame that rushed over my bare feet and broke apart against the walls.
 
   I had seen some terrible things recently, but Daniel in his full rage was the worst. He flung swaths of flame in every direction in hard furious motions as though trying to rip the emotion out of his body. When the fire only dispersed harmlessly against the glass all around us, he grabbed the medicine table and hurled it into the machinery beside the bed. Bottles scattered everywhere, ricocheting off the floor and walls. The remaining machinery crashed to the floor, although to my amazement, nothing shattered. Looking around, I realized that amid all the flames, none of the blankets or curtains had caught fire. Even the bandages wrapped around Daniel’s blazing arms were barely singed. Miraculously—or, now that I thought about it, probably by design—nothing in the room seemed remotely breakable or flammable. It was all tajaka-proof.
 
   Daniel let out one last roar of fire. The flames exploded from him and filled up the room for a spectacular, terrible moment, making the air itself shiver with emotion. When the last ribbons of fire turned to smoke, Daniel stood in the center of the room with his fists clenched at his sides, his shoulders rising and falling with a quiet fury of breaths, his whole body shaking with the threat of another inferno.
 
   “Daniel…” I approached him slowly, holding up my hands. My skin could withstand a ridiculous amount of heat, but I wasn’t interested in testing it against whatever was boiling inside Daniel.
 
   Robin and Daniel had both told me a theonite could sense the nyama in human beings, but neither of them had mentioned how you could feel the grief rolling off another person. This wasn’t like the fathomless, abstract emotion I had felt in the lightning, or the distant tension in the sky before Robin’s death. This was raw, and close, and lanced straight to my core.
 
   Suddenly, I thought about my grandpa and how I had never gotten to say goodbye, never gotten to tell him who I really was. I thought about my parents. They would be home by now. They would look for me upstairs, they would call the school. Probably by now they had called the police, but they wouldn’t find me. Eventually, I supposed they would come across the pages of Yammaninke practice, and all the drafts of my goodbye letter. God. I had written such terrible things in some of them...
 
   Maybe out of a need to steady myself—or a need to ease this sudden, unbearable feeling of loneliness, I grabbed onto Daniel. This time he didn’t push me away.
 
   “Daniel.” I gripped his shoulders, the heat nearly blistering me through the fireproof bandages, and I finally knew what I could say. “I’m here.” It was the one thing I had to give that his father couldn’t—that my father never had. “I’m with you.”
 
   Then, to my own surprise, I was putting my arms around him, pulling him into an embrace and patting him on the back. It was an awkward, clumsy gesture, but it felt like the thing to do. He tensed, sucking in a crackling breath, and for a moment I thought he might pull away—
 
   Then all at once, he hugged me back.
 
   I wasn’t ready for the sheer force of the embrace. When I was young, I had always been wary of hugs, avoiding them whenever I could. On the rare occasions someone had hugged me—usually Mama—I had always carefully calculated exactly how hard I could hug back without hurting them. Hugs had always been a source of stress. Sometimes, I would squeeze one of my stuffed animals to my chest as hard as I could and try to imagine being held in arms as strong as mine, but I hadn’t realized just how good it would feel. 
 
   With Daniel’s forearms pressed into my back and his fingers gripping my shoulders, practically crushing me, I felt a strange relief. Then—for the first time in my life—I returned an embrace in earnest. With no fear of crushing lungs or breaking bones, I put my head on Daniel’s searing shoulder and squeezed him just as hard as he was squeezing me.
 
   “We’re going to be okay,” I said, as I felt Daniel’s body cooling under my hands. “We’re going to be okay, right?”
 
   At first he didn’t say anything but I felt him nod against me.
 
   “I’m Firebird,” he breathed after a pause. The words created a shiver of pride and terror. I could feel it through his skin. He pulled back, gripping my shoulders, and looked me in the face. “We’re Firebird.” with an intense—almost insane—determination in his black eyes. “We’re Firebird now, and we’re going to handle this. We’re going to go back through my dad’s files, we’re going to find out who did this, and I’m going to kill him.”
 
