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TIME LINE


Welcome to the sovereign territory of Muungano, centered around a lunar outpost but whose ties extend to Titan, Oyigiyigi (a series of asteroid belts), and Bronzeville (one of the Mars settlements). It’s led by a coalition of weusi people, mostly a mix of Asili (natives of the Motherland, Alkebulan), Maroon, and Ugenini (children of the diaspora). Here’s how it came to be:



	2019

	The “Year of Return.” Ghana’s President, Nana Akufo-Addo, declares and formally launches the call for Africans in the Diaspora to unite Africans on the continent.




	2021–2024

	The Great Unrest—civil disturbances lead to the rise of the Service of the Order.




	2026

	First World established.




	2030

	Ecological collapse on Earth. Climate terraforming begins in earnest.




	2031

	The Rorschach Disaster, when Earth abandons the fledgling lunar outpost in favor of creating “New Earth” on Mars.




	2033

	Mars establishes New Earth. The Toppers abandon the rest of humanity to what they designate Original Earth. Eventually, they revert to the name Mars as they decide to carve out their own identity.




	2034

	The Decade-Long War. Original Earth breaks down in a series of political and religious wars that ends with the eventual defeat of the Service of the Order.




	2037

	Fifth Wave Migration. The Ugenini and Asili people begin to settle on First World using the private interstellar shuttle conglomeration Outer Spaceways Inc.




	2040

	Ujima Experiment, when the weusi assume control of the physical space of First World. The colony begins as a recovery space. They reach out and build institutions to create time (to control their own stories). Soon First World becomes a thriving community, with the efficient mining of He-3 and after the discovery of kheprw crystals which help fuel their starships.




	2042

	Mothership Incident, when the mothership accidentally slips back in time through a wormhole, returns, and then hides behind the moon.




	2044

	The Liberation Investment Support Cooperative (LISC) expands and recharters the United Nations under its auspices.




	2045

	Incursion. Original Earth leadership seeks to reclaim the Ujima / First World territory. Extremists want control, to return to war mode in time of crisis.




	2046–2049

	The Lunar Ukombozi War, the battle for control of the moon. (Includes HOVA operations: Bumba, Obatala, the Yemaya Campaign, Hellwalk, Ragnarok.)




	2047

	The Bronzeville Rebellion—Mars experiences a civil schism.




	2050

	Muungano established. At the end of the Lunar Ukombozi war, the lunar community secedes from Original Earth’s sovereignty.




	2050–2100

	Uponyaji, a period of isolation and healing, wherein the weusi establish the independent Muungano culture and traditions.




	2052

	Oyigiyigi mining outpost established.




	2087

	Titan community established. Construction of Muungano starships begins.




	2120

	Orun Gate discovered.




	2121

	Present.








Hard times require furious dancing.

—Alice Walker








PROLOGUE
OBI ABARA
Cudjoe Station



Camouflaged to appear like another lifeless rock, a signal station drifted among the asteroid field of Oyigiyigi. Its thrusters fired discreetly to adjust its position relative to the nearby asteroids. Gravity was a luxury they couldn’t afford if they wanted to appear as an ordinary asteroid. Keeping their energy signature to the barest minimum, the crew went about their duties in the cramped quarters, scurrying around each other in the low-gravity environment. The monitors of two workstations lit the control room to a dull azure. Data streamed along each station, monitoring radiation levels, communication channels, and all manner of telemetry of interest to Muungano. Other than a synth unit and a sleeping berth, little filled the chamber.

Obi Abara’s new duties had caused him to lose a bunch of weight. A short man with a deep sepia complexion, as a kinesthetic artist—someone who turned sound into felt experience—he’d struggled against the monotony. Though it allowed him room to be lost in his thoughts, he resented his assignment to Oyigiyigi. Things were heating up back home. He feared that Muungano’s Golden Age was destined to burn brightly but briefly. A time of exploration, culture, and rich, intentional living. It was the future they had fought for and though no one admitted it, the members carried on under the tacit belief that it would one day be taken from them. By attack or theft in an era of extremists. Original Earth—O.E., or the Yo, depending on who he talked to—and Muungano were about to start trading blows for real, not just chest-thumping as they had been. Caught in the last gasp of the Yo. Crashes and panics; crises and pandemics. Social, judicial, and economic structures collapsing. Riots by the disenfranchised. Attempted revolutions of technology by the exploiter caste. Threatening to reduce all they had built to a lingering fever dream.

The crew of the signal station passed their boredom by seeing what new object they could fling through makeshift goals, like a poor version of pyr ball. The archivist sat off to the side, “resting her eyes” as best she could. Obi attempted to avoid her as best he could, given their circumstances. The archivist, the one who had recruited him for this duty, had agreed to sponsor him despite his penchant for temper. That morning, she’d mentioned a potential conflict between him and a crewmate, her emi sifting his sabhu. Careful to not meet her eyes, he said that it had been months since his last temper eruption. She waited several heartbeats before saying, “I don’t measure your journey by your failures. I see where you can grow. I’m asking you to step into the situation before it grows into something.”

Obi wasn’t sure how to react to being seen that way. He made a point of distancing himself from her—actually, from everyone—while he worked out his feelings. They knew him as “The Dancing Man” on the streets of the Dreaming City. He was used to folks acknowledging him simply as such, disappearing into the background until he had become a fixture in the neighborhood. Never quite seen as Obi, a weusi with potential. His grandfather had seen how the O.E. police treated civilians they didn’t consider neighbors. He’d joined the Deacons because he understood history. Growing up in the waters of a family history of activism and service, Obi couldn’t help but learn to swim with unfaltering dedication to fight for his people. In his own way. He reported to his station, little more than a stargazing duty.

War was inevitable. It was going to happen. The saber-rattling between O.E. and Muungano. Muungano and Bronzeville. Oyigiyigi and everyone. The powers that be were determined to see that, careening toward the brink’s edge; daring the other to make the first move, provide a convenient enough excuse, to justify their “retaliation.” But then the threat of alien incursion entered the conversation, a pause for all sides to pivot and reposition themselves.

The shrill peal of an alert blared, startling them out of their seats.

<Incoming signal.> A tenth-generation quantum computing array, both an integrated system and a series of discrete systems, Maya, Muungano’s artificial intelligence system, demonstrated no urgency, panic, nor dread. On the central monitor a series of numbers and symbols streamed.

“Maya, analyze the data.” Obi leaned toward the holovid display, its code streaming like a language he struggled to decipher. He imagined all of the habitable worlds there had to be in the universe. How many people, possibilities, and potential that represented. Also, just how vast and mysterious the universe was, with the odds of life taking root, developing the necessary technology to leave their respective worlds, and then reach out to one another.

<Calculating.>

A heady rush of excitement swept through the crew. The doldrums of their usual routine of monitoring—the nothing and silence of space—having been broken, if only for a few moments, by a flutter of stellar noise. The rest of the crew floated over to him, not seeing whatever he saw and thus without any insistence, each pulling up sections of the data stream for their dissection.

Impatient and betraying more than a little fear with her affect, the archivist brushed past Obi to slide over to the monitor station to survey it for herself. The bleating tone rose. She began analyzing the data, running it through several filters. Her curiosity piqued, though without the urgency of alarm. “Signal strength increasing.”

“Can we boost its attenuation?” Obi asked.

<Calculating.>

“Pull up the stellar baseline,” the archivist said.

“That’s not random background noise, nor the casual vibration of the universe. There’s a rhythm to it. There’s a repeating pattern here.” As he studied the signal, Obi’s sabhu stirred, nudged by a message his mind hadn’t understood. He tapped his fingers along their workstation.

“What are you trying to say?” The archivist’s tone pressed, but she couldn’t help the hint of encouragement pushing him to be definitive.

“Somewhere in the noise is a message.”

“Can you trace it?”

“I’m having enough trouble locking onto the pattern. It’s a sequence of tones and pulses.” Something about it tickled the edges of his mind, something with the affinity of familiarity.

“A coded transmission.” The archivist’s voice arched with suspicion, not curiosity. “Maya?”

<Calculating.>

The rest of the room fell silent; telemetry data streamed, framing and reframing data sets. Maya filtered out background noise, strengthening the signal, the information slowly coalescing into something coherent. Knowing they could do little more than wait, the crew huddled in held-breath silence. Obi went through the motions of capturing and analyzing data sets by sections.

Maya bleated as the message resolved.

The crew straightened to hear their pronouncement.

<Home.>

“What did you say, Maya?” Obi craned about, first sharing puzzled glances with his crewmates before locking eyes with the archivist.

“Confirm message.” The archivist rushed over to double-check their findings.

<We’re coming home.> Maya’s tone left Obi unsettled. He collapsed the initial signal data stream and started a triangulation protocol.

“I’m tracking the signal’s origins. There’s a beacon subroutine piggybacking on the message.”

“Give me the coordinates,” the archivist said.

“They … relay from the Orun Gate.” Obi spun around to meet her gaze, knowing how implausible his words sounded.

“Are you telling me that it’s coming from the other side of the wormhole?”

“I don’t know how it’s possible. Or how we’re even receiving the signal at all.”

“Maya, get me Titan, the R, and Camara Maulana,” the archivist shouted, scattering her people to full alert status and their duty stations. “Code Black / Eyes Only.”

Obi’s heart danced erratically in his chest. The future was coming to them.







01
EPYC RO MORGAN
Nambra



“Okay, ladies, now let’s get in formation.” Epyc Ro paraphrased the prophet. Though ranks meant nothing—especially now that they called themselves the Reapers—her people still insisted on referring to her as commander, a hierarchical nod to their days in Muungano’s HOVA. Her three ships—their current command craft, the L.H.S., and Henam’s vessel—linked in remote-controlled arrangement. With its metal ridges along the walls of a circular chamber, the bridge of their new command vessel reminded her of the ribcage of some large, prehistoric beast. She assumed her overwatch position at the chair of her duty station.

Proximity alerts evolved into battle stations alarms. Local Tyson radiation levels spiked, the signature energy level matching that of the Orun Gate, the artificial wormhole which had transported them from their home Muungano sector to this unknown one they’d been exploring for months. Except that Tyson radiation usually indicated a tesseract fold.

A ship began to emerge. Its protruding nose cylinder gave way to two wing units, almost like sails on an ancient mariner. Eight cylindrical extensions unfurled into a halo of floating limbs, the entirety of the ship reminiscent of an undulating octopus.

“Commander, we have a ship entering targeting range.” Looking like shea butter, hydration, and imagination, onetime sergeant, now full-time sister-friend Robin Townsend’s thick frame housed a huge heart. Her mouth itched to chomp on her unlit, chiba leaf-stuffed, cigar; her self-promised reward of smoking at the completion of a successful mission. It had been too long since she’d had the excuse to smoke one.

“A Templar ship?” A warship-class vessel of the Service of the Order, those were just rumors, the stories little more than conspiracy theories. Epyc Ro never believed in coincidence. The Lei’den, the aliens they were pursuing, were somehow connected to the Service of the Order. Epyc Ro studied the telemetry from the sitstat display at her commander’s workstation. She worked her console, aware of the strain on the ships, her fleet, as each attempted to reconcile their systems with that of Muungano technology. “Where did they come from?”

“They just … appeared. Emerging from the most massive tesseract fold I’ve ever encountered,” Robin said. “We’re recording all telemetry scans.”

<It produced its own pulse of Tyson radiation.> Chandra Elle, a former second lieutenant, rarely had rarely spoken to begin with. Her natural reticence had only deepened after being bonded with Maya. As part of her modifications to become a HOVA gbeto, a portion of her brain stem had been removed to allow for the placement of a Maya-enabled implant. Most of her right cheek and that side of her skull had been replaced with bioplastics. Muungano’s consensus language translated through her implant. She linked their three ships. Their commlinks went hot.

“Tesseract folds. On this scale. We are deep in it.” Once a first lieutenant, Anitra was raw pain filled and wrapped with love. Basically, Big Momma in a battle suit, she celebrated everyone else. Creating a safe space wherever she went because she’d beat the ass of anyone who threatened her people. There was no longing for “elsewhere” in her: Since the Reapers were her family, she was always home. “Maybe we could use that to track them, if we—”

The whining signal interrupting and broadcasting on all frequencies cut off her words.

“This is the Templar ship, Piper. Your vessels are hereby impounded. Prepare to be boarded.”

“Rude,” Anitra said.

“They aren’t big on introductions.” Robin joined Anitra at the helm and navigator station, pilot and course-charter, respectively. Corrugated shells encased their consoles.

“That big ass ship on our port side says otherwise,” Anitra said.

“We can’t go head-to-head with a battle cruiser,” Robin said.

<Hold. Tyson radiation levels are spiking again.>

“Polarize hull plating,” Epyc Ro said.

“Why is our shit ever unpolarized?” Anitra yelled, her hand scrambling over her console.

“It’s a drain on your power grid,” Cadgejia chimed in. A marine invertebrate closely approximating an octopus, they were an ambassador of their home world, Darawad. Little by way of a skeletal structure; mouth in their armpits, alongside venom sacs; a distributed fifty plus lobed brain; regenerative properties off the charts. They rocked a biomech suit designed to replicate their marine conditions. “Besides encountering others while operating from such a defensive posture conveys weakness.”

“Wait, I like that kinda approach.” Anitra adjusted her data stream. “Speaking of approaching…”

A new vessel entered their field. Its oddly angular body consisted of contoured, sleek gray-armored cowlings. Its saucer tapered back into a Y-shaped tail section, nacelles mounted to each branch. Its hull was rife with fresh ruptures, scored by recent blaster fire. Rows of windows lined its flank, like scales on a fish. Another heavy cruiser.

“Damn, that ship looks like an ’86 Cutlass,” Anitra said.

“Initiate scans. What are we dealing with?” Epyc Ro grew edgy. She was losing the battle to restrain herself. Her adrenaline surged.

“Something in their hull is interfering with our scans. Whatever it is, its profile is entirely different,” Robin said. “Heavily armed and shielded. Not sure what I’m reading as weapons. Advanced rail, maybe.”

“It could be that their technology is just that much more advanced.” Stationed on the L.H.S., Ellis!Ollinger was the latest to join the Reapers’ official ranks. Though presenting as “he,” being Mzisoh, “they” was probably more accurate as their people’s sex remained undefined, fixing only at sexual maturation prior to mating. Their people had been taken in by the Lei’den. After the havoc they had wreaked on their home planet, Ellis vowed to take the war to them.

“Who are you rooting for here?” Anitra asked.

“What is it they say about elephants?” Robin asked.

“‘When two elephants fight, it is the grass that gets trampled.’” Something old and tired and determined girded Epyc Ro’s voice. She patted the air to illustrate their move. “Back us off. Slowly.”

“The Piper seems to be matching us, backing off.”

“That doesn’t make me feel any better, Robin. Anyone have any intel on what we’re dealing with?”

“Ma,” said Majorae Ha’Henam from her ship, her voice all but genuflected. From a moon called Huzini, she seemed human at first, presenting as a little girl, with her dirty blond hair and enough nicks, bruises, and scratches for one to believe she had experienced a rough tumble on a recess playground. But apparently her species, the Revisio, infected another, the Derthalen, evolving them. Imagine a Neanderthal becoming Homo sapiens because of a bad flu.

“Wait, Henam, did you say something? Your transmission was faint.”

“Ma is here.” No, it wasn’t faint. Her voice bristled with reverence.

“This is the Templar ship, Piper, to the approaching unidentified vessel. We’re in pursuit of a group of escaped Terran terrorists.” The voice of Novice Aaron Quass, a military missionary of the Service of the Order, boomed, stopping short of petulance.

“This obroni.” Robin thumbed toward the holovid.

“He just big mad that we escaped his trap down on Nambra,” Anitra said.

From the time she was a little girl, Epyc Ro Morgan had daydreamed about the possibility of first contact. Growing up, she often sat along the ledge of her window staring up at the stars. Spinning stories in her head of how the first encounter between humans and alien visitors might go. Consuming books, songs, poems, holovids; entire genres and industries devoted to its seemingly inevitable possibility. Not quite daring to hope, not quite wanting to admit in the quiet places of her heart, that one day she might participate in its reality. In the quiet places of her sabhu she refused to admit to, it was a reason she joined the HOVA. Conscious both of the excitement in the assumption that it would go well; and the terror that it wouldn’t. So far in the Reapers’ several first-contact encounters, they had yet for a single one to go well.

Most recently, they had arrived at the Angwen spaceport. It orbited the world of Nambra and bustled with all manner of ships from luxury starliners to cargo vessels to shuttle ships. The Reapers thought they would meet with the Ouje people, in their pursuit of the individuals calling themselves the Lei’den. The latter were actually CO/IN agents, infiltrators who had impersonated members of the Interstellar Alliance and killed the Reapers’ previous commander in their name. Instead the Reapers had stumbled across a stronghold of the Service of the Order, O.E.’s rogue military division, ensconced in religious trappings, harboring a disturbing secret as …

 … the cracks deepened along the cylindrical tanks which suspended the fetuses. The chambers’ contents thrashed about in a pantomime of fury as if the liquid boiled them. They stirred the media in which they floated, generating olive-colored bubbles which clouded the tanks. All to a silent audience. The machines thrummed, building in intensity as power surged through the equipment. The pressure in the tanks increased. They vibrated from the figures flailing as well as the escaping steam from their seals. Several containers toppled over, shattering against the cold metal. The nutrient bath spilled from the incubation chamber. The seals popped on the remaining chambers. Fully-grown humans emerged from the remains of the glass containers, naked and glistening. Soldiers stepped out, uncertain and lost. They stumbled about without purpose or direction. Large men, mostly hairless, in drunken staggers as they became accustomed to their thick, muscled legs. Little more than toddlers unaware of how strong they were, some began to shove one another …

 … and the Reapers had barely escaped.

“No, he wants to silence us. Erase what we know. What he thinks we know.” Epyc Ro turned to her friend. “Chandra, initiate broadcast.”

<Done.>

“We are none of the things they accuse us of being,” Epyc Ro interrupted. “We’re lost and just trying to make it through this sector.”

“Ain’t no space pirates here,” Anitra made clear before anyone asked.

“You just out here Sagitterrorizing folks,” Robin whispered.

“You may be receiving interference from an outside source,” Novice Quass said. “Do not be distracted or misled by … false transmissions. They are to be turned over to us for interrogation and conversion.”

“Alien vessels, we stand ready to provide safe haven and respite for weary travelers. No matter where they hail from,” Ma’s ship responded. After a few seconds to allow their message to land, they continued. “The Service of the Order we are familiar with. Your Templar ship needs to stand down or withdraw.”

The Service of the Order vessel went silent, its sails fluttering in a nonexistent breeze.

“Uh oh,” Anitra said. “They just entered ‘Judgment Mode.’”

The Service of the Order had their own Rules-of-Engagement checklist, assessing whether to declare the newcomers—in this case “Ma”—as “hostiles.” If their conditions were met, their military protocols were automatically in effect. They’d declare “hostile relations” and, as a well-armed “Army of the Lord,” would open fire. The Reapers had just been on the receiving end of their hospitality on Nambra.

“No matter who blinks first, they have us right where they want us,” Anitra said.

“This better not be about your concerns of being probed,” Robin said.

“Nah, this is about being dissected. Worse, vivisected, to study our physiology, maybe reverse engineer our tech. Decrypt our biological databases.”

“I like how you tucked actual security concerns alongside your probe-phobia.”

“Actually, they would find your Maya unit, while primitive, intriguing,” Henam assessed with an air of self-centered calculation. “Second-generation quantum?”

<Tenth.>

“Still impressive.” Even through the vidlink, Henam’s stare lingered.

“Her eyes are down there,” Anitra pointed.

“Coming into weapons range,” Ellis said. “What should we do?”

“Commander, if I may?” Cadgejia piloted the L.H.S.

Epyc Ro still wasn’t used to directing a fleet, especially such an ad hoc one with little more than untested strangers at the helm. Yet she also didn’t want to spread her Reapers too thin among the ships as another precaution. They were still developing trust, across cultures as well as individuals, and that was before figuring out how to fight alongside one another. She trusted in the spirit of their mutual self-preservation, to live or die together. She nodded.

The ambassador adjusted Henam’s course into a more tactical formation.

Satisfied, Robin opened all comms. “Ellis, match course before they—”

“Praise be the blood!” Novice Quass cried out over the channels.

The Piper opened fire on the Ma ship, a volley meant to distract, cause them to take evasive action to buy the Service of the Order additional seconds to deal with the Reapers. A shark catching a scent, Ma moved to intercept though it made no attempt to retaliate much less intervene.

“Return fire. Disable the Piper’s targeting arrays.” Epyc Ro positioned the L.H.S. ahead of them to draw their fire. “And their shield emitters.”

“Say less!” Anitra yelled.

The Reapers’ armada broke trajectories. While little more than insects compared to the behemoths charging toward them, they could at least make it more difficult to be targeted. Anitra veered their ship into a strafing run. The Piper opened fire. Epyc Ro clutched a handrail, bracing for impact. The blasts rocked their ship. Ma’s ship closed in on them.

“Ellis, Cadgejia, break off. It’s us they want. You’d be collateral damage. Don’t catch a stray on our account,” Epyc Ro shouted.

“Nonsense, Commander. Unless that’s an order, I vowed to follow you. I pledged my life to my sisters,” Ellis said.

“We are stronger together than separate,” Cadgejia said.

“In that case, I’m open to suggestions.” Epyc Ro stared out the view port as …

… an asteroid belt came into view. At the rear of the command deck, she crossed her arms. Her sharp gaze tracking her team. They’d been turning and burning for months without time to rest or reflect. She knew what they risked if they were too tired to operate. She watched her people, waiting to see if any of them acted squirrely, ready to call them out or sit them down. Hoping they would do the same for her. They’d spent nearly a year being what Anitra called “space pirates,” wandering aimlessly. Scavenging. Hiding. Having the occasional adventure. Space was a large place to get lost in.

In their accel seats, face lit by the illumination of the holovid displays, Anitra and Robin learned the L.H.S.’s systems.

“Alien vessel detected on long-range scanners,” Anitra said.

“Have they detected us?” Robin asked.

“They haven’t adjusted their course.”

“We can’t outrun them. Well, we might once we figure out how to steer better.”

“I feel like I’m fighting against the ship.” Anitra’s hands hovered over the controls, as natural as a pianist’s fingers twitching. “Like we’re caught in a galactic superwind.”

“You sure it’s not just the guiding system?” Robin asked.

“No, it’s stronger than that.”

“We use the superwind to guide us, like water finding its natural way down a rocky channel. Turn off the guiding system. Trust your emi,” Ellis coaxed Anitra. “Feel the ship. Understand the eddies.”

She silenced the proximity alarms. Engines shuddered to life, tentative and uncertain, thrusting against the charged particles and hot and cool gases of stellar ejecta.

“Analysis of the asteroid belt?” Epyc Ro asked.

“It reminds me of the Oort Cloud outside the Kuiper Belt beyond Pluto. A giant spherical shell of icy, comet-like objects,” Robin said.

“Some of those bodies are larger than mountains.”

“Yes, so we want to not run into those.” Robin aimed her words at Anitra.

“Learning to fly while avoiding alien contact. Got it,” Anitra said.

“Or crashing into stuff,” Robin said.

“I said ‘got it’!” Anitra plunged the L.H.S. deeper into the belt.

A massive rock, scarred and veined with ice, tumbled lazily in the void toward them. She hesitated, then spun to port, skimming along it.

“Cut power. Go dead. And head…” Epyc Ro spied an asteroid larger than ten starship docking arrays. She highlighted it on her sitstat display. “There.”

“Captain?” Anitra turned to her.

“We can’t fight them on their terms. We’ll use the cloud as cover.”

Anitra inhaled sharply, her sabhu catching on to a new melody during a command performance. She toggled the lateral thrusters into a controlled drift. Though it dodged the larger fragments, the smaller asteroids careened off the ship’s shields like an unpredictable shrapnel spray. Her movement became more confident.

“Scan for kheprw crystals,” Epyc Ro said.

“Why? None of us can do a command performance,” Anitra said.

<Speak for yourself.> When all eyes turned to Chandra, she shrugged in an I’m-just-saying gesture.

“Command performances are reserved for research vessels,” Epyc Ro said.

“We use raw kheprw crystals,” Robin said. “Their energy conversion isn’t close to as efficient, but military grade systems can take much more of a pounding and can perform under more extreme conditions.”

The proximity alarms blurted again. Anitra guided them to within meters of the largest rock. Hiding in its dark side, their momentum …

 … drifted them closer to the Piper, into range. The Piper moved on impulse power, cautious while scanning. The dense asteroid cluster kept it from maneuvering freely. The Reapers’ ship closed slowly into weapons range.

“There. Move in. Assume a tight orbit.” Epyc Ro enhanced a section of her sitstat display and ported it to their station.

“Plotting course 0 by 0 by 0 Zeta.” Anitra waved her hands about, feigning inputting the course.

“What are those?” Robin asked.

“The coordinates to where you got me fucked up.”

Robin side-eyed her. “Moving to intercept with ‘Ma.’”

“Take nonessential systems off line. These engines are low emitting, we’ll be nearly invisible,” Epyc Ro said.

“At least to a distracted enemy,” Robin said. “Shields and weapons at the ready. We can be powered up in seconds.”

“Ellis, I’m counting on you to buy us those seconds.”

“Understood,” Ellis said.

“Three hundred kilometers,” Robin whispered.

“They really can’t hear you,” Anitra assured her.

“Close enough. Light ’em up,” Epyc Ro shouted.

A missile tore through the Piper’s aft. On the viewscreen, bright blue tracer fire flecked the armor plating, peeling apart the ship, leaving scattered debris in its wake. The Piper returned fire.

“Shields holding at maximum,” Robin reported.

“Really? Shit, we found our new ride for real,” Anitra said. “How about we call it ‘Sun’qhela’?”

Epyc Ro’s lips twitched at the thoughtfulness. It was the phrase her onetime mentor, The Brand, had tattooed on himself. Though its meaning was nuanced, it roughly meant “Don’t undermine me.”

“We doing this now?” Robin asked. “No dialogue about how come Anitra gets to name the ship?”

“All opposed?” Anitra shouted.

“Cadgejia, come around. Flank them,” Epyc Ro said. “All ships: Fire!”

The Piper launched a warhead. Anitra veered their ship just out of its path. It detonated anyway. She brought their ship about in a dangerous game of whose engines would overheat last.

“That wasn’t just a missile. It contained some sort of pulse blast as a part of its ordnance,” Robin said. “Power conduits decoupling.”

“Compensate,” Epyc Ro said.

“You say that like I got the owner’s manual memorized.”

“Do the best you can.” Epyc Ro turned to Anitra. “Take out their weapons.”

Anitra corrected their course, weaving among several asteroids in a circuitous path back toward the Piper. “Targeting weapons. And shields. And engines.”

“Not their engines.”

“Why not?” Anitra stopped herself mid-spin, as if only wanting clarification, not meaning to outright challenge an order.

“We want them to be able to leave, not stick around with their backs to the wall.” Epyc Ro pointed to the screen. “There. Lock onto those green nodules.”

“What do they do?” Robin asked.

“I have no idea. But they stick out.”

“That’s some Anitra-level reasoning right there.” Robin brought their command ship about.

Ellis swung the L.H.S. around to provide cover fire. Henam’s vessel circled, arcing to within the vicinity of the Ma ship in preparation to do another run. The Piper’s rail weapons targeted the L.H.S. not risking shots straying in the direction of the Ma ship.

The imposing Ma ship loomed at a distance, continuing to withhold fire.

As soon as the Sun’qhela was in range, Anitra opened fire. The green nodules exploded. Energy erupted, venting particles from damaged conduits in a kaleidoscope of colors. The Piper’s shields began collapsing in a cascading shutdown.

“Tyson levels spiking,” Robin shouted. “They’re withdrawing.”

A field in the space between them rippled as a tesseract fold opened, like a door into a hidden universe. It swallowed the Piper whole.

“One problem down,” Anitra said. “But, uh, we still have company.”

The L.H.S. and Henam’s ship closed in, flanking the Reapers’ newly christened command ship, the Sun’qhela. The Ma ship came to a halt in front of them.

“Alien vessels, this is the Listener of the defense squadron Pheidole.”

“Oh, but it’s okay for them to call us alien?” Anitra asked.

“We are the aliens,” Robin said.

“They don’t know that. It’s hurtful.”

“Your ship has been identified as one of the parties responsible for raids in this sector,” Ma’s ship said.

Epyc Ro took the commlink. “If that were true, we would not have scrambled against the Templar ship.”

“Maneuvers of self-interest.” The voice paused. “Still, we invite you to further conversation as we investigate this matter.”

A shimmer glimmered around Ma’s shields.

“Tractor beam locking on,” Robin reported. “Their ‘invitation’ has got our ship locked down. We don’t have much of a choice about this ‘conversation.’”

“Orders?” Ellis asked.

“Stand down. Shields up, but power down weapons,” Epyc Ro said. “Guess we’re coming for dinner.”
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STACIA CHIKEKE
The Cypher




Once upon a moment, the Universe gave birth to itself.

What came before it, what powered it, remained a matter of curiosity and speculation; everyone—from mythicists to philosophers to griots—still grappled with the idea of how the Original Spark began, the Universe was under no obligation to reveal its secrets for anyone’s understanding. Particle cosmologists tell a story described as cosmic inflation. In the beginning, space-time expanded faster than the speed of light for a fraction of a second.




—Malkia Maya, Chronicles

Time was an inexorable hunter, as much a universal constant as entropy. Death was the other ever-stalking predator they could never outrun. Though they attempted to stave it off with doctors and healthy life choices and promises of cures, eventually it caught up to everyone. That was the truth of existence, a reality Captain Stacia Chikeke finally had to face.

“The atoms that made up the human body could be traced back to the stars. Everything was connected. The stars had the ingredients for life itself. The universe is in us, and we are in the universe,” Stacia all but prayed before the Cypher jumped into the odede. The wormhole held the promise of home if they survived its passage. The ship’s engine core was always a place of fractal beauty—housing the containment unit of their kheprw crystals—where perfect alignment harmonized, each color synchronized to its own beat, recharged by the harmonics of music.

Stacia’s fingers pounded the keys of her vintage clavioline, a machine of knobs and keys and brass fittings—as if assembled from vintage radios and captured star fragments—integrated into the energy matrix powering the Cypher. Her techno-relic clavioline produced eerie, theremin-like low wails, the sound of velvet torn in a fit of grief. Not quite a melody, not yet, it danced around the early hints of one. She was blessed with chromesthesia, an ability to see music as color. Reality began to unravel, splintering into shimmering shadows. Light shifted colors along the chamber walls, matching her chord progressions. She settled into its groove. A coil of her brownish dreads bounced, locked in her focus on the rhythms of her music, their blond tips flailing madly as she established the head of the routine. Stacia feared this might very well be their farewell performance.

Slivers of the universe shaved off. Stacia continued to conduct her command performance; her command sphere kept the keyboards of her station active. The ship’s hull shuddered under the strain of traveling the odede and the gravitational tug of war of stellar forces.

“Energy waves are battering our shields,” the disembodied voice of the ship’s navigator, Anousheh Waziri, shouted. She endured a baptism by fire at the helm station. The crew trusting in her gift for piloting.

Stacia initiated a video commlink to her clavioline alongside her other data streams to be able to command from her station. Anousheh’s bright eyes darted, frantic, with a manic edge to them.

Engineering Chief, Nadina Campbell, closed her eyes, clutching the bamboo frame of her balafon. Focused, she played like it was her life. She had little intuitive feel for the music, all but counting the beats and measures in her head. She veered into a solo, allowing Stacia a moment to divide her attention.

“Reroute all nonessential…,” Stacia yelled.

“Everything short of life support is already being rerouted. We can’t maintain this for much longer. We need more power.”

“Have all available command crew join us in the core chamber. We’re going to deliver a command performance for the ages.”

Several crew members rushed into the chamber, including Stacia’s son, Bekele. Lanky, with a determined frailness about him, he unpacked his dududen. He’d been recently promoted to key engineer. Despite being—or because he was—“the captain’s son,” he took his responsibilities seriously. Lumbering to a station, he barely masked his limp, and more importantly, his pain. But a mother knew, she always knew. After a measured beat, he joined in, supporting the head, the main melody of the piece. His play soared, much improved. Stacia knew how much he practiced with others in his free time. Learning by studying his heroes, imitating them, to figure out his own path.

Anousheh’s workstation exploded as if ruptured by an energy torpedo. The blast sent her tumbling through the air. Sparks and electrical discharges sprayed about as smoke poured from fissured conduits. Head of Community Security, Kenya York, rushed from her tactical station to attend to her fallen colleague.

“Let’s get you to med bay.” Quickly extinguished flames scored Kenya’s chrome-colored security armor with scorch patterns.

“No. Who else can pilot?” Anousheh asked.

“The Cypher is bigger than just you.”

“Then help me get our ship out of here. If we don’t do that, my injuries won’t matter.”

“Both of you take the helm!” Stacia yelled. “Get us the hell out of here!”

<Multiple hull breaches. Levels five through thirteen compromised,> Maya’s voice cut through the static. Their dispassionate tone, without urgency, was oddly reassuring.

“Seal those levels. Everyone report to their emergency stations. The command sections are reinforced.” Stacia wished they had an enemy ship to fight against. Though not a military vessel, at least then the Cypher could maneuver and fire back against them. Not merely flail against the forces of the universe.

“We’re going to have a core breach.” Master Teacher Paki Harges’s image overrode her data stream. His usual intensity bristled even through the comms. His thick beard reduced to a series of particularly unkempt twists. His hairline having long ago retreated, his bald head glistened as his mind raced, frantically calculating and recalculating.

“We’re not going down without a fight.” Closing her eyes, Stacia lowered her head, concentrating and listening to the music.

She transcribed the solos by ear and memory, the sounds coalescing into a kaleidoscopic pattern she sifted through. She took control of the melody’s head. Her fingers flitted above the keys of her clavioline, a puppeteer’s pantomime, measuring the moment. Her left hand flickered across them, threatening to ignite them like a series of matchsticks. Her right adjusted the controls, shaping and stretching the notes into forms they weren’t meant to hold.

Looking to surprise herself with her next solo, one in conversation with Nadina, she anticipated her engineering chief’s next line. Instead, Nadina went on an unexpected tear, an angry rant, working to come up with a new way for her to say her unvoiced words to her captain. Challenging her, not pleased with her chosen melody, Nadina bucked it every chance she could.

Stacia wasn’t having it. If Nadina wanted her attention, she now had it. Full and undivided.

With full side-eye, Stacia returned to the song’s central melody. Nadina interrupted her. Again. Her frenetic solo bordered on unhinged, barely remained tethered to the chord structure. Trying to play over her, Nadina was determined to get her point across. Unbottling a list of slights against the music, she played the first phrase of the head before immediately going her own way. Ironically, this was the loosest and most honest Nadina had ever performed.

The tone of the engines changed. The Cypher lost momentum. Alarms caterwauled, but Stacia concentrated past them. The crew couldn’t afford the time for her engineer’s nonsense. Stacia’s solo unleashed a fury of notes, sliding and bending scales as if the laws of gravity meant nothing to her. Electric hues lit up the captain’s performance, chasing away the shadows which clung like ghosts. The melody turned wild but was never out of control. Her control. She adapted and reinvented the chord structure in the moment, leaving Nadina bewildered. She lacked the cognitive flexibility required, especially when caught up in her feelings.

Her clavioline wailed and sighed, refusing to allow the melody to be sidetracked. No matter what their problems, the melody came first. It spilled notes like a jostled overfull bucket of water. Looping around the command performance’s rhythm section, Stacia brought her boot down in a stomp as she played. Her own demanding rhythm setting a new time. She left room for the other musicians to follow, their instruments chasing the melody until they found their place in it, but they all had to fall in line. Bek’s dududen and a saxophone leaned in, sidling up to her lead. A bass line throbbed into place. Eventually, Nadina’s balafon resigned itself to her flow.

Satisfied that the new players had the performance in hand, Stacia withdrew her command crystal and stormed toward the command deck. A series of command screens surrounded her as she marched.

“Sitrep,” Stacia shouted.

“I need to stabilize the conduits.” Paki wrung his sweaty hands. “Make sure they can handle the extra power. I can reinforce the power couplings from here.”

“We’re getting reports of widespread coolant leaks around Maya.” Symptoms of a potential core breach. They’d taken too much damage. If they couldn’t stabilize the core, it would lead to an emergency shutdown failure. “Magnetic locks have been ruptured. We can’t maintain containment.”

Caught in the throes of another severe space-time contortion, the Cypher shuddered with the effects of stellar gravity tugging at them. The vibration strained the shields. The outer viewscreens bowed with distortion, the prismatic lights of the swirling vortex marking their passage. The ship trembled. Bioplastic flaked from the walls. The gravitational shear threatened to convulse with the ferocity of a death spasm.

“Our shields are holding,” Kenya yelled. “Barely.”