   “I thought Firebird didn’t kill,” I said in a small voice.
 
   “I can make an exception.”
 
   “B-but…” I was still trying to absorb too many things at once to even begin to react to the idea of Daniel hunting down and killing an invincible supervillain. I had to take this one step at a time. “So, what are we going to do now?” I asked finally.
 
   “I’m not sure. Get back home, I guess.”
 
   “Home?” What did that even mean now? For either of us? 
 
   “Back to Duna,” Daniel clarified.
 
   “But—you said we were in space. Wait, was that true or were you just really out of it?”
 
   “No, that was true,” Daniel said. “We’re on the Dakkabana Space Center.” 
 
   “So—how far out in space is that? Are we close to Duna?”
 
   “Pretty close. Dakkabana’s a transport center, so it’s always in orbit. Now all we have to do is figure out how to get back to Duna without anyone—”
 
   He was interrupted by a sharp knock at the door.
 
   “Daniel Thundyil,” a voice said in strange-sounding Yammaninke. “This is the Carythian police. Open up. We have some questions we’d like to ask you.”
 
   “Oh no.” Daniel darted over to the door and clicked what I assumed was a lock.
 
   “Did he just lock the door on us?” a voice said on the other side.
 
   “I think he did.” 
 
   “Why did you do that?” I whispered furiously as Daniel stepped back from the doors.
 
   “They want to ask us questions,” Daniel said under his breath. “That can’t happen.”
 
   “Oh.” 
 
   He was right, I realized. Practically anything they might ask—where did you just come from? Where is Robin Thundyil? How did you get those injuries?—led to an answer that gave away something about Firebird, or the Thundyils’ time on Earth, or me being a literal illegal alien in this dimension. “Well, what are we going to do?”
 
   “Um…” Daniel’s eyes flicked around the wrecked room.
 
   “We know you’re in there, Thundyil,” one of the voices said. “Open up!”
 
   “Okay, Joan,” Daniel said, suddenly all alert and businesslike despite his bloodshot eyes and tear-stained face, “I’m going to need you to work with me here. You and me, we’re a team now.”
 
   “Okay—do you know what you’re doing?” I asked. Sure, I trusted Daniel, but I couldn’t help but remember how terrible he had been at keeping his powers a secret back on Earth, and it wasn’t exactly like he was super stable right now.
 
   “Of course I know what I’m doing,” he said a little indignantly. “I grew up with a crime-fighter. You think I don’t know how to give the police the slip?”
 
   “What? We’re just going to run from the police?”
 
   “Yep,” Daniel said, looking genuinely cheerful for the first time since he’d regained his lucidity.
 
   The banging at the door grew more insistent. “Open this door, Thundyil, or we will.”
 
   “Wait—Daniel—i-isn’t this dangerous?” I stuttered as Daniel grabbed hold of some of the machinery he had knocked over and hauled it upright beside the bed. “And illegal?”
 
   “Sure,” Daniel said, righting the tables and scrambling around on his knees to gather up the scattered medicine bottles, “but they won’t be able to stop us.”
 
   “What makes you so sure?” I demanded. “Don’t they have, like, weapons and stuff?”
 
   “Just guns. Not a big deal.”
 
   “N-not a big—Daniel, they have guns.”
 
   “Well, I have you,” Daniel said calmly, “and you have me. I know you’re not used to this, but just follow my lead and probably no one will get shot. This’ll be fun.”
 
   “This is insane!”
 
   Daniel shrugged. “Welcome to the family business.”
 