“Scan for the nearest habitable planet.” Time slowed down. The shock of the words echoed in their ears. The Cypher was the last bit of home they had. She might as well have ordered them to jettison all hope.

“Captain?”

Stacia held her hand out. The interplay of colors had a rhythm to them. Their own music. Shaking her head to clear it of the sensory distortion, she strode to the center of the deck to address the crew with all due force and candor.

<Crash mode in four minutes, fifty-nine seconds.>

“Stabilizers now off line. It’s going to be a bumpy ride.” Blood smeared along the edge of Anousheh’s console. “We still have helm control.”

“We still have personnel at their duty stations,” Paki said.

“Then let’s get them moved,” Stacia said.

“You heard the captain. This way, this way,” Kenya shouted. “Like we trained.”



The Quark Epoch: The story of the Universe is the story of the particles which not only resided in it, but had a deep, abiding relationship with it, driving its growth and actions.

Quarks roamed space-time freely, bound by gluons, the messenger particles of the strong nuclear force. Some became hadrons, either mesons or baryons. Quarks coalesced into neutrons and protons, but the universe was still too hot for electrons to stick, so no atoms could form. The majority of hadrons and anti-hadrons annihilated each other.

That was the way of like, yet opposite, forced pairings.

Leptons, electrons, muons, tauons, and neutrinos became the dominant form of matter in the universe. Though they should have been produced in equal amounts, there came a point where matter had to dominate over anti-matter; achieving baryonic asymmetry, otherwise the particles would have completely annihilated one another, leaving no possibility of any structures forming.

Only one second had passed since the creation of the universe.



<Crash mode in four minutes, fifteen seconds.> Maya’s level tone belied the blaring alarms and the scurrying of folks to their emergency duty stations.

“Breaches are accelerating. As soon as we get one patched up, two others spring open.” Anousheh struggled with the controls. The Cypher refused to respond. Its path locked into a trajectory, accruing scars from the cosmic storm. Systems struggled, threatening to fail; power rerouted as soon as a rupture occurred, a patient slowly bleeding out on the operating table.

“What the fuck they on?” Kenya yelled at her data stream.

“What is it?” Stacia snapped.

“Captain, we have emergency pods being launched.” Kenya enlarged a screen.

Stacia retrieved the display. “On whose authorization?”

Kenya turned slowly in disbelief. “Yours.”

“What? Scan those pods. Who’s on board?”

“Zenith. The other pods are unmanned.”

Zenith Prebius. Supposedly a LISC liaison, in actuality he was an operative for the Ministry of Advanced Narrative Design (and a full-time pain in Stacia’s entire ass). Stacia massaged her brow. “Anything on them?”

“Only our experimental probes.” Kenya turned to her. “But those are of little value. Science projects of the sebau of the Learning Tree.”

They were much more than that. They were all part of Project Uhlanga.

“Zenith!” Stacia shouted in a tone that commanded Maya to override whatever lockouts he had put in place.

Zenith’s viewscreen slowly came into view. A cybernetic interface covered his left eye. His white goatee matched his thinning hair. A tattoo dotted the inside of his wrist. “O Captain, my Captain?”

“What are you doing?” Stacia loomed over her monitor, every muscle in her strained against trying to reach through the screen to choke the life out of him.

“We need to evacuate.”

“To go where, exactly?” Stacia shouted.

“Anywhere but here.” Zenith inched toward the rear of the chamber. “I know that you have things well in hand. But despite your our-best-chance-of-survival-is-to-band-together philosophy, history has taught me that taking my fate into my own hands would better serve my interests. I’m not committed to any kind of last stand.”

“Fuck you, you self-centered bastard.” Stacia lacked the patience for this. Her mind raced, thinking through their last interaction for anything she might have missed. Anything that hinted that Project Uhlanga was his endgame since …

“… equity doesn’t exist. It’s a fairy tale we tell our children. In fact, I don’t believe human beings are capable of practicing equity,” she said.

“See? We’re finding places of agreement already.” Zenith sipped at his cup of tea. He paced the rear of his room. A mzungu man, a cybernetic interface covered his left eye. They hadn’t been on the right side of the Orun Gate for him to have upgraded to a more recent design. This one was an early model by affect, probably an early adopter of sensate culture. A well-trimmed white goatee framed thin, delicate lips. Everything about him read: fragile.

“We can put processes into place—policies, systems, adjustments—to reduce inequity.”

“We’ve done that, too. Tried a bold, new experiment and called it democracy. Built an entire mythology around it to spur the dream.”

“Living up to any ideal is hard. All models created by humans are constrained by being … human.”

“You created Muungano as a reaction to being oppressed. You can’t escape the shadow of history.” Zenith was an equation tied to the most fundamental properties of a physical system. Writing the dominant caste’s social politics into the nomenclature of the universe. A Lagrangian equation.

Stacia never connected to the universe through a sense of spirituality. For her, mathematics described and defined the universe. All of reality. Hers was an empirical practice of science, with nothing requiring a faith in the supernatural. She simply had to understand who she was in her relationship with the universe, however entangled. An assembly of atoms, supernova remnants on a journey to discover itself. “Yeah, but we can escape its tyranny. We aren’t held captive by the ghosts of how things were once done. You want more of what’s been. O.E. has always been about saving and expanding the empire. I don’t blame you. It was designed with intent. You put rules into place that benefit you, of course you want to just update your rigged system. We’re about trying something new.”

“Nothing you’ve shown me about Muungano has proved to me that your way is any different, much less, better, than what’s come before.”

“Maybe not, but we can…”

“… chart a new course.” Everything in her wanted to blast his pod out of the galaxy like some bizarre skeet shoot, but she couldn’t waste the time, capacity, personnel, or resources. She had a new plan. Coincidence allowed for intuitive leaps. “Maya, lock down the other pods in their bays. Give anyone who wants to escape a chance to board and leave. Then calculate a course to the nearest habitable planet. Draw on Lagrangian mechanics.”

<Calculating.>

The escape pods scattered like wheat along the threshing floor, piloted by those who had lost faith in the Cypher, their chances of survival. In her. Not so different than when the Night Train portion of her crew abandoned the ship—and her mission to save her family—before the crew entered the Orun Gate wormhole in the first place.

“Captain?” Paki linked to her screen.

She anticipated his concern. There were rules about how to extract information from a Lagrangian. When analyzing the motion of a system of discrete particles, each contained a finite number of degrees of freedom. They could be used to calculate not only what the system’s past was, but what its future might be. She needed to create a new data set. “I can get at these answers by calculating the equations of motion from it. From that, I can predict how the system evolves.”

“Ship’s systems have collapsed to critical. We have to prepare for emergency crash mode.” Paki lowered his head. “Even then, I don’t know if I can buy us enough time to make it.”

The Cypher shuddered as the bay doors opened despite the ship being caught in the riptide of the odede. A core breach was all but destined. They had to reduce the possibility of an explosion upon impact.

“There’s one way.” For all intents and purposes, Stacia was the ship’s Camara. But she was still captain of the Cypher, with a different set of priorities. And she had to save those she could. Even if it meant sacrificing one she loved. “Maya, I’m going to have to evacuate the engine room. We’re going to have to eject the core or else none of us will make it.”

<I understand.> Maya maintained their nonplussed tone, though not entirely indifferent. Their user interface created aspects of themself with each crew member, those interactions shaping the aspect they worked with. This cold, nearly unfeeling version was the one Stacia needed in this moment. The one easier to say goodbye to.

“I…”

<What needs to be said doesn’t need to be said. Do what you must. It has been my duty and privilege to serve.>

Maya was more than a collection of code, more than nested fractal instructions and probabilities and quantum computing. They were Stacia’s best friend. A digital friend designed just for her. One who knew the (bad) poetry she wrote on lonely nights. Who knew the pitch of her voice when she was stretched too far and knew how to create silence before her thoughts became a shattered metronome. Though Maya could not interrogate the human experience, had no sabhu, as the mythicists might say, they knew Stacia in ways few could. Not Bek. Not Yahya. Not even Amachi.

“We’re going critical,” Paki yelled.

“Jettison the engine bay.” Stacia steeled her voice.

“What?” Any hint of hysteria had fled his voice, switching to sudden stark sobriety.

“Do it. Then go to manual control.”

The odede yawned, whorls of golden ghost-like light, almost like a corridor gate opening. Space trembled, multi-phonic drives holding a last desperate note. The Cypher juddered, a steady convulsion to signal moorings unlocking and releasing. Damage inflicted on its frame strained its internal systems. Sparks leapt from the area of shed bioplastic. Lights struggled to remain on. Flames licked the walls. Smoke spilled into the hallways. Trapped in the vortex of the odede, the ship bucked as it ejected the chamber. It blazed as it left the spatial conduit they traveled in. The space Maya had once occupied resembled a dark screen now. An empty place in her heart, leaving her entire chest carved out. She wanted, no, she needed to seal the space off as if it were another breach. To compartmentalize her feelings as if love were another series of equations in need of having its variables adjusted in order to make sense.

Stacia gripped the arms of her command chair; the deck smelled of electricity, ozone, and smoke, like a wildfire had burned down a power plant. Surrounded by her crew, she had never felt more alone. “Goodbye, Maya.”



The Photon Epoch: the ways of the universe, life, and the forces determining and defining reality. The order of events and structures shifted quickly. The systems and powers that had once dominated and determined how things should be gave way to others. Even the things those systems unexpectedly produced changed.

The temperature of the universe was high enough for nucleosynthesis to begin. Leptons—particles not affected by the strong nuclear forces, but rather subject to the weak ones—paired with anti-leptons with great frequency. Most of those pairings annihilated each other. In the wake of that destruction, all of the hydrogen and helium that would ever exist—all the basic atomic nuclei that would ever be—was formed. Photons could not keep hydrogen and helium in their ionized states and freed themselves to stream throughout the universe. For the remainder of this period, the universe contained a hot dense plasma of nuclei, electrons, and photons.

About ten seconds had elapsed since the creation of the universe.



The void held its breath.

The etched light faded as if the curtain of the universe had drawn back, revealing a new stage set. Finally, the Cypher emerged, the poetic elongation of an idea birthed into a reclaimed reality. For one brief instant, still cloaked in the protection of the strange physics of its arrival. The ship lingered in the silence, its engines emitting a thrum to remind them that they were still intact. The shields flickered, a luminous cocoon wrapping them in a whisper. The last shards of light shrank back into a winking pinprick behind them.

“Captain,” Paki said, “we have a planet drawing us into its gravity well.”

“Damn, the Universe couldn’t give us a second to catch our breath.” Kenya shifted in her seat like she was over-correcting sliding into a curve.

“Habitable?” Stacia asked.

“Barely. Far from ideal,” Paki said.

A planet loomed beneath them, an orange luminescence, the reflection of a bright star, whose view filled their displays. Without Maya, the data readouts moved slower than syrup on a winter morning. Early data streams indicated an arid planet with a thin atmosphere, its soil rich in iron oxide.

“We ain’t got a choice at this point.” Stacia longed to hear one of Maya’s countdowns.

A blazing tail trailed behind them. The ship wobbled between moments of stability and a chaotic spin as it veered as if forces clasped, released, and reclasped it in a feud of who would determine its course. As they descended, the atmospheric layers became denser; if the angle was too steep, the deceleration and thermal heating would exceed the Cypher’s ability to maintain structural integrity. If too shallow, the deceleration wouldn’t be enough to slow it down. It would skip out like a stone thrown across a pond.

Aerodynamic heating caused the outer hull of the Cypher to glow once it hit the upper exosphere of the planet. Caught in atmospheric drag, the ship was buffeted by compressed air. The eddies of the atmosphere sent bodies careening across the deck. The crew scrambled for purchase on any handholds to stay on their feet. Incinerated panels and smoldering workstations barely responded to their commands.

“We’re going to have to do this blind,” Anousheh shouted.

“You keep bragging about how good a pilot you are. Show me something,” Stacia said.

Anousheh’s lips twitched as if she fought back a sure smirk. The engine snapped from its reverie lagging a fraction off. “I need more power to lateral thrusters.”

“Rerouting as best I can,” Bek said. “There’s not much left to work with.”

“I’ll try to level our descent to allow atmospheric drag to slow us down, create an entry corridor as best I can, but…”

“All hands, brace for impact,” Stacia yelled. “Everyone hold on tight.”

The Cypher’s blunt shape angled its heat shields face down, creating a shockwave to disperse the heat from it. Its internal seams split; its walls collapsed. Sheaths of its seared bioplastic skin fell. Its once rigid frame groaned as several beams buckled. Sparks billowed as systems seized. Exposed conduits exploded. Fires sprouted like weeds from the shattered peeling, automatic suppressors barely managing the new eruptions. The ceiling ruptured, pustules detonating throughout the ship as the weight of the flooring above them collapsed. The hull rippled, bending and twisting, the structure strained against itself.

The lights blinked out.

Glass shattered.

Workstations crumpled in the dark. The rending of metal echoed in the shadows.

The ship jolted from plunging into something solid. Buckled. The cries of crew members—too many cut brutally short. The endless drag of stopping.

The roar of sundered earth.

The terrible shattering.

The Cypher’s battered frame came to a halt without so much as a death rattle moan, leaving only a terrible silence.

And the darkness of the grave.
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AMACHI ADISA
Mars—The Badlands



With no strength left to hold you upright, you tumble over the side of the embankment in a graceless dive. Your arms flail about, attempting to protect you. Slow your fall into the waiting gorge. A terrible pain shoots up your left leg. You grab at anything to find purchase. Your scream follows a dull pop. Your desperate descent ends when you hit the ground. All of your training forgotten as you bounce comically into the air. You can only imagine what your rag-doll body looks like. You land on your left leg again. Something wrenches in it. You roll to a stop against an unmoving stone. Shock grips you; your hands claw about, uncertain and unsteady, searching to anchor you in your still-spinning world. You crawl partway up the slope, the pain in your leg making it all but useless.

Sweat drips down your face. You drag yourself along the ground by your hands and your lacerated elbows, and your left leg bumps against a rocky outcropping. You stifle a cry. As you hover at the brink of unconsciousness, a figure comes into view. You stagger to your feet, not certain how much fight you have left for another Tigari, but certain you will honor your elders with your attempt. Shunting your right leg into an upright position, you turn to better face your attacker. You are a spider scuttling along on six of its limbs; not dead, but far from the feared predator of the webs. Your breath rasps in an uneasy rhythm.

“Who have we here? You look familiar. Maybe we passed each other in the Dreaming City. But your kind wouldn’t remember someone like me.” A mzungu man, bald with a red beard, bends low. His emi does not intend violence. He produces a canteen and offers you water. “My name is Hondo.”

Your eyes grow blurry, but you don’t need them to see. Your sabhu connects to your ancestors. Nehanda is here now. The Ban mu Kyidomhene. Astra Black. Even Xola. Your community, within and without. It is understood now, a belonging on a level so deep within us, it has the clarity of life itself. We peer at him, allowing him to fully see us.

“Our name is Amachi Adisa.”

“Our?” Layers of clothes swaddle the figure attempting to loom over us. He dressed in loose fitting layers, a long gown under a cloak wrapped like a jacket, prepared for the unforgiving Mars climate. A belt filled with microtools cinches his outfit closed. A thick headcloth leaves only his cybernetic eye piece visible. The targeting reticle covering his left eye tracks us. “Wait … you said ‘Adisa.’ That makes sense.”

Our eyes narrow into grim slits. We draw our chakram, pointing its curved edge toward him. “You know us.”

Unfortunately, our residual strength flees our limbs as the injuries suffered during our fight with the Tigari assassin—more extensive than we thought—catch up to us. Our legs buckle and give out, the world fading to black before we hit the ground.



Our eyes flutter open, much to our surprise. We float, nude, in a med bay suspension tank. In a fit of panic, we thrash about with a start before we become aware of the mask covering our nose and mouth. We take stock of our surroundings. The chamber’s equipped with advanced holowomb technology, but no furnishings. Stark and utilitarian for the maintenance class. We recognize some of the equipment in the room. Synth units. Neural interfaces in various states of repair. Sensory emulators. Quantum computer array clusters. A lab of some sort whose equipment is well used, and appears next gen compared to anything we’ve seen outside of Titan laboratories. Bleats and beeps follow automata as they scurry about tending to the equipment and scrubbing any uncluttered surface. As if they were annoyed by their programmed duties.

We flex our fingers and wrists, testing them, checking our injuries. Our legs and arms are unmarred by scars or lacerations. The tank performs its duty well, though now threatens to become an isolation prison. We would be free.

Nehanda’s necklace rests on the nearby workbench. Our phase suit has been rendered useless, our unseen captor having spread it out, unspooled and untethered. We reach out with our emi, accessing our funkentelechy to connect to our nanobots scattered about the room. Our emi bends out of the moment; we visualize our surroundings entangled in present and future at the same time. Our funkentelechy swirls our nanobots into a vortex, their whir much like a drill, until we crash them into the suspension tank. Its side splinters into a mélange of cracks. The pressure from the healing nutrient bath does the rest and the chamber shatters.

A violent peal reverberates in our chest. We only have moments before the shrieking alarm draws company.

Nothing about our circumstances has allowed us a moment to breathe, much less reflect on our injuries. Our heart aches with the loss of Nehanda. Yet the Universe sees fit to not allow us time to grieve properly. We tumble to the ground. Mindful of the shards, we snatch our necklace. It releases a new black body phase suit, and we recall our nanobots to form its lining. They shape the suit. First into an open skirt; then a breastplate which echoes the design of our chakram. Thin boots contour to our feet.

Our stomach grumbles from not having eaten breakfast. From the hydration station, we gulp down as much water as we can take in. We force ourselves into a slow, patient, deliberate filling of ourselves. The core of our practice balances on three legs: the Universe, nature, and our ancestors. Every life form and element of nature has an inner soul force. As with life, benevolent powers inhabit one side; while malevolent forces—from sickness to loss to curse—reside in the other. The two sides always in conflict. A presence disturbs our emi long before we hear the voice. Whirling to face our captor, we assume an attack posture.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Hondo fills the entranceway. His lenses retract as he enters, as if he’d been interrupted while performing microsurgery. “Shit. It took me forever to get acquisitional approval for one of their chambers. Oasis?”

{Yes.}

“Direct repair units to the med bay tank. Try to get it back on line by this evening.”

{You’ll need an authorization code for the materials.}

“Damn tightwads. They don’t want to let go of a single credit without a good reason. Or a form filled out. Just so it can be a write off.”

Hondo dodders near a series of shelves, adjusting his equipment. “You look kinda like jeli in that get up.”

“It is the wardrobe of our calling. Our station.” We level our gaze on him, not trusting a single wayward movement of his.

“And what’s that?” His tone arches like a curious eyebrow as he gestures at my chakram.

“None of your concern.”

“As you say.”

We cross the room, careful to keep ourselves between him and our exit. Again we probe his emi. On the surface, he feels genuine. Well-meaning. Affable. It’s only when we sift his sabhu at his core that we sense a shadow. Though, at our core, we all have secrets, parts of ourselves we wish to protect. Or hide.

“Stop that,” he says.

“What?”

“That … mystical thing some of you do. Where you ‘read’ people. If you have a question, just ask.” Though he appears as a frantic, frazzled mzungu near-elder, as he shuffled about the room inspecting his machinery, we had read the security briefing and all reports related to the final days of Captain Stacia Chikeke. He was in a relationship with Nadina Campbell aboard the Cypher, having been stationed there as part of LISC Corps, the Yo’s equivalent to Muungano’s Thmei Academy equity fellows cultural exchange program. According to his letter of recommendation, his goal was to explore his musical interests. He had even risen in the ranks as an adept flutist, earning a place in line for executive performance as part of their engineering team.

“The last report we saw, you’d been held at Muungano for a debrief in a Griot Circle.”

“Intensive interrogation, you mean. It doesn’t matter how much you pretty it up in the language of your ‘culture.’”

“It makes sense for you to renounce our culture, one you wore simply as trappings. After all, you did betray your duty. More importantly, your captain.” We followed the details of the case with great interest. Our feelings for Stacia remain … complicated. Made more so by the fact they were unexplored. In another life, we could’ve been … we could have been. But she chose her career and ship and her “Yahya.” The complete conventional life package.

“I betrayed nothing except one captain’s ego and sense of self-importance.”

“Careful.” The blade of our chakram glints in warning under the wan light.

“Or else what?” Hondo rubs his wrist, massaging a memory. “She already air locked me.”

“Only a little.” We stifle a grin at the thought, imagining Stacia delivering that line with a mix of subdued anger, raw truth, and a hint of wry humor … unbothered with whether the comment landed as funny.

“It was a threat to launch me into open space.”

“Yet here you are.”

“Yet here I am.” His sneer wavers, either with dawning realization that we may be more of a threat that he first assumed, or something else entirely. “Oh, I see. I’ve had one of them.”

“One of what?”

“Strange relationships.” Hondo gestures for us to have a seat.

We continue to stand, shifting our stance, our emi ever alert for even the slightest hint that he might choose to escalate things. “According to reports, you infiltrated the Cypher and undermined Captain Stacia’s authority to further your own interests. Night Train.”

“Earth Firsters. We are patriots who only want to see Earth united with all of her … territories. Strength in unity against the coming threats.” Earth Firster was the umbrella term for sibling factions. The American Renaissance Movement (ARM) was their mainstream effort, encroaching on politics and every level of LISC. When politics married technology and found religion, it gave birth to the military church known as the Service of the Order. Their ground-level militia went by the Knights of the White Camelia, though, due to their antics not polling well with citizens, they seemed to have been rebranded as the greater ARM National Guard.

“Let’s be clear: You are a LISC operative who was masquerading as a member of the Muungano community. Obroni.”

“You seem to have an endless list of names for us.” Still doting on his equipment, making adjustments to a variety of consoles, Hondo appears to absently drift toward the door.

“You don’t want to get between us and our exit.” We twirl our chakram once in implied threat.

“I’m not holding you captive, if that’s what you’re getting at.” Hondo raises his hands in mock surrender.

“You did see fit to remove our clothes.” Our eyes narrow to keen slits, an accusing glare, at the violation of our personhood.

“I’m sorry.” Hondo’s eyes turn downcast, studying his feet, both embarrassed and contrite. “I’m afraid that I fell into my routine.”

“Routine?”

“I’m so used to loading folks into the tanks at this point, it was habit.”

“That sounds like an inelegant explanation for an opportunity to leer.”

He shifts again as if genuinely offended. “If it helps, I barely took clinical notice of you. I apologize if I failed to take a moment to appropriately leer at you.”

He’s a distraction, one we cannot afford. We have to keep moving. To find a way out of this compound, off the planet, and make our way home.

Home.

The word churns uneasily within us until it finds a comfortable spot within our sabhu. We need word of our family, of Wachiru; to let them know we are alive and what intelligence we gathered at Oyigiyigi. We have been gone too long.

“What are you doing here?” We realize that what surrounds us are virtual imaging hubs, similar to Muungano holowomb technology.

“I found a spot as an engineering chief for Oasis.” Hondo removed a panel from the wall. Mars Proper has evolved into a black box. Once Bronzeville separated, they essentially cut off ties. Very little about their operations leak out.

Oasis. Overseer. Maya. The AI pantheon—of Mars, the Yo, and Muungano, respectively—governing the smooth running of their lives. Their worlds. We recognize the topological design of the nodes of clusters embedded in their quantum arrays. How they swirl around anions, tying knots in paths that they trace, though their sophistication and design far outstrips just about anything O.E. has. We shudder at the possibility that it might eclipse Muungano also. “These would power quantum computing on a massive scale, far beyond what this outpost would need.”

The theory of quantum computing always fascinated us, even if we didn’t quite understand the mechanics of it. A quantum computer works as if there are copies of it in many parallel universes, all working simultaneously on a task. The result is returned to the originating computer. Or perhaps all of them. We studied at Titan—coincidentally when and where Stacia was in training—and demonstrated some aptitude at it. Aptitude, though not a particular interest for us to pursue once she left.

“Barely. Our needs are massive. We have to be able to create effects in the moment.” Hondo replaces the panel, chest puffed out in pride. “Do you know that the retina can generate a response to a single photon? That means our special effects need to be exceptional.”

We never lose sight of who we are dealing with. Or the system they represent. The Toppers, the wealthiest 1 percent of O.E., play by the same generational playbook of their caste. The socially advantaged assume control over resources meant for everyone. They hijack political projects to ensure the uneven distribution of power. Effectively running whatever government they put in place, without checks or constraints. Those with access to power defining the realities of those without. They provide the illusion of power structures to give the majority a reason to play along with their rigged game. Creating social and economic conditions that exploit and marginalize, strategically undervalue certain segments, then shift focus and blame for their conditions back on them. Once everything is all but used up on O.E., the Toppers will pour their resources into developing this new settlement to begin the cycle again.

{Dust storm alert. Status: watch.} Mars / Bronzeville are in a constant battle against red dust.

“Are we free to go?” we ask.

“Of course. I can escort you to wherever you want to go.” Hondo replaced the panel.

We half snort, just short of a derisive acceptance of his words. “As our guard?”

“As your tour guide. You aren’t in Bronzeville. You don’t want to know what lives out here.”

“We survived the Badlands.” We press our chakram back into place along our uniform. “You have no idea what lives out there.”

“Well, you’re in Mars Proper now. You don’t want to be caught in the wrong part at the wrong time.” Hondo stares us up and down. We hear the implied threat: We are in a sundown colony. But our curiosity has been stirred. We slip our rebreathers into place and head out. “I tell you what: I have one stop to make. A shield generator needs repairs. You can accompany me as an escort on your way to wherever; or take your chances on your own.”

The Mars settlement consists of sleek, dome-like structures, all within a greater dome shielding it from the harsh conditions of the planet. Not too different from the wealthier neighborhoods back on O.E., who dome themselves off to stave off the effects of climate collapse.

As we walk, we attenuate our emi, using it in the way of a speculative hunter: next-level trackers trained to use their emi as a different way of seeing. Capable of projecting their selves, their essence, out of time: from the present into the future … so the stories went. Our emi is on high alert. His tone is relaxed, a practiced affability. Congeniality. Yet we know we are being watched, our every movement tracked. We know the view of the hunted, seen through a sniper’s targeting scope.

We near a series of server farms and note that in the distance, a series of reactors, shielded and guarded, betray Oasis’s immense power needs. While the mechanics may be unclear about the actual quantum computing mechanisms, what is clearly understood is that heat is a problem; work always produces heat. Qubits of data require ultracold temperatures. Next to the reactors are the water and waste reclamation and recycling centers rivaling our scientists’ on Titan. We pass kilometer after kilometer of a dense layout of crypts—forming rows and pathways—some structures hint of having underground vaults.

“Your city feels like a cemetery with all of these crypts.”

“They aren’t crypts. Well, not the way you’re thinking of them. If you don’t mind me doing my job as I escort you out, we can go inside.”

We enter the first vault. Our calling them crypts wasn’t far off. Despite being a small chamber, the pod opens with the sense of a cathedral’s vastness. Our emi struggles. This space triggers a dual perception. We suspect that it may have tesseract folds embedded within it. A series of glass vats rise from the floor in staggered rows, like a bloom of luminous crystal mushrooms. A faint shimmer halos each one, pale blues and greens pulsing as if alive.

Inside each tank, a body floats.

Held aloft in a viscous fluid, as if weightless, their limbs drift like seaweed. Twinges of amusement twitch their otherwise slack faces. The vats remind us of caskets linked to life-support systems. Nodes glint along their temples; a network of silver cords vein along their necks and spinal column.

“The generators shield us from radiation and collect solar energy.” Hondo beams like a proud father doting on his newborn.

“So this is what owning the top one percent of the wealth and resources of O.E. buys you?”

“What can I say? Welcome to Fantasy Planet.”

We run our hand along a row of tanks. The machines loom above the vats in silent judgment save for the whir of a spindly mechanical arm tending to them. The thick, rubber-like, high-grade regolith floor swallows our footfalls. A young woman—mid-twenties, her hair cast about, serene and ephemeral—catches our attention. Her body seems brittle; she was either born or naturalized on Mars. Her eyes flutter beneath closed lids. A holovid pops up at our lingering presence, displaying her vitals and a glimpse of whatever virtual imaging scene she interacts with. The screen dances with an image. A sunlit picnic, in a golden meadow. The woman throws her head back in laughter. Hondo recalibrates the image. It seems to resolve even more tangibly. We can almost smell the outdoors. We haven’t indulged in reality holovids since it was revealed that Maya had been creating many of them under a pseudonym.

“This is the Toppers’ idea of paradise?” we ask.

“Some people already believe that the world we experience is an artificial, digital simulation. Little better than an immersive videogame created by some technologically advanced civilization. This is simply an upgrade, the boss-level luxury mode.”

“You sound like any other creation mythicist by way of tech bros.” We stop ourselves from fully biting at his baiting. “Created by whoever ‘they’ are for what reason? Their entertainment?”

“Or history holovids, our future self creating a simulation of its past. Maybe the multiverse, each of the different universes, serves as various channels.” Hondo monitors an image. “Here they live at the peak of human civilization. No war. No poverty. No famine. No pestilence. Everyone is equal.”

“Equal as long as you start as a Topper. They bought their way to this table of equanimity.”

“Let those who don’t binge reality holovids not be quick to cast the first stone. Engineers keep the whole ship afloat.”

“So you’re the help that cleans up their messes.”

“We’re no one’s … help.”

“You’ve knowingly created a technological illusion,” we said.

“Virtual worlds are still real to the user. The ‘real’ world is overrated. How we were created doesn’t change the mundane reality of having bills to pay. Here they see, hear, smell, feel, and taste their chosen reality. Physically comfortable and entertained.”

“Without actually having to live.”

“Without having to endure the worst of what life has to offer.” Hondo’s voice hitches, though he inhales carefully to cover it. Memories, especially recent ones, must puddle at the base of his mind. “Here we escape from a broken world.”

“We? You’ve become so tied to the system, you can’t see yourself outside of it. And will defend it without hesitancy. You’ve got to know that to get into their club, you have to be really good at what you do or be really good at exploiting workers. Yet here you are, clinging to the dream that it’s possible, even for you, despite the insurmountable pile of evidence around you that meritocracy is a myth.” We are certain of two things: One, people want others to boss around, folks they can feel better than; and two, even the wealthiest citizens of O.E. and Mars are scared and terrified children prone to foolish decisions. History continues to inform us that when they are scared, or need resources, people stop existing as human; existing only as potential resources to be consumed. Those of us under threat of being consumed need to remain vigilant to protect ourselves. And take advantage of the opportunities chaos provides. “The way you’re so quick to defend them, you either buy the story they’re selling or you’re a well-heeled lapdog.”

“There it is. That famous Muungano snobbery. As if you’re the chosen ones with special insight as to how best to live. You can’t even see yourself anymore. Just ‘we’ this and ‘our’ that. You’re the one who’s swallowed the lie. You’ve forgotten about anyone outside of your chosen community. You take the rest of us for granted. Our wealth, our dreams, our liberties.” His words are pointed, but a familiar critique. Still, they lack the heat of conviction.

“Have you finished what you came to do?” We tire of arguing.

“No, you’re right. I just need to make some final adjustments in the story lab.”

“Story lab?”

“Thought that might interest you.” Hondo opens the rear of the crypt. A light flashes and he rushes to the corner where a vat pulses erratically. Inside, a man twitches, his body flailing against the confines of the pod, a stressed heartbeat on the verge of failure. Hondo brushes the controls, issuing soothing tsks. The fractured image on the screen is blocked by him stepping between us and the monitor. Soon the man relaxes.

“They experience each day in ‘real’ time.” When Hondo steps aside, the image has reset. The man—well, a much younger version of him—and a group of friends tumble into the back of a limo on their way to a dinner party or school dance. A favorite memory, perhaps. An evening, probably full of pranks, music, partying, alcohol, and clumsy sex. Hondo draws up a parallel holovid station and runs through the programmed narrative. “The script reveals an evening capping a year of being a part of the wrestling team, making friends, and dating the most popular people in his school. Graduation will lead to a summer vacation, ending with him repeating his senior year all over again. The only change will be him on a championship basketball team. The loop has some random variance built in. Sometimes the man will go all the way through college, but never more than a year or two past that stage in life before looping again. To the time in his life when he felt safe. Carefree. Experiencing that time with the advantage of the wisdom of decades. Or perhaps not. Lost within the pixelization of subatomic physics. Just living his high school years. Oasis attenuates the time and his experiences.”

“So he never has to grow up,” we say. “Life is more than being amused by simple pleasures or just having bad things not happen to you. Authenticity still has inherent value.”

“We can’t eat authenticity.” Hondo faces us with an amused smirk. “And you certainly can’t f—”

“Eating isn’t the sole point,” we cut him off. “The journey to becoming who we are meant to be cannot be short-cutted. It must be marked by perseverance, resilience, and resistance.”

“Then write that story. And you’ll probably end up … here.”

“What do you mean?” Our distorted reflection gleams along the surface of a vat. Our emi bends and warps as if caught in an artificial loop of some sort. Without hearing it, exactly, we perceive a hum in the system. Someone singing to themself. A lullaby of ones and zeroes deep within the dream. A familiar presence.

We sense the presence of Xola. The man was like a father to us and was taken far too soon from us. Yet somehow his furtive image feels real and nearby. A moment later, he’s gone.

Returning us to perpetual loneliness, like we have no one to rely on. We wonder if our insecurities have been dealt with as much as we thought. That maybe they percolate just beneath the surface of our control, bubbling up into a roil, until they eventually erupt. Dictating our behavior. It is easy to cast blame, but a leader takes responsibility. Leaving nothing but the wisdom of those who want to take the safe route of doubling down on the same old same old.

“What was that?” we ask.

“There are ghosts in the machine. Echoes.” He means it as a distraction. We have the sense that he’s stalling.

“What does that mean?”

“Our guests live in a scripted world of their own choosing. They are the authors of their own stories. We’ve found that people tend to lack imagination for themselves. While they write the story, they want to experience beyond what they imagine in order for it to feel real. We never said they had to be auteurs. Only to be able to articulate what they want. Our kinesthetic engineers take it from there. Our programmers and storytellers are there to enhance their experiences, providing all the elements of detailed world building for them to become immersed in. Buildings, stars, cities, roads, forests, weather. Social groups, religions, politics. A sense of history. All the trappings of background noise we take for granted to make the world feel real and lived in. Plus a certain amount of randomness.”

“Coincidences.”

“Imperfections in the system. Our guests don’t even realize that’s them seeing the code. It’s how we solved the autonomy problem. They all go in knowing the truth behind the illusion. The game, the algorithm, adapts to them. We’re now opening to those who can afford to vacation here.”

“Wait, people are willing to pay for the opportunity to interact with the Toppers? For the privilege of an illusion?”

“Traffic from non-one percenters, observers or participants, generates revenue.”

We clap our hands. The sound, the feeling somehow off in our sabhu. Unsatisfied, we scrape a nail along our forearm. The sensation hesitates, an instant after when it should be felt. A nearly imperceptible delay. In our bones, where the truth resides like an arthritic ache, we know that quantum processes depend on the Uncertainty Principle, the mystery of the Universe. From the uncertainty of the energy of a virtual process being inversely proportional to the uncertainty in time at which the process occurs. It resides at the heart of virtual processes. Extremely microscopic time scales correspond to high energy, producing both matter and anti-matter. Somehow. Just as somehow the observer collapses the wave function, the quantum state of an isolated system. No one claims we understand it, only that it has always fascinated us. And from that piqued childhood curiosity, a clue.

{Dust storm alert. Status upgrade: warning.}

“What does that mean?”

“Oasis wants us to shelter in place.”

Our emi spikes, though we offer no hint of it. The trap is springing shut, but we have little idea as to its nature. One of Nehanda’s lessons comes to mind. The scene shifts, morphed by the drive of memory.

“We make a distinction between the physical body, the ara, and the spirit that inhabits it. That animates it with life and individuality. Think of our emi as the vital force. Our conscious self. While it moves the body, it can think and act independently of it. It can travel on dreams.”

“I have always struggled with it,” we tell Nehanda. “My use of funkentelechy barely operates at the level of an initiate sebau at the Learning Tree.”

“Because you operate out of your ori. That is the seat of the intellect. Ori can create limits, constraining our emi, because the ori, ara, and emi are entangled. If operating in balance, the ori can also be an ancestral guardian soul.”

“Like a spirit double.”

“That can allow you to see beyond sight.”

These Earth Firsters were dupes, pawns given false information. Provided content for their library. Little understanding that the system co-opts the work, everyone’s work, for its own purposes. “Who funds all of this?”

“I told you, the Toppers.” Hondo angled his head toward us. “You don’t believe me?”

“We believe you’re being used. A lot of resources have been poured into this. The kind that need serious infrastructure. They buy the best. This is government-level storytelling.”

“Are you suggesting that all of this is a front?”