   And the doors burst open.
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   Glossary
 
    
 
   adyn a person with no theonite nyamaya, telekinetic abilities, or enhanced strength (by Earth standards, a regular human being)
 
   ba a Yammaninke adjective meaning ‘big,’ ‘great,’ or ‘important’; a Yammaninke noun meaning ‘important person’
 
   Basadenyaa a popular fictional superhero on Duna (called ‘Gecko Girl’ in most Lindish translations)
 
   Carytha a country on Planet Duna
 
   dinma (pl: dinmanu) a Dunian measure of time (roughly equivalent to one and a half seconds)
 
   Disa a country on the Planet Duna
 
   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
 
   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’
 
   Fa-Kiye a reverent address for God, Kiye, in the Yammanka religion of Falleya, meaning literally ‘Father Kiye’ (sometimes used as a mild oath)
 
   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, the source of all life
 
   Falleya a Yammanka religion centered on the Falleke (the marriage between God, Kiye and Goddess, Nyaare)
 
   fankatigi (pl: fankatiwu) a person with superhuman physical strength but no theonite nyamaya or other special abilities
 
   fina (pl: finawu) religious teachers in the Yammanka religion of Falleya
 
   Firebird the alter ego Robin Thundyil uses 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’
 
   forontunu a spicy Yammanka snack
 
   gbaati a shortened form of kewaati or kettewaati (pl: gbaatinu) a Yammanka measure of time (36 minutes in Earth time)
 
   gundumu (pl: gundumuwu) a human-animal hybrid
 
   Hades a country on Planet Duna, the original homeland of most of Duna’s adyns
 
   haketo the Yammaninke word for ‘forgive me,’ ‘excuse me,’ ‘pardon me’
 
   Hellbat the alter ego Eileen Elden uses to fight crime
 
   ja a type of spiritual energy in the Yammanka religion of Falleya
 
   Jamuttaana (pl: Jamuttaananu) an agent of the Jamu Kurankite or ‘Peace Army,’ a global peace-keeping and humanitarian aid force of highly trained theonites
 
   Jatigi the Yammaninke word for ‘teacher,’ ‘mentor,’ ‘patron,’ ‘master,’ ‘important person’; a polite title used by an apprentice to address their mentor, by a jaseli to address their koro patron, etc.
 
   Jali a prefix for a member of the jaseli social class; a modern Yammaninke slang term for ‘jaseli’
 
   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 person who controls water
 
   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)
 
   Kaigen a country and major imperial power on Planet Duna (home to most of Duna’s jijakalu)
 
   Kiyaare a famous fictional superhero on Duna (called ‘Lady Sun’ in most Lindish translations)
 
   Kiye God in the Yammanka religion of Falleya
 
   koro (pl: koronu) a member of the Yammanka warrior class that manipulates nyama through action
 
   Koro a prefix for a member of the koro social class
 
   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’
 
   littigi (pl: littiwu) a person with the ability to control light
 
   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) 
 
   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)
 
   mercium a parasitic sentient substance of unknown composition and origin
 
   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 social class
 
   Nyaare or Nyaxare Goddess in the Yammanka religion of Falleya
 
   nyama any active or potential energy in the universe
 
   nyamaya the ability to manipulate nyama
 
   Pita the Disaninke word for ‘father’
 
   Ranga a country on the Planet Duna (the center of the Ranganese Union, home to most of Duna’s fonyakalu)
 
   Ranganese Union a collective of nation-states on Planet Duna
 
   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
 
   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 social class
 
   senkuli (pl: senkuliwu) a member of the endogamous Yammanka glass-working class that manipulates nyama through their glasswork
 
   soku (pl: sokulu) a traditional Yammanka stringed instrument played with a bow
 
   sondatigi (pl: sondatiwu) a person who controls sound
 
   Sumanguro a fictional supervillain on Duna, also called the ‘Iron Sorcerer’
 
   Sunjara a famous fictional superhero on Duna
 
   ta the Yammaninke word for ‘fire’ 
 
   tajaka (pl: tajakalu) a person with taya (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
 
   Xamanxulle a famous fictional detective and rogue Jamuttaana on Duna (called ‘Ashcat’ in most Lindish translations)
 
   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)
 
   Yamma a country and global superpower on Planet Duna (peopled 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
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