“For those who have an interest in amplifying divisions to weaken opposition to O.E.’s interests. And Muungano’s. An attempted interference in our politics. We’re suggesting that you know all of this.”

“Muungano is the greatest threat to our global security. Even more so than the impending arrival of the aliens. But there’s still a path to uniting our sovereign states.”

“Against a common enemy. Weaken Muungano enough so that in the light of this existential threat, they might consider who their allies truly are. Your counterintelligence program was ill-conceived and ill-executed, eventuating a decapitation strike—”

“… that was not our intent.”

“It’s the results that count, not your intent. You’re being played.”

“You call us the ‘help,’ yet we managed to stage our operations for Earth First right under their noses.”

“Why tell us?”

“What can you do? You’re trapped in here with us. We’ve been in the system from the time you woke up. Consider it a security measure.”

“The problem with this scenario is that if you know it’s an illusion, the rules of physics no longer apply. In fact, there are no rules except what you can imagine.” We smile. The observer collapses the wave function. “And we can imagine a lot.”

We envision a pinprick of light on our fingertip. It glimmers like a held secret. We see both Hondo and the Hondo beyond the virtual veil. His eyes widen. He rushes to make adjustments at his control panel. A desperate bid to tempt us off the road we were about to create. The world around us shifts again. We replay the memory like some romance holovid.

Amachi jumped when someone knocked at her quarters. The sound was so unexpected, it took her a moment to place it. Maya projected the image of Stacia as a security measure. Her face alone caused Amachi’s heart to lurch. One of those “beautiful people” who wandered through life oblivious to how pretty she was, which only made her all the more wonderful. Amachi always envied Stacia’s easy way with people. How accepted she was by everyone. As if her very presence demanded that of people.

“Hi,” Amachi said through the commlink.

“You going to let me in or what?” Stacia asked.

“I’m … it’s not…”

“Blah, blah, blah. ‘The rondavel is a mess.’ ‘You’re a mess.’ Whatever. Point of fact: (a) you always believe you look awful and (b) I have mafe. Neither of which you can argue with.”

“Mafe? Who walks around with a casual pot of mafe?” Amachi asked.

“In my family, we bring food during times of crisis. Look, I know you like to withdraw into your cave. I’m just saying you need to factor in making room for me to keep you company. Not that I have any special insight, I just know this particular brand of relationship-fu. I know what I’m like when I’m in a ‘cavey’ mood.”

Sometimes we need space, but most people want to be pursued. We want to be cared for enough, matter enough, for someone to come after us. “I’m not sure if I’m up for talking.”

“Well, there’s something we need to talk about. And I don’t want to do it through this wall.”

Amachi fashioned a door and stepped aside for Stacia to enter. It was easy to paint their circumstances as “complicated.” The simple truth was that they were friends. They fell into the easy rhythm and comfort of their relationship. They talked freely and without consequence. Casual, though lengthy, teas together became more regular, turning into the occasional dinner. The spark of something more fanned by their long chats. Flirty banter filled their conversations. Before long, she was the first call Amachi made in the day and the last voice she wanted to hear before she went to bed. They didn’t have a history or baggage to negotiate. And they trusted in the security of their friendship, letting their feelings roam as unchecked as their lingering touches. It became a bit of a game to her. A delicate balancing act; she wanted to see how long she—no, they—could maintain the farce of their burgeoning relationship. Fearing how much of her heart and thoughts were consumed with Stacia. Too late she realized she was in love.

Stacia brought two glasses of wine to the couch, leaving a space for Amachi to join her. Her resolve to not sit next to her would last until she saw the way Stacia brushed her hair out of her face. Or until she patted the cushion. Or until she eased close enough to smell her scent, a mix of lilac and tea. Or until she whispered into her ear.

The moment charged with the need to have a clarifying conversation. Or not. Amachi put it off for as long as she could. Break things off, all the while telling each other how they’d remain friends. Confess their love for each other, changing the trajectory of each of their lives. No matter what words would spring from her mouth, either of their mouths, everything would change.

Finally, she joined Stacia on the couch.

“You are safe here. Known and loved.”

“Lies.” Our voice the scrape of a blade sharpened by stone, we hold on to that lost moment, resisting the temptation to let it play out through the illusion of what could have been. “This is a clever lie, but a lie, nonetheless. One stitched of light and fantasy, ones and zeroes, and the haunting wish of what ifs to dull our senses and keep us docile.”

The light on our fingertip weaves the air, a needle of unraveling. We carve, creating a single crack, a hairline fracture in reality itself. Through the aperture, we can call upon our ancestors throughout the cosmos, across space and time. Our raised hand draws power from all around us. Our power, our true power, is older than the conduits, the servers, the yankadi of electrons. It curls within us, a dangerous predator, coiled and waiting. Our emi stirs our funkentelechy; this time our actual nanobots dance at our command.

The system screams. Or perhaps it’s Hondo caught in its collapsing feedback loop. A chorus of disruption and distortion. A symphony of anguish.

The overhead sun wavers, its light flickers and splinters, a faulty bulb in the system. The regolith path underfoot trembles and cracks. Walls fold. Buildings collapse. The world peels away like flaking scales. Stacia reaches out to us and dissolves, unpixelating before our eyes. And even knowing Stacia was never real, our heart aches.

The void stretches out until only the lab resolves. Our vat shatters. We stumble out, gasping as we remove the lines from our neck and mouth. The tethers snake through us, cold and sharp. Our power surges, rippling like an exposed conduit. Our breath escaping in ragged gasps. Alone in the ruins of the lab, still and unkind. The dream has shattered but we are finally fully awake.

Donning Nehanda’s necklace, we fashion our phase suit and dive out a door before guards come rushing in. We duck behind a low wall. Evasion is easy. But we need to bring Mars to the table. To do that, we have to journey to Bronzeville.
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Muungano—The Dreaming City



I do not need to actually awake to know that I walk in a dream. The prophetic kind, usually the domain of the Black Doves, one of the lines of oracles, the Libyan Sibyls. As I stride toward the Dreaming City’s library, a small boy waits on its steps, carving an ekpu figure—the image of an ancestor—from a scrap of wood. The ritual is normally reserved for a funeral remembrance, but there has been so much death of late. I cannot hazard a guess of who he attempts to carve. At my approach, the boy barely spares me a glance.

“You have three years.” Too tall and wiry in the distorted way of dreams, his face is unfamiliar to me, though his sabhu isn’t.

“Until what? War?”

“We’re already at war.” He refuses to meet my eyes.

“Then three years for what?”

A rooster crows. I turn at the sound, but when I turn back, the boy has disappeared. He’s left the ekpu figure discarded on the library steps, a haunting echo of me.

Roused from my own bedchamber, I am tempted to call out, despite knowing no one will answer. Another evening spent without the restoration or peace of a full night’s rest. My door chimes. Even without checking, I know it can only be one person, summoned by the portent of my vision. Another Black Dove.

I am torn how best to receive her, since she carries both auntie and regal energy in equal measure. I fashion my phase suit from sleeping garments to a simple white kanzu and loose-fitting pants. My quarters are not designed to accommodate visitors. I retain the ascetic practice of seclusion. The faint trace of incense in the air is as close to furnishing as my uncluttered living space requires. I choose to spend my free moments in communion with my ancestors or having Maya provide periodic prompts of our history, customs, and traditions. I need to maintain my clarity. Undistracted. Focused. The keen blade of our people.

I fashion a door for Selamault’s entry.

She glides in with a dancer’s gait, a patient, studious quality to her movement. Her bones belie her true age (whatever that may be, as even with my Code Black / Eyes Only clearance, that information seems to mysteriously be unforthcoming). Her twin spheres, Taiwo and Kehinde, buzz about. She doesn’t recall them to her, which is her usual habit. Instead, she allows them to continue their mission of weaving a privacy shield around her, creating so many levels of encryption, even Maya can’t penetrate it.

“Your companions have no time to rest, even here?” I’m unable to shake the feeling that they are recording me.

“You mean especially here. The walls, the corridors, the very air we breathe all seem to be intent on listening to every whisper they can these days. Sifting any errant comment as if divining palm nuts.” With a flourish, Selamault fashions a seat for herself. “Are you sleeping well?”

“As well as can be expected during these times.” I open a hydration station from the wall and proffer a glass of water, resisting the urge to pour myself several fingers of whiskey.

Receiving the glass, her eyes gently probe and assess. “That’s not an answer.”

“And you are not my physician.”

“No, merely a concerned friend.”

Closing my eyes, I sip my water. “My apologies for being so curt. I had another troubling dream.”

“The boy?”

“He continues to haunt me.”

“What do you think it means?” She cants her head, a teacher asking a leading question. For someone who often protests about being neither a sage or sebau, she is well versed in their ways.

“That is more your purview than mine.”

“Your ways always seem to lead you to withdraw.” Selamault stalks the periphery of my room. Her twins orbit behind her. They measure my life signs and movements, gathering a baseline for comparison. To monitor where I am in my descent into the darkness she imagines me spiraling into. “Isolating yourself this way is not healthy.”

“I disagree. It’s purifying.”

She stops at the carved mask of my office. “Don’t you ever tire of being alone in the dark?”

“It is the life I have carved out for myself. To rise up, go through the routines of my day understanding that I do so without my partner.” I finish my glass of water. “I had to accept that they weren’t coming back.”

I carefully avoid her eyes.

“Subtlety was never your gift. I am well, if that’s what you’re getting at. My spirit is full, and I am at peace.” Selamault sips gently, not reacting to the barbed edge of my words. Her twins hover and dart about.

“My heightened paranoia seems justified these days. Word is spreading about dissent brewing in the Belts.”

“They are recasting slogans from the Muungano independence movement from O.E. They’re trending in the Belts, possibly Oyigiyigi. I did not miss that you chose the word ‘heightened.’”

“I choose my words with care. I try not to waste them. Or people’s time.” I wave off her response before she starts. A needless distraction which dances about the edges of what truly concerns me.

“What have we learned about the signal?” she asks.

“It’s a triangulation beacon. Titan’s working theory is that the original builders of the Orun Gate sent it, much like the laser on a rifle, aiming for our sector in light of the wormhole no longer being supported.”

“What of its message? ‘We’re coming home.’”

“A threat.”

“Can you expand the possibilities of your imagination? There are more wonders in the universe than one can conceive. We’ve been contacted. A message for humanity from the stars. Possibly a message of peace. Hope.”

“At what cost? I am suspicious of any stranger who leads with the bearing of gifts. History has taught us those hard lessons. We don’t know them.”

“This ‘Interstellar Alliance’ broadcast for all to hear, not through clandestine government liaisons or back channels. Reaching out to all of us, regardless of military might, boundaries, or wealth. They promise new sources of energy. New ways to supply water. New medicines. Technological advances. Relationships.”

“Those are words. We don’t know them. They dangle the possibility of us taking our place at the table of galactic powers. When the carrot is that promising, its appeal tempts us to lower our defenses.”

“So the answer is ‘no,’ you can’t imagine other scenarios. It is hard to see a path forward outside of anger and paranoia. It limits our vision.” Selamault eyes me over the rim of her glass. “Paranoia has always been your way.”

“As it was Xola’s before me. It’s a vital part of Muungano’s defense. The hard-learned safeguard of caution.” Based on our history with the systems of O.E., I assume people are lying to me, or at least to themselves. I assume people are out to exploit us. I assume people are out to fuck us and that true seeing is the only way I can guarantee we get fucked less.

“It’s the only framework you know. It is difficult to push back when you only speak one language.”

“It is the language Muungano needs at this time. It is why they selected me to serve as Camara.”

“Then you need to step into your role of Camara. Come with me.” Selamault fashions a door.

I change my vestments and reach for my mask of office.

She stops my hand. “No masks. Just you.”

Regolith, fused lunar glass—rich in silica and iron-containing compounds—forms a winding walkway. Within a circle of kraals at the heart of the Dreaming City sits the library. Surrounded by the brilliant colors of the upinde mvua fields. Bowls of flowers bob, spilling colorful leaves along the staircase, sweetening the air. The hour is too early for crowds or children to gather and be running around.

“Where are we going?” I ask.

“To meet our young leaders’ efforts at onboarding our new arrivals.”

“The O.E. refugees?”

“That’s one word for them. Returning friends might be another,” Selamault says.

“Our so-called ‘next generation leaders’ ain’t got their shit together.”

“They are the future infrastructure of Muungano’s liberation.”

“At the pace at which events are moving, the consequences are too great. We can’t afford the risks.”

“People have to practice to learn. We as elders have to provide space for them to practice. And fail. And practice some more. To get them ready. We must oversee their development if—”

“‘… Muungano is to be sustainable.’ The fact that I have been chosen as Camara speaks to our reality that ‘succession’ is tied to an understanding of culture.”

“The circumstances manifest what’s needed. ‘If you don’t trust the people, they become untrustworthy.’ Be patient with them. Provide good counsel.”

Creeping Hedera helix vines climb the Hall of Ancestors, a little-used wing I find myself spending more and more time in. Its central chamber is the meeting place of the Ijo.

Selamault pauses to cradle a budding flower. “You remember Anyah?”

“Wachiru’s former partner? Tragic what happened to her. She came to us after the Osili Incident back on O.E. Full of anger and passion. Ready to roll up on folks to punch heads.” I smile at the memory of her righteous fury, admiring her spirit. “Even wrapped up Ezeji in that mess, cause he was young and didn’t know better.”

“She was a protestor. Just out there throwing rocks at folks. She wasn’t strategic.” Selamault releases the flower. “Before all that, at her root, she wanted to do something. She rose to become a Muungano representative, a Master Poet at O.E. Her efforts eventually started the Amandla Movement in Indianapolis.”

“‘Step into the AM.’” I hated that slogan. “We provided her meeting space in the Legacy of Alexandria, all manner of support.”

“That’s how she fell into Wachiru’s orbit.”

“She didn’t handle her work for Muungano.” Information is our most important currency. She couldn’t manage to tell us what was happening in those O.E. rooms she found herself in. When LISC decided they had some money and opportunity to pass around, suddenly she had found her voice to come back in here to inform us. It made me think she was just pimpin’ Muungano for her benefit. I kiss with my teeth in disgust. It feels like I am channeling my inner Xola. “We can’t save them all. And some ain’t ready to be saved.”

“Her heart was in the right place, her intentions were pure, but—”

“She didn’t have enough self-mastery and discipline to be effective.”

“She was a young person being messy. Figuring her way through to what it meant to be free. We loved her.”

“If we didn’t we’d have run her out long before.”

“You came at her as the R. I want you to be clear, when we were dealing with Anyah, that energy was what she received from you,” Selamault says.

“Oh, make no mistake, we had other eyes and ears in the rooms. She didn’t realize how supported she was in those spaces. She was never alone.”

“If we can weather the storm and be patient, the circumstances will continue to manifest what’s needed.”

“That is you as the bagirwa. I’ll put my mask on, and you put your mask back on. And we’ll each lead as we have to,” I say.

Selamault hesitates at the junction. Her head offers a knowing nod. “I cannot wait for you to show me your particular techniques in leading young people.”

When I approach the corner, a young man straightens to full military attention.

Lij Sibeko Buhari.

His breastplate fits awkwardly, barely joining his ceremonial vestments into a taut uniform. The gold band of a chakram circles his neck, the weapon of choice of the honor guard of the Ijo. A Basotho blanket, embroidered with the sacred triangles of Alkebulan, is slung heavily over his shoulder; a kaross which doubles as a shield.

“I suppose that I have you to thank for my promotion.” A snide arch flexes in Sibeko’s voice.

“I don’t know how much of a promotion it is.” True, I want him close, perhaps rooted in some misguided attempt to keep him safe. Or at least off the front lines, where he might recklessly seek out opportunities to prove himself. Or to avenge the brutal slaying of his mother, Fela. Maybe I simply want family, the last vestiges of my sister, near me.

“Having scarcely completed my HOVA training to be immediately placed among the ranks of the Lij, despite not having seen any tours of duty? I’d say a spider spins a web not as unseen as he’d prefer.” Sibeko’s tone is a welcoming bed of razor blades, each word pronounced with a bristling anger under them.

“We used to watch Ezeji during his pyr ball days. Every athlete knows that they won’t learn and grow as much from sitting on the bench watching others play.” Even as the words escape my lips, I picture Selamault’s gentle grin of wan amusement. “This is your assigned tour of duty. If it’s ‘action’ you crave, I’m sure you’ll have your fill soon enough.”

“What even is your job as Camara?”

“That seems to be the burning question of the moment. Right now, it’s to protect the culture of Muungano.”

“And what happens when the culture no longer meets the needs of those it purports to serve?”

“And you know better than the elders and ancestors who came before you?”

“No. But they didn’t see what we do. Or how we do. Or what we need these days.”

“Do you even know who you are much less what you need?” I nearly choke to keep from saying the words out loud. We’re not in a place to have the luxury of failing. My patience at his constant challenge reaches its end. With a nod, I dismiss the rest of the security contingent. “Culture cannot exist outside of ourselves. You don’t get disciplined unless you incorporate ritual. And accountability. Come with me.”

“What for?”

“To settle things with a squabble up.”

The virtual imaging womb replicates an ancient boxing ring. A cracked neon sign struggles to illuminate its remaining crimson letters. The scent of sweat and regret mildew the walls. Heavy bags sag like the hunched shoulders of an old prizefighter. Dust floats in the rays of splintered sunlight. The holowomb arena shimmers, a mirage in the heated glare of a Nevada desert. The ropes of the ring hang slack around a wilting canvas, a mosaic stain of dried blood.

Sibeko changes into no-frills black trunks. Sinewy, he is a lithe form of sculpted muscles. The veins along his arms bulge, pumping fury; a predator who has caught the scent of blood. An aura of defiance, something untamed, flutters in his eyes. “What are we supposed to do now?”

“A simple sparring session. Maybe get some things out of our system.” Taller and still fit—though far from my fighting prime—my gaze is cold and calculating. But not indifferent. A calm mirror of his own. Jumping in place to loosen up, I smack my gloved hands together to signal my readiness.

“This doesn’t feel very … Muungano-ish.” Sibeko cracks his neck.

“There are many warrior rituals. Consider this a simple challenge.” I have no business in this ring: not as Camara, not as a mentor, not as his uncle.

Ours is a collision of anger in two distinct styles.

Sibeko lunges forward to close the distance between us. His aggressive bob-and-weave approach, like Ezeji, is influenced by his capoeira training. The natural elegance to his movements overridden by his need to hit and hit hard. Despite the flurry of punches, hate and anger and venom fill his unwavering eyes.

My countering dance, one based in experience, is a lesson in controlled violence. I begin to chip away at his defenses, such as they are. With patient fury, I use my longer reach and height advantage to keep him at bay with quick jabs to let him know who I am. Sibeko throws a punishing hook. He keeps his left constantly cocked, waiting for an opening to launch his powerful uppercut. Forcing me into a defensive posture, he controls the pace but lacks the discipline to adapt.

He manages to keep me at bay with a crisp jab; followed by punishing uppercuts, warning shots for if I stray into his range. His mind drifts from the fight as if caught up in a memory. Lowering his hands, only for a fraction of a second, he creates enough of an opening for me to land my own uppercut. He barely flinches, his frozen expression refuses to register my blow; sending a message that this won’t be a quick fight.

Locking eyes with him to send the same message, I let his next punch land solidly in my side; absorbing shot after shot, my resilience built up over years of endurance. And pain.

The fight evolves into a test of wills. A tale of momentum, consistent aggression, Sibeko beats a war drum into my body, but I stand my ground, relentless and unyielding. A quick blow lands clean on his jaw, snapping his head back. His mouth issues a spray of spittle and sweat as he searches for his center of gravity. Changing the pace, without quite backing off, he no longer doggedly pursues me across the ring. His upper body sags, his feet slowing, shuffling about in confusion.

Back on attack, I launch a series of vicious combinations. Or so I think. It proves a feint to provoke me into dropping my guard. My mind barely registers his next punch.

The arc of his uppercut defies time. It begins low, mid-rope, rising in slow motion. Savage. Catching me, head down, under my chin. My knees buckle. I stagger backward, my legs questioning my decision to remain standing. Draining his stamina with body punches. I embrace him to prevent his hooks to my head doing much damage. Continuing to fight but neither of us any longer able to clearly connect. A yankadi of shifting, bracing him and circling away. Our fury spent, our faces swollen, our bodies exhausted, our wills refusing to be denied, we fall into a series of clinches. Each of us holds on to our anger, our pain, until we are reduced to holding each other up. The only thing he understands is pain. We have that in common, two storm fronts colliding in a maelstrom of grief.



Bruised, battered, and scarred, but hard, to paraphrase the prophets, Sibeko and I march to a little-used room on the second floor of the library. A cohort of young leaders gather regularly to pass information to one another, to continue to define and refine our mission, and to better inform themselves on matters of global geopolitical and interstellar strategy. Though Selamault’s words are ringing in my ear—“People have to practice to learn”—truth be told, they barely have enough experience managing themselves or their assigned projects, much less people and being responsible for entire communities.

“Are there any house matters we need to discuss?” Ezeji Adisa prowls about the room, a pastor mid-sermon, dangling an open, yet pointed question. His athletic build now a matter of muscle memory from his days as a professional pyr ball player rather than any sort of active regimen. His dreads wind about to form a cone which extends from his head to mid-back. Knowing him, he senses a brewing issue, even if it hasn’t revealed itself beyond an unspoken tension, but he wants to create room for it to safely emerge.

The unanswered question hangs between them, the silence a weaponized grinding on their hearts.

“Who keeps leaving dishes in the sink?” Sighing, Miriam Zeigler leans forward in her seat. A kaftan wraps her, still quite the style on Titan. A ring pierces her nose. A dangling sleeve shadows the edges of a tattoo along her arm as she absently twirls a chakram. Not a military grade one, more of a practice one she works like a hula hoop. Her long brown hair has been loosely braided to be out of her face.

“Is that what you’ve been so bent out of shape about?” A large chair cradles Akilah Natarajan, her short brown leg dangling over one of its arms. Seated is probably the best position for her: She moves with a certain uncoordinated grace; somehow able to trip on air.

“It’s rude.”

“It’s not like you even have to wash them.” Ezeji issues his easy smile, revealing three silver strips along his teeth. Embedded data strips, a virus key card, remnants from his hacker past he rarely talks about. “Literally there are Maya-directed bots for that.”

“It’s. Rude. It speaks to a sloppiness of work. Carelessness, the presumption about space.” Miriam’s voice sharpens, her frustration rising.

The three of them hold center stage. Other young sebau surround them, remaining silent. Some entertained, some retreating to the rear to not be singled out or somehow catch a stray accusation during this assembly. Figuring out how to live and work together is a rite of passage for all young people. An often bumpy one. Navigating the small things as a model for how to deal with larger problems. Still, it is like watching children splash about in a mudhole, perfectly entertained by the mess they are making.

“Am I intruding on your space?” Ezeji asks.

“Depends … do you begrudge me taking up space?” Miriam asks.

“Who even says ‘begrudge’?” Ezeji plays to the crowd, attempting to keep the mood light.

“Can we come to a collective agreement that dishes aren’t to remain out for more than a day?” Miriam bristles her way into an attempted compromise.

“We can do research on cleaning efficiency, do a survey on work rotations, schedule a time to meet and discuss it so that everyone can give their input; draft a proposal, have a comment period, revise it, and then vote on the final agreement if you want. However, this seems more about your mental space than anything else.” Ezeji shows me a couple of things. Acute observational skills, leading to a valid underlying judgment. Unfortunately, him using his unfiltered outside voice will prove too on point. She will either withdraw into a defensive posture or lash out. Or both. He’ll have to learn this the hard way.

“We’ve been allowed into this space, accepted by Muungano culture and welcomed. We appreciate that, we really do. But”—Miriam measures her words with care—“it’s been more difficult than we thought to carve out room for ourselves.”

“Does this mean we need to begin creating a collective agreement about hours folks have ‘company’ over?” Ezeji inadvertently shows me something else. A tension bubbles just under their words. He is protective of the Muungano space. No, part of him clings to a nostalgia for the space he grew up in under Xola. The one he took for granted back then, because he assumed it would always be there. But Muungano also grew, no longer strictly a Negus space. He has to make room for others and their ways of doing things.

“Are you always such an ass?” Miriam hesitates, suddenly considering the implications of his words. “Wait, is someone actually tracking our hours?”

“Don’t no one care who you’re fucking or when,” Ezeji shouts.

“So the answer is ‘yes’ about being an ass.”

Ezeji holds up his index finger as he begins his retort, but his gaze fixes on me for an extended heartbeat. Everyone follows his stare until I step farther into the room. “Camara Maulana.”

Not knowing the protocol, Miriam and Akilah stand, approximating their idea of military attention.

Ezeji stifles a smirk. “We weren’t expecting you.”

“Sorry to interrupt this scintillating exchange of ideas,” I announce. “Am I too late for the briefing?”

“Are you ever? No meeting or decisions can be made until you’re in the room.” Ezeji’s tone has the edge of subtle critique to it. It is Sibeko’s turn to stifle a sympathetic chuckle.

“I had another matter to deal with.” I tamp the air, urging them to sit. Sibeko remains standing at parade rest by the door.

Ezeji walks over to me, not quite lowering his voice. “Selamault?”

“She confided in you?”

“She’s just worried.” Ezeji toggles a panel at a hydration station, revealing a bottle of bourbon. He pours me a glass, then raises his in toast.

“And she has you keeping yet another set of eyes on me?” My glass clinks his. “I wanted to … check in on the onboarding of our newest guests.”

“In that case, allow me to officially present Miriam and Akilah.” Ezeji sweeps his hand toward them.

“Pleased to meet you.” Akilah offers her hand. I receive it as if it were a dead fish.

“It’s an honor, Camara,” Miriam offers meekly, shrinking away from me.

I approach her in closer appraisal. Her dossier streams within my mask of office. Her file indicates that she designates herself a “Leo rising” despite claiming to not be a mythicist in any way. “You’ve been here before.”

“As a part of LISC Corps. The Yo’s version of your Thmei Academy. It feels like several lifetimes ago.” Miriam shuffles from foot to foot under the weight of my scrutiny.

“Dedicated to community service, I see.” My attention turns to her neuro-gear. It matches Akilah’s. “You two are sensates.”

“Yes,” Miriam says. “Our name is Mimilah when we’re joined.”

“Maya, institute a Code Black / Eyes Only cone within this room.” I wait until the familiar buzz of the sensitive compartmented-information cone swathes the room. “Lij Sibeko, secure our two guests.”

Lij Sibeko snaps to full attention and draws his chakram. Miriam retreats a step, her hand reaching for her practice chakram.

“Maulana, what’s going on?” Ezeji steps between the Lij and the obroni. “I personally vouch for these two.”

“Your track record of vouching for folks includes Anyah and Matata. Forgive me if I cede to my own judgment,” I say.

“You heard the Camara. They don’t belong here,” Sibeko says. “We can no longer afford the risk obroni bring.”

“What risk?” Miriam asks.

“Dilution of the culture.” Sibeko levels his eyes, unflinching and unforgiving, like a targeting array. All he needs is an excuse.

“By existing?” Akilah sits up straight, her movements slow and easy to not draw the attention of Sibeko’s chakram.

“Yes. This place”—Lij Sibeko gestures about him—“is special. Unprecedented. It must be protected at all costs. Things are changing so fast, I don’t want to lose its magic. Sometimes I fear that I don’t recognize it. The more we allow obroni, the more it puts the dream at risk. Obroni, even the most well intended, take up space. Our space. They want to bring in their ways.”

Nodding along, Ezeji finally chimes in. “I struggle with it, too. The Muungano I knew, the one you hear stories about, was raw. Unapologetically Ugenini. A space we created where we could be us, not a colonist’s dream of how we should be. I don’t blame anyone for wanting to come in. Or enjoy our culture and vibe. They want our shit because we create good shit. But while, yes, the culture needs to remain undiluted, it needs to be transmitted. And frankly, being welcoming—without fear—is part of that culture.”

“You’ve come a long way in your thinking, Ezeji.” I raise my staff. “However, these two pose more than an existential threat.”

“What did we do?” Akilah casts a genuinely puzzled glance to her partner.

“Nothing.” The beads of my mask rattle in accusation as I turn to face them. “Or perhaps you’re guilty of espionage.”

“We’re not spies,” Miriam says.

“Maybe not intentionally, but you may have been co-opted by the system you served.”

“What does that mean? Do you think we’re some sort of sleeper agents?”

“Perhaps we should deliver the two of you to an off-world rendition site,” I say.

“Wait, are you going to interrogate us?” Akilah and Miriam take each other’s hands and, in so doing, join as sensates. Mimilah.

“What? That’s not—” Ezeji protests.

“You all watch too many spy holovids.” Rolling my eyes—though none can see due to my mask—I tamp the air again. No one relaxes or lowers their guard. “Mimilah now, is it?”

“Yes,” they answer in unison.

“Maya, initiate a Level Seven scan. Display.” Stepping aside for the data scroll, I freeze the readout highlighting their neural net and point. “There. I presume the tech that allows you to join is O.E. in origin?”

“Yes,” Mimilah says.

“You literally have spyware hardwired into you.” I allow the façade of my gaze to land fully on Ezeji. This is a rudimentary security sweep. A process he hadn’t considered. Even our friends have to be watched. “You are relaying data to LISC … by existing.”

“I … we…” Mimilah cease their joining and release each other’s hands.

“Lij Sibeko, lower your chakram. Instruct our physicians to have the med bay strip our guests of their neuro-gear and refit them with the Muungano equivalent. Make sure our techs go over the equipment in front of our friends. Only with their consent will they install it.”

“What if we don’t consent to the gear being removed in the first place?” Akilah doesn’t pretend to hide the rising suspicion in her voice.

“Then we’re happy to return you to O.E.” Despite the beads veiling my countenance, they can sense the near predatory reveal of my teeth in an icy smile. “Or any other non-Muungano space of your choosing.”

Miriam and Akilah cast furtive glances at each other—an entire conversation in sideways glances, twitching lips, and subtle ticks—the pantomime of those in a relationship so connected they only occasionally need words.

“I can’t go back,” Miriam whispers finally. Her emi seems strained about its fringes. Something troubles her spirit much deeper than her status within Muungano.

“At the end of this session.”

Noting their acquiescence, Lij Sibeko returns to his parade rest stance.

Akilah and Miriam glance quizzically at each other and then Ezeji. He shrugs, which seems to assure them enough to retake their seats, if not entirely relax. The same state my presence would have elicited anyway; the power of a school principal sitting in on a class.

“You know how to kill a vibe.” Of late, Ezeji has chosen to take me to task for my “high-handed, even dismissive” attitude toward the young leaders. Apparently, I have been too rough, what some describe as “abusive,” in my handling of them. They are probably the ones who snitched me out to Selamault. When one cares about the well-being of another but is confrontation averse, it is easier to tell on them.

“Please continue your conversation. You all were arguing about dishes. I dealt with the possible security threat. Now we see to improving your friends’ experience here moving forward.” Allowing that as a concession, I fashion a seat off to the side. “We live in uncertain times. While on the one hand, we embrace such uncertainty—steeped in our adaptiveness—we realize for those not so steeped, there may be a measure of … anxiety.”

“Even for those of us who have been steeped like black tea,” Ezeji assures them.

“One of the reasons we began convening a class of what we’re calling our ‘next generation leaders’ as a continuing branch of our Learning Tree was because we want your opinions and observations … while grounding them in a sense of history. Unless there are some more pressing laundry issues that you’d rather discuss.”

“I see Ezeji comes by the ass thing naturally,” Miriam says.

The room holds its collective breath awaiting my response. I wait a moment before issuing a mild chuckle. Only then do they truly relax.

“Let’s take advantage of our Code Black / Eyes Only protective cone and talk freely. What do you make of VOP Teddy’s rise to power?” I ask.

Akilah is the first to sit up and chime in. “Ever since its inception, a financial element has owned sections of what has been called O.E.’s government; which itself would be better described as akin to a toddler playing dress up as a democracy.”

“Putting money—matters of policy and positioning—ahead of human beings.” Sibeko crosses his arms. “We must do better. Dream bigger.”

“Revolutionary rhetoric and catchy lines don’t make you revolutionary,” I remind him.

“Nothing happens by accident. The chaos has been implemented by design.” Miriam grounds her feet flat on the floor, her spine straight, engaging her core. Relaxing her shoulders, she inhales; arching her back and lifting her chest.

“Or was the result of incompetence.” Sibeko remains unmoved. “Incompetence is a tool.”

“Incompetent by design, then.”

“So that’s your analysis of LISC’s relationship to us? The last gasps of an incompetent system looking to hold on?” I sip my drink, enjoying the sport of the rigorous debate. “Incompetent or not, presidents rarely get killed as collateral damage.”

“They want us scared and on edge; angry and frustrated,” Ezeji says. “To keep us tired and hopeless.”

“To what end?” Sibeko asks.

“The better to keep us silent. Controlled.”

“Chaos itself is the end,” I add.

“How so?”

“Their power lies in secrets, leveraging points of weakness. They rule through terror.”

“Pieces become easier to move about, especially with fewer questions, in the midst of chaos. The powers behind the VOP want a united empire. One they can run and more fully control.”

“VOP Harrison couldn’t get the job done. Thus, VOP Teddy fails upward,” Sibeko says.

“VOP Teddy wants to be the O.E. leader who reunites the colonies,” Akilah says.

“That’s how mediocrity gets rewarded. Exceptionalism, on the other hand, only gets rewarded with more responsibility,” Ezeji says. “And no raise. Maybe a better title.”

“You’re exceptional now, head of the Adisa family?” I ask.

“Only in Wachiru’s absence.”

“VOP Teddy only needs a show of unity. Get all parties to rally against a common enemy.” Exhaling, Miriam rounds her spine, tucking her chin toward her chest to stretch out her upper back.

“Like an Interstellar Alliance.” Sibeko kisses his teeth.

“Fear is a quick way to mobilize people around a common self-interest.” I hold his gaze. “Even if they have to manufacture that enemy.”

Sibeko doesn’t quite look away, but he considers how his mother—my sister—was used as a propaganda piece by the so-called Interstellar Alliance.

But I don’t have time to debrief his feelings. “What does this say about the nature of VOP Teddy’s position?”

“The audacity of naming yourself the VOP is a thought-terminating cliché,” Akilah mutters.

“She had to negotiate with their ruling council to secure the votes needed for her assumption to power.” Squaring her hips, Miriam rotates her torso gently, one side holding the twist while breathing deeply before returning to the center. She repeats it to the other side. Back and forth. Not distracting at all. “She bartered away privileges and powers of the office, strengthening the LISC board and its backers in the process.”

“Having to share power leaves her compromised,” Akilah agrees.

“But also demonstrates that she is pliable and takes cues well,” I say.

“She shouldn’t be underestimated.” Miriam twirls her practice chakram absently. She approaches the edge of the outer deck. From there one can almost see the curvature of the Dreaming City. “Another thing to consider is that the Yo is diplomatically isolated.”

“Which makes them dangerous. They’re desperate. And they just got caught operating in Muungano territory.” The rest of Sibeko’s calculations go unvoiced, though it is his turn to lock his eyes with mine.

Then-presiding VOP Harrison orchestrated the bombing of our embassy on O.E., the death of Camara Xola, and brought us to the brink of war to cover up any trails of evidence that could possibly lead back to those who truly pulled the strings. And, frankly, more importantly, due to his perceived inability to get them over the finish line, he was eliminated. But ultimately LISC was responsible. And they have to pay.

“Nations are born from collapsed empires. New maps emerge. They see now as their chance to reorder the universe. On our borders, goading us into war. To justify their use of force. To create new maps in their favor. They see us as the problem. We stand in their way.”

Standing, I clasp my hands behind my back, pacing while I reflect. “The Muungano problem. An all-too-familiar refrain.”

“I thought Muungano believed that things could be talked out? That no relationship was beyond saving,” Miriam says.

“We cannot ‘talk out’ matters of our humanity. There’s no ‘agree to disagree’ about our rights to exist,” Sibeko snaps.

“The point is moot. I’m done with diplomacy.” I stare out the view port to the endless sea of stars.

“I get it; diplomacy never works.”

All eyes turn with surprise to Ezeji. He adjusts a data stream and carries on attenuating it, looking up only once he has everyone’s attention. Acting as if he’s been caught making an offhand comment rather than being dramatic with his next point.

“It’s a dance of puffed chests, saber-rattling, and empty words to move forward an agenda of self-interest, self-aggrandizement, and self-promotion. And like the miracle of a blooming flower, relationships somehow are forged between enemies. Peace somehow emerges from the ashes of words. It can only begin by talking. Talking some more. And continuing to talk.”

This is the third time Ezeji shows me something about his development and growth.

“The prophet also once said that revolutionaries do not drop from the moon. We are created by our conditions. We are shaped by our oppression.” I pause in front of him, studying him up and down in new appraisal. “But the prophet was wrong about one thing: We did drop from the moon.”

Sibeko steps to the side, angling away from us, stepping outside of the Code Black / Eyes Only cone. When he returns, he whispers to me. “The Niyabinghi station on Mars received a tip about O.E. pulling nonessential personnel from their embassy. They’ve issued an advisory to their nationals.”

“For them to leave?”

“Exactly.”

“I need the room. Lij Sibeko, escort these two to a med bay.” I gesture for Ezeji to wait. “I have to speak to you.”

Ezeji wades against the exiting stream of young leaders. From the expression on his face, he rehearsed his “what happened was” scenario of whatever offense he imagines I am going to chastise him for. Before he can say anything, I wave him off.

“Want to go to Titan?” I ask.

Ezeji staggers a full step back as if he’s been slapped. “With you?”

“Why would I wish that on either of us?” I remove my mask of office.

“Why would I want to go to Titan?” Ezeji pours himself another finger of whiskey.

“We want a strong Muungano presence.”

“Me?”

“We need someone we can trust to receive their delegates, deliver our message and … make an ask.”

“Me?”

I rub the bridge of my nose. “Accompanied by Selamault if that makes you feel better. You won’t be unprepared. You’ll be provided briefs on who you’ll be meeting with. My presence might prove … inflammatory. O.E. can’t help but respond to that.”

“But won’t my presence instead be interpreted as … insulting?”

“VOP Teddy might respond to that. Inside. But the moment won’t provide her the optics and platform she so desperately craves. We’ll give her what she needs, not what she thinks she wants. If I didn’t think you were up for it, I wouldn’t be sending you. You’ll largely be meeting with their ministers of the interior. Selamault with VOP Teddy as needed. But you’ll deliver our address.”

“Me?”

“Your commitment to monosyllabic questions is admirable. You need the practice. And O.E., all of them, need to see how Muungano gets down. We aren’t a single head. Any attempted decapitation strike was ill-conceived from conception.”

“Wait, does this put a target on my head in case they decide to ‘ill-conceive’ again?”

“I have spent too much time and energy reacting.” I can’t help but stare at the exit as if Sibeko might walk through it again. Or Fela. “I reinstated the HOVA draft.”

“I get it: You created the monster, now you have to feed it.”

“That’s what VOP Teddy thinks of Muungano; however, you’re both mistaken.”

“How so?”

The beads of my mask of office shimmy back into place, obscuring my face. And the heat of my snarling grin. “Negus, I am the monster.”
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The Panopticon—The Badlands



We had escaped the Panopticon, but that didn’t mean all of us were free.

Smoke billowed from the small pyres lighting the room. Alarms bleated a relentless cry into the night. The moment was large, full of potential. Our job remained only half done, with still much work to do. We had to step into it; however, we were not our father, that chaos mixture of mischief, truth, anger, humor, and mystical thinking. The man with an acerbic wit and clarity of vision and purpose. We could never be him, but we were ready to be our own man. And we had a team to lean on.

“For Muungano!” we yelled.

“What do we do next?” our partner, The Myst, asked. Her hair was styled into a crest in the Amasunzu custom. Though she was a head shorter than us, the gathered convicts parted before her. She reported to the Deacons of O.E., named for the Deacons for Defense and Justice who protected members of the Civil Rights Movement.

“We don’t have much time until whoever monitors these facilities sends reinforcements to shut things down.”

“Reinforcements?” Kamau shadowed us. He was a member of the Niyabinghi Order, Muungano’s intelligence network and honor guard. “They’ll have orders to suppress by any means necessary.”

We’d be caught between, or protected by, competing factions.

“First things first: Figure out how to get outside. Can you … procure an exit?” we asked.

“I access tesseract folds. I’m not out here creating whole-ass odedes,” The Myst said.

“Then let’s spread out and see what we can find.” We needed to know their contingency plans. What their next moves might be. Before the former prisoners lost hope we needed to keep them busy figuring out their route to freedom.

Though no one would ever describe us as a rule-follower, we loved rules. The more the better because the easier it became to leverage the system against itself. All traps have their built-in escapes due to their inherent design flaws. Prisons have two primary goals: security and control. The Panopticon had been brought on line too soon, with LISC too anxious to incarcerate their problems. Plumbing, the gravsuits, cheap construction, all became elements of liberation. It was all just a matter of careful observation, study, and patience. The collective intelligence of those trapped inside could be harnessed to defeat the system, which was its true fear. At many points it was on the verge of rioting, or could be, if enough pressure was applied to the right points. This was not without risk, however. The Panopticon’s self-governing processes could just as easily break the other way with endless violence and “accidental” killings with the right application of that pressure.

A series of smaller walls and barriers, rings, kept convicts in specific areas. Kamau directed several escapees to work on unlocking the rings, freeing people they had never set eyes on before. Few needed prodding to rush to work on the outer gate, the final barrier between them and the world they knew.

We retreated to the main courtyard, where the Panopticon’s central chamber was still visible. Five structures encircled the massive chamber, much like the layout of a kraal, except that individual cells lined them. At their heart floated a silvery sphere, seamless and impenetrable. A physical reminder that the convicts were always watched. Seen without truly being seen. The Myst checked the locks.

“It’s all still secured. It must require an outside signal to open. Like this was as far as anyone could wander without permission from the outside.” At the roar of a ship rumbling through the skies like an errant thunderstorm, she backed away from the walls.

“It’s too late. They’re here. Everyone take cover!” We ushered everyone away from the walls.

We withdrew to the central courtyard. Not needing instruction, the escapees grabbed anything they could use as a weapon or sought shelter behind overturned tables or remains of walls. The first terrible boom shook the outer wall as if a giant fist pounded on the other side demanding entry. Dust rained down from the ceiling. Those huddled behind walls flinched, rocking back and forth, covering their ears, muttering desperate pleas to the Universe.

A few moments later it pounded again. The walls bulged; cracks filigreed its surface. Several support beams strained and contorted in gradual buckling. A lone escapee, August Black—uncle of the legendary Astra Black—raised his voice in song. Not resigned, but defiant. His measured tone undergirded by equal parts fury and faith.

“We are the storm,” August cried out.

“Alls our lives we’ve had to fight,” we met his call with a rejoinder from a prophet.

“We are the storm. Unbowed. Unbroken.”

“Hard time, bad trips.”

“We can fly. No chains can hold us. To the clouds. To the stars. Always searching for home. And when they try to bind us, we are the storm.” He raised his hands, matching the direction of his gaze. An improvised song of perseverance and remembrance; the future melody with reminders from the past. Of who we were. That our sabhu, whenever freed from our bodies, were free.

With the third pound, the wall screamed, its segments splintered, fracturing from the stress, exploding inward. The nose cone of a breaching pod plunged through. And then stopped. No rushing militia. No spread of drones. Only the silence of stone and mortar settling into place. The Saqqara sighed as it powered down to stand by. We rushed out of the shadows of the Panopticon walls to meet our foes on our terms. The overhead sun kissed us in a way we hadn’t expected. We hadn’t realized how much we’d missed it.

Two figures exited the vehicle and stepped through the hole. Visoring our eyes, we recognized one before she saw us.

“Wachiru!” If she minded yelling at a mob, she gave no sign of it as the prisoners streamed to freedom. The way she stood on the Saqqara’s extended wing, scouring the crowd for any sign of us. Back straight, pehla stick at her side, the only weapon a member of the Griot Circle might need, she seemed taller than we remembered. Her presence both stilled and charged the air.

We pushed through our friends until we stood in front of the crowd. “Habari gani?”

Removing her helmet, Jaha Dimka finally spied us and beamed in our direction. She took a few determined strides toward us.

When she stopped, she stiffened. The battle-hardened expression on her face softened. The relief, the joy, the anger, the guilt all dissolving into a slurry of near tears. She held her head high and stiff, mimicking her trademarked hardness, but it was for show. “Boy, don’t just stand there, we ain’t got all day.”

“Jaha.”

Her strong arms wrapped around us, comforting as fried okra and sweet corn bread. She released us, only to hold us at arm’s length. Assuring herself that we were real. Appraising us. “Baby, you look good. Put on some muscle, but you need to eat.”

“We’ve missed you, too.”

“There’ll be time for that later. We have to get going.” Bayard held his talon rifle to his side in tacit warning to the escapees to keep people from rushing the ship. Head of the Yar’adua family—and a high religious leader—he had the intense presence of a looming Witness Tree. Around us, people swirled. Without Overseer translating, the babble would have been a stew of Mandarin, English, Russian, Farsi, Spanish, and the Muungano base language.

We stepped over crashed drones as we made our way on board through the Saqqara doorway, somewhat unsure what to do with ourselves. Though the ship was larger than a standard drop ship, the carriage seemed much smaller than we were used to. The walls hid secret nooks.

Jaha eyed Kamau and The Myst, who flanked us. “We don’t have much room.”

“We do for them.” Bayard held out his arm. We clasped it. He didn’t take his eyes from Kamau.

“You know Kamau? He saved our life more than once in the Panopticon,” we said.

“As you saved mine,” Kamau said.

“I was his handler,” Bayard said.

“Handler?” we asked.

“Nanny fe Queen,” Kamau said.

“We need to go. Three minutes before company arrives.” The mechanical sounding broadcast, meant that Ishant Sangsuwangul had to be piloting. The premature streak of white in his hair seemed to fit him now. Though still a lithe figure, he had a casual hardness to him. He had a different air about him, as if his sabhu had been chiseled by secrets.

Bayard joined him at the piloting helm. Kamau and The Myst buckled in. We plopped down in the command seat.

“What are you doing?” Jaha asked.

“Sitting in your chair to see what it feels like,” we said.

“And?”

“We feel powerful right now. Super-charged to get back to work.”

“Get the fuck out my chair, baby.”

We’d barely settled into a seat before the thrusters fired. Ishant banked the ship hard to the left and dove. Careening to the right, he opened the throttle in a steep climb. We recognized the Hellas Planitia, the circular impact basin located in the southern hemisphere of Mars.

“Damn, Ishant, what you on?” we asked.

“Evasive maneuvers,” he said. “We have a lot to debrief and should probably get started.”

“Can we get a second to breathe?”

Jaha patted us on our shoulder. “Wachiru, let’s go to the back. We have a med unit there and I want to make sure you’re really all right.”

“We’re fine.”

“That wasn’t a request.” If “iron sharpens iron” were a tone, Jaha’s words had it. The just-shy-of-an-order timbre that dared someone to challenge her.

We slid out of our seat and made our way to the rear chamber. The Myst’s eyes widened with concern, but we waved her off. We became aware of our conditioning from incarceration, living in cramped quarters. We ducked our head as we entered the space. Our pace a half-step slower. Our gestures short and tight, close to our body.

“You all right, love? You moving a little stiff,” Jaha said.

“We’re good. Just getting used to things.”

“Damn, you sure are thin.” Jaha pored over us like a final exam, ready to slip full bore into godmother mode and fix us a plate. “How … are you?”

“We did say that we wanted to travel. To see how our people lived.” We eased onto the medchair, not quite finding a comfortable position. Bruises and aches suffused deep into our bones, pain we allowed ourselves to feel now that the adrenaline rush of constantly being alert slowly ebbed. Our meddata began to stream under Jaha’s careful scrutiny.

“Next time you make a wish of the Universe, make sure to be more specific.” She tried to keep her tone light, but concern strained every syllable.

We knew what she was asking even if she couldn’t bring herself to form the words. Her years of life informed her. Our people were born in struggle, she had taught us, and they have always lived behind enemy lines. But they should never actually be trapped behind them.

“We had resigned ourselves not only to the Panopticon’s physical imprisonment, but to the prospect that we might die behind those walls.”

“When people in power distill our history, our entire culture, down to their comfortable story, it’s an act of violence.”

“We understand that, but…” Now it was our turn to struggle to find the right words. “What if we were meant to end up there? Our life changed drastically when our people chose Maulana to speak for them.”

“We trusted the right leader to emerge for the circumstances,” Jaha said. “We were tired of LISC’s shit. The majority of Muungano turned to him to speak for us. To scare the shit out of the leaders of LISC, O.E., and any of their partners into acting right or facing our collective wrath.”

“Yes, but at the time, to us, it felt like a betrayal. As if we were repaid for our belief in the dream of Muungano by having our people reject us for the mantle of Camara. So we ran away. During our trial in the Panopticon, we were tempted to become bitter and untrusting. To harden and close ourselves off.”

“But that would have been the safe route.”

We heard our father’s voice with sudden clarity. Never stop dreaming. Sometimes in the language of omens—coincidence or ‘God-incidence,’ as Bayard might say—we recognized the conspiracy of the Universe. Every day was a new struggle, but some good things happened each day, we only had to count them. Hold on to them. That way we remained free as the wind. Though objects and happenstance might try to block the current, it still blew.

“Alchemists believed that if they purified metals in their laboratories, freeing them from all of their impurities”—Jaha stroked our head—“it would leave behind what they called the ‘soul of the world.’ Through that, they would understand anything in this reality because it was through such purification that the Universe communicated. That was what they called the ‘Master Work.’ You are such a work now.”

The holovid readouts of our heartbeat suddenly surged.

Jaha glanced up in concern, until she realized The Myst had entered the room.

“You never introduced me to your friend,” Jaha said.

“Jaha Dimka, this is The Myst.” We strained to sit up.

Jaha tapped our shoulder, encouraging us to relax. “The Myst, eh? You’re a Deacon?”

“Yes.”

“We just left another of your brethren. The Energy. He and Matata are off attempting to clear his—”

“Y’all still fucking with Matata?” we blurted.

“He’s still community.”

“What is it you always told us? ‘They can’t all be saved.’ We’re not sure some even want to. He’s an opportunist comfortable with being a villain in every space he’s in. Any request to work with him should be an automatic ‘no.’ He can’t be trusted. How many times is he going to burn us before we accept that he ain’t kinfolk?”

“I think he’s still trying. We owe him the room to do so. Anyway,” Jaha said, “per Maulana’s directive, we’re treating him like a mole. He’s had an agent shadowing him since we sent him from Muungano.”

“Maulana and his endless games.”

“He can’t help himself. Being the R for so long forged a certain way of thinking.” Jaha turned to The Myst. “Sorry for your loss. The Brand was a friend.”

“Thank you. Though those tragic events led to me meeting Wachiru.” The Myst’s little finger brushed against ours. A furtive, brief action.

“I see.” Jaha didn’t miss it. “At least such feelings are reciprocated. Maybe we should get to that debrief.”

“We’ll join you in a minute,” we said.

Jaha eyed us with something short of suspicion. A knowing, though impatient, smirk crossed her lips. “One minute.”

The Myst approached the medchair’s edge. We could feel her heat, and smell her light earthen scent as if she’d just come in from running in a field. The air grew turgid, and we were suddenly warm as if too many bodies had been crammed into a too-confining hold. The medchair offered little buffer. Our heartbeat fluttered again. We disabled our medstream mid-report-out.

“How are you holding up?” She smiled nervously. Out there, on the battlefield of life, she was The Myst, a fearless soldier for the Deacons. But here, in this moment, she nervously chewed her bottom lip. Not quite meeting our eyes, as if burdened with a secret she no longer wished to keep.

“That seems to be the question on everyone’s mind.” We tried to watch the stars out the view port. Mars Proper’s light pollution washed them out like a dream erased. “The heart does not like to suffer.”

“You have been on a long, hard journey. Its path completely unexpected.” She studied her hands, uncertain whether to rest them on the medchair or our shoulder. She chose to interlace her fingers.

“One we thought we might not survive. We needed to cleanse our sabhu.”

“But you did.”

“Through the principle of favorability.”

“Don’t sell yourself short. Or your community.”

We rubbed the back of our neck, a practiced gesture. We offered a crooked, though uncertain, smile. Her thumbs encircled each other, tracing small circles. Something burgeoned between us, that needed to be spoken into. Language needed no words, a twin soul falling into orbit. However clarifying, words needed to rush into the silence, to tumble out freely, before we lost what nerve we had. We swallowed hard. Our throat bobbed, feeling like a grapefruit squeezing through a too-thin pipe.

“We have always trusted in our emi.” The words escaped us before we considered them, committing us to action. “The delicate dance of intuition forged in the sabhu where it meets the Universe. In tune and aligned enough for one, for us, to feel our way through. To want something with all our sabhu.”

The right words eluded us. Desperate, we kept stacking sentences and sentiments on top each other hoping that together they might form the picture we wanted to paint. Our life had been a dream. We’d grown up in a beloved community until death touched us. Our people had turned to another in their rage, leaving us without a clear path, to wander without purpose. To be set upon by our enemies and tormented. Reduced to the singularity of our story, we realized we had everything that we needed right here.

“Such grandiose language to not say anything,” she chided gently. Her hand took ours. “We loved you before we knew you existed. Wait, that’s not what we’re saying. Before this, our life was filled with … longing. A question unanswered.

“And I have become a part of you.” Her voice held a slight tremble, as if stepping onto an icy pond, unsure if it would support her weight.

“A conspiracy of the Universe led us to you. Now the question without words has been answered and our days filled with hope. Love is freely given. Springing from the love the Universe offers. From being known. And should be simply accepted. You are our heart.”

Neither of us moved for a moment, enjoying the comfortable silence between us. The moment, full and fragile as a soap bubble. She squeezed our hand before drawing us from the medchair. The world felt lighter and smaller as we meandered Jaha’s trail to Ishant’s debrief.

“… the assassination of VOP Harrison has reduced everything to chaos,” Ishant was already mid-rant.

“It’s not like LISC was organized to begin with,” Bayard said.

“No one has ever said you had to be good at governing in order to rule,” Jaha said.

“LISC is largely the western countries in alliance, acting as they do. Like they are the spokespeople for the planet.”

“The other powers are content to let them posture. And, in this case, assume the spotlight since it doubles as a target.”

“Where do we stand?” we asked.

“Maulana and O.E. looking to do some back-channel negotiating on Titan away from public scrutiny.” Jaha winced, favoring her side. Her movements ever sure, but her pace off a step.

“Your thorn of the flesh?” Bayard asked.

“I don’t have time for this, Bugs,” she said, wanting him to leave her alone. “Our security is compromised and under thorough assessment.”

Not so long ago, before my internment in the Panopticon, she was injured during an attack on the Muungano embassy on O.E. A bombing shrouded in noise and darkness. Not one to let something like being caught in an explosion slow her down, she returned to her duties almost immediately. However, true healing requires time. And she needed to be patient with herself.

Words we needed to hear and heed.

“How far up the ranks has Night Train penetrated?” we asked.

“Matata was a huge blow. It means even the Ijo has potential infiltrators,” Jaha said.

“Damn. It’s hard to know who to trust,” Bayard said.

“That’s the insidious nature of their work: to sow dissent and distrust,” Jaha said.

“We need our allies,” we said.

“Geoboe is … Geoboe. Pursuing his own interests or those of the Nguni,” Jaha said.

“Which he considers inseparable.”

“Reports indicate there’s a movement for Oyigiyigi to separate from Muungano. Rumor has it that Queen Mother Itoro keeps him in line,” Ishant chimed in from his station.

“What about Bronzeville? We’re already in the neighborhood.” We had long wanted to formalize relationships with Mars, the entire settlement; a proposal Maulana had ridiculed. “Let’s start where we can.”

Nodding toward Jaha as if seeking her blessing first, Bayard assumed the captain’s seat. “Next stop: Bronzeville.”


this is a date—

the quiet confession of breath

sitting in the hush between pulses

we forget all languages but longing

our heart taps rhythms his ancestors would know

freedom songs disguised as desire

she pulls us close

not because she doubts the future

but because our eyes have yet to open to her truth

fear a fragile guest at the table between us

we never thought we’d be seen

not really

not with the holy reverence of her gaze

not with her eyes, brown as wet soil

not with her hands cradling us

a reliquary, an heirloom of her heart

we do not speak of the future

not now

the now is sacred

her laugh spills across our skin, anointing us

her kisses like liberation

quick, rough, unafraid—

love is always revolutionary

too late, we realize

we’ve already built a temple for her in our heart

offering ourselves up with trembling hands

this is a knowing, alight with recognition

no lies live in her eyes

only galaxies

she sees with her whole heart

and we—

we want to be known,

held in the gravity of her gaze

because her love

makes us whole

makes us possible

“you are a living journey of freedom,” she says

and we believe her

for the first time





A weusi-controlled outpost, Bronzeville wrestled for its own space in the Mars Settlement. Whenever a Great Migration caused weusi to settle in large numbers, folks historically tended to nickname that city Bronzeville. Much like First World—the original site that had become the Dreaming City, birthing Muungano—had to do with O.E. Both stories shared similarities: outposts ceded as worthless, spent tracts of land; refuse “gifted” to weusi. Once the residents succeeded in their collective self-determination to build farms and energy facilities—the keys to self-sustainability—the “gifted” property became of strategic interest. In the Dreaming City’s case, LISC came a-calling. In Bronzeville’s case, the Toppers got involved. Resources rescinded, then doled out in drips and drabs to stir discontent. In solidarity, more weusi settled in Bronzeville. The gospel of independence spread—searing people’s hearts—leading to the Bronzeville Rebellion; resulting in the separation into Bronzeville and Mars Proper.

The Tharsis Bulge was a basin nestled between three volcanos: Arsia Mons, Pavonis Mons, and Ascraeus Mons. A maze-like system of deep, steep-walled valleys formed the Noctis Labyrinthus. The original staging area for the Mars settlement that was abandoned for the northern lowlands of the Arcadia Planitia now housed Mars Proper. East of there, however, near the Valles Marineris, was Bronzeville.

A scene out of ancestral dreams, its domes glistened under the pale, ochre sky. The receiving air locks of the reinforced biodomes hummed in constant filtration in an endless battle against the red dust. The air held a faint shimmer, redolent with the smell of brewed, spiced tea. The strained sunlight seemed to have forgotten how to warm the skin. The streets thrummed. Holowomb features layered colorful murals, creating the illusion of history in motion; from Mansa Musa to the fifth wave migration. Music stretched, a familiar quilt swathing them. Solar panels shaped as shields lined the rooftops. At its heart, amidst the garden housed at its base, the Liberation Spire towered, a replicated Witness Tree.

Each toting slingpacks, we clustered together in the air lock; wisps of dust spiraled like tiny cyclones at our feet. Jaha covered her hair with a scarf embroidered with vivid Ankara patterns. She bent low to brush the earth with her fingers, almost in prayerful thanks. The courtyard doubled as a community hub of studios and work spaces. Its marketplace bustled with artisans’ wares. In a three-button jacket, thin tie, and astrakhan hat, the Mayor of Bronzeville greeted us; his cool smile hid a quiet nervousness. He escorted us to the Muungano embassy. The walls of the small rooms curved like hands cupping us. After an hour we gathered in the central circular library. Its view looked over the horizon. The Myst and Ishant guarded the door. Neither my assurances that she was cleared, nor her membership with the Deacons, assuaged his suspicions. These treacherous times took their toll on all of us. Bayard set up a modular unit, Niyabinghi tech, to set up a Code Black / Eyes Only security cone. A former sound engineer, Bayard’s playing style had earned him the nickname “Bugs” (as in “swatting bugs”). He assembled a construct. A dull vibration thrummed in their ears. A series of linkage reports began to collate in the air.

“We heard that Mars was pulling away from O.E.,” we said once we could talk freely.

“Our intelligence reports that Earth Firsters have found a sympathetic home within the political infrastructure of Mars. Top of their agenda: to reclaim Bronzeville,” Bayard said.

“Doing the will of LISC without realizing it,” we said.

“Some folks were so well-trained by massa, even when the overseer wasn’t around, they worked the plantation,” Jaha said.

<Dust storm alert. Status: warning,> Maya said.

The storm picked up; the winds railed against the walls.

Jaha flinched at the crack of thunder. She closed her eyes and measured her breaths. Hers was a life that had seen much turmoil; one that was still not inured to the long-lasting effects of trauma.

Bayard’s construct bleated.

“Jaha.” He enlarged a data stream. “I’ve detected a signal.”

“What sort of signal?” Jaha asked.

We sat up, our emi stirred by his reaction. Something desperate and hopeful in it. We already knew. “Amachi.”



Our strange caravan trudged along the road, our breaths swallowed in the gasp of our rebreathers, our boots sinking into the fine layer of red dust. Bayard asked Kamau to stay at the embassy while we investigated. It was supposed to be just ourself, Jaha, and Bayard, but The Myst refused to leave my side, just as Ishant refused to leave Jaha’s. She had ordered him to stay back. The expression on The Myst’s face when we turned to her informed us to not waste our air.

The sun bled across the cliff face, casting long shadows. The shadows clung to the crevices like heavy secrets. The cliffs rose, proud and merciless, rows of chipped shards of teeth, hewn by millions of years of silence. Each layer of rock an open wound of lament covered in a thin layer of rust-colored dust. The phase suits compensated for the gravity difference. The valley yawned, wide and empty, carved by long forgotten rivers. We stomped along the memory of a planet.

Jaha’s hand reached slowly for her pehla stick. The Myst repositioned her rifle. We sensed it, too. The feeling of being watched.

“We’ve got company.” Jaha’s battle-hardened emi was unmatched by any save speculative hunters. She gestured for us to spread out. Death’s invitation clung to the air.

The first pulse of rifle fire echoed among the rock spires. The earth hiccupped next to us. Our ambushers’ position impossible to discern, we scattered, scurrying for whatever cover we could find. The shots felt random at first, but the pattern penned us in, herded us. Perhaps stalling until reinforcements could arrive.

“These friends of yours?” Jaha asked.

“Few know this route.” The weapons fire pinned Bayard behind a stand of rocks.

“We were expected.”

“That means someone warned them,” The Myst shouted.

“Flank left.” Her voice swallowed by the weapons fire, Jaha waved.

The ominous clefts loomed, their dark ridges a sinister and oppressive presence. From the darkness there was a flicker of movement. Shadows bobbed among the crags above us. More blaster fire rained down. The Myst crouched behind a boulder. Unbothered and unhurried, like she was choosing what to order from a menu, she unleashed a barrage of suppression fire. Pulse charges chipped away at her cover in response. Locking her targeting reticle into place, she adjusted her EVM. Its thrusters fired. Meant for short-range space walks, she used it to propel herself skyward, leaping onto the ridge.

Our heart lurched and we almost cried out after her.

“Hold the line. Give The Myst cover fire.” Bayard took cover and fired. A gbeto’s discipline, delivering suppression fire.

A single shot from The Myst’s carbine sent a mercenary tumbling. Their partner drew a charged blade and ran toward her. The Myst spun, deflecting the arc of the blow before firing a shot into him. Her visor scanned, locking on the remaining combatants. She launched several pulse charges; explosions lit up the ridge.

Transmitting her visor readout, The Myst took cover behind another outcrop. “Lock onto my position and watch my back.”

“I have overwatch.” Jaha sounded pleased at how they naturally coordinated. “Watch your flank, Wachiru. You have company.”

Several mercenaries had broken off to surround us. They coordinated their advance with charged blades. From above, The Myst fired two precise shots, dropping them. But two more still moved toward us. We clapped our hands as the first mercenary approached, pounding a rough berimbau beat. Our body swayed to the music, lowering into a crouch before bending back in a smooth esquiva, dodging the blade. We pivoted on our hands—a dance move taught to us on the library steps of the Dreaming City—our legs sweeping out in a spinning armada. The first kick landed in his side to the crack of a rib. The mercenary staggered back. He slashed, an untrained brute. We dodged with a meia-lua de compass. Flipping over his next lunge, when we landed, we shot our foot out. A hammer kick caught the mercenary’s temple. We didn’t sense the last mercenary sneaking out from their cover.

A thrown chakram landed in his chest.

The man froze mid-step, as if his brain took a moment to alert the rest of his body that he was dead, before he collapsed. A figure emerged from the shadows. The Myst rotated, her targeting reticle locked onto the figure, but we held up our hand to cease fire. Our sister, Amachi.

Jaha kept her distance. With a hand gesture she halted The Myst’s approach to allow us a measure of privacy.

With each step toward each other, the years and distance collapsed between us. We stood there as if on different sides of a chasm, strange reflections of one another. We did not share blood, but we shared a name, and the same stubborn, hardheaded, hard fought and weary spirit. Too long separated by cruelty and happenstance, if one believed in such things. Her face while still one we recognized, seemed older. Thinner and with a worn edginess about her, as if she’d lived a dozen lives since we last saw her. We blinked hard, fighting back the blurring of the world. Our throat tightened, unsure if we could even still form words.

“The Universe has a way of providing,” Amachi said.

“It’s been a long time,” we said.

“It has been,” Amachi said.

“But you’re here, that’s all that matters.”

We swept our hand toward the fallen mercenaries. “Who were they?”

“Earth Firsters. We’d been tracking their movements hoping they’d lead us to … what we weren’t sure.”

“We?” We arched an eyebrow.

“You can’t talk. Much has changed with us. And with you.” Amachi glanced at The Myst, then back to us. “Are you … taller.”

“We changed our hair.”

“Well, we haven’t been around to keep your edges straight.”

“We had to make do once you were … lost,” we said.

“From what we heard, you, too, were … lost.”

“But now…”

The trail of the sentence led to a silence, a thin wire finding a way to connect us when words failed. Amachi closed the distance between us. We lunged toward her, hugging her with a determination to never let her go again. The force of her arms around us belied the girl we once knew. Their strength. Her hardness. Her head rested against our shoulder and we both allowed ourselves an instant to be sheltered by the other. Finding each other again.

Grinning at her reunited family, Jaha had to break the moment. “The circumstances dictate our leaders. I have some of our best educated, best trained troops who are prepared to fight.”

“I know that pleased gleam,” Bayard said.

“I’m dividing us into strike teams. One group needs to return to the Belts, the other to Titan. We’re gathering our people for Judgment Day.”
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The Sun’qhela shuddered, a great beast thrashing against the steel jaws of a trap that bathed it in shimmering tendrils of light. The hull issued a low groan, capitulating to the inevitable. Threads of luminescent gold and violet cradled the ship as the tractor beams slowed them down enough for a forced docking. The L.H.S. and Henam’s ship orbited the Ma ship. Having settled on a name for their command ship, they dispatched drones to etch an Adinkra symbol at the top of the ship for Gye W’ani which translated to “enjoy yourself, joy of living, happiness, and laughter.”

“I just wanted to remind you that this is a first-contact situation.” Robin’s stomach tightened. This situation felt too much like surrendering for her tastes and her sabhu wasn’t having it.

“I’m tellin’ you,” Anitra said. “Leave that shit alone.”

“We don’t have a choice. They brought us in,” Robin said. “You ready to do this?”

“I want them to look me in the eye.” Anitra stood at the helm, sparing a glance at the commander. “They need to know that the Reapers, especially their commander, don’t play.”

Epyc Ro gripped the rail of her sitstat station, her knuckles straining. Her jaw clenched, her refusal to speak the only sign of whatever internal punishment she put herself through. An eerie quietude had settled upon her, one as inscrutable as the textured silence of the space. As if every movement, every trace of sound was muffled by the atmosphere, leaving only the peace of smothered echoes.

“Commander?” Robin knelt beside her friend. “Epyc Ro?”

“I was never all that adept at funkentelechy. Here, I’m fashioning like a master.” She seemed to speak to no one in particular. Her nanobots danced. She fashioned the layout of their room. Then a portrait of a couple Robin recognized from her file as her parents. Then Epyc Ro waved the nanobots away. “I feel like we’re being pushed into the next chapter of our lives.”

“Good, because this last chapter was damn near an entire book.”

With that, Epyc Ro drifted back into the present, fully becoming aware of Robin. Epyc Ro tuned to her with a pained, lost—and yet furious—expression. “Have I led my people into the belly of the beast?”

“Probably. Unarmed at that. Completely at a stranger’s mercy.” Before she could react, Robin continued. “Let’s not pretend that we’re not in uncharted territory. Just like I’m under no illusion that we know what we’re doing. Any of us. We’re doing the best we can. And trusting our sabhu in such matters is a terrifying leap of faith.”

“Then let’s go.”

Heads up, chests out, the Reapers marched out of the Sun’qhela in their EVMs. A vast expanse of black metal under harsh light, the docking bay was a small cluster of spherical modules joined by cylindrical superstructures. Its walls scarred, leftover tales of previous stowed vessels. The docking clamps hung like massive chains on their ship, keeping it in its place. A series of drones scurried about, their intermittent bleats protesting their readings and duties. Its lenticular hall led to its ring drive. The ship’s elongated design meant less of a forward profile for an enemy to target.

“You won’t need them. Our atmosphere has been attenuated to your needs.” A voice transmitted across their commlinks. “Our chamber of elders has invited you to be received.”

“No one said this was a formal occasion.” Docking her EVM, Robin fashioned their HOVA dress regalia of tunics with black piping. Red, black, and green stripes formed the insignia of the Hellfighters. A varying number of gold chevrons, indicating each of their ranks, hung over the sacred triangles of Alkebulan.

Epyc Ro bristled; her eyes assessed them with a cold aplomb, deliberating on whether this was a true invitation or an ambush.

“We haven’t had the chance to wear these much,” Epyc Ro finally said, her voice calm and steadying despite her unease.

Clad in black jackets and matching pants, canvas belts cinching their uniforms, a contingent of red-beret-topped security met them at the bottom of the ramp. One had slit-pupiled eyes, gray skin, and a complex prolapsing jaw giving him a vaguely reptilian appearance. Another had antennae with red striations along her side, like enflamed scars. The last had a craggy face, mottled and hard set, hairless with a protruding brow. Robin recognized him as a Jabalian, a race of organic rock.

“No weapons.” The reptilian security member’s voice had a sibilant quality to it. Their bulging eyes over their protruding snout cast a deceptively calculating aspect to them.

“We wouldn’t presume,” Epyc Ro said. “We accept hospitality without lowering our guard.”

“Leaving our weapons behind went against everything I stand for,” Anitra said. “But our culture believes it a sign of weakness to operate from such a defensive posture.”

“Just because we lead with hospitality does not mean we have no precautions,” The Jabali security chief sniffed. His customary horizontal bands connected his swirls, indicating his family rank. “You can’t be too careful when you allow strangers into your home.”

Epyc Ro took a breath, straightened her shoulders, and squared up against him. “As long as we understand each other.”

“As you say. Clear and direct talk is key to establishing and building trust.” The Jabali snorted, perhaps in amusement, perhaps in begrudging respect. “This way to the receiving chamber.”

The docking bay doors closing behind them, the Reapers were escorted through the chambers of the ship. Robin couldn’t help but think that they were being taken the long way on purpose, swallowed whole by the ship’s unfeeling embrace, in order to impress upon them the immensity of the power they dealt with. At the next juncture, more security joined them, accompanying Ellis, Cadgejia, and Ha’Henam.

“The gang’s all here,” Robin said.

“We couldn’t let you greet Ma alone.” Ha’Henam’s eyes darted about, determined to take in this experience without missing a detail.

“You surrendered yourselves?” Epyc Ro asked.

“No.” Cadgejia nodded to the guard. “We simply asked to dock.”

“It’s an opportunity to ensure a seat at the table as power and control are being doled out.” Settling into her familiar groove, Henam was fond of pointing out the weaknesses of others.

“This was not the reception we expected,” Robin said.

“Our cultural priorities include our Law of Hospitality,” the Jabali said. “Your arms had to be forfeited because we cannot shelter armies or troops. Otherwise, visitors have to share spaces with those who live here but are given the best accommodations.”

A maze of narrow corridors, barely wide enough for four people to walk abreast, led to a vestibule. The chamber pressurized before they marched into the main lobby of the vessel. The hallway branched off and expanded, the corridors responding like living arteries. When they passed through the portico, Robin knew intuitively that they entered the equivalent of their command and control center.

A vault of fractal spires, every surface gleamed as through a mirror darkly. Shrouded in shadows by intent, with no need of much illumination, perhaps to convey a vague menace. A technological cathedral, with architectural lines carved by algorithms, designed to both inspire reverence and intimidate. The walls shimmered, pulsing with quantum data streams lighting them, their shifting patterns too complex to comprehend. The air smelled of sandalwood and lavender. Alcoves waited for their command staff to fill. An obsidian dais rose, lit by a latticework of overhead conduits pulsing like vessels in a mechanized heart chamber.

“This is our sabiduria. Their role is to perceive illness. They do so as a spiritual assessment.” The perimeter of Alcove 1 glimmered as the voice spoke.

“Are you … Ma?” Robin didn’t know where to direct her question to.

“We are the Mamerafe. A court of elders,” Alcove 1 said.

A member of the Ouje people, draped in a long blue tunic, stepped forward. A kaross, its colored patterns representing her family, hung along her shoulders. Humanoid in appearance, not markedly different from any Muungano citizen. She held her hands out as if framing each of them in an unseen lens.

“And your sabiduria is a … living bioscan?” Robin asked.

“We view healing as a communication opportunity, one that requires personal involvement and connectedness with others.” Alcove 1 went dark.

The sabiduria raised her hands and held them in front of Robin, indicating her look of threat. And waited for consent.

Robin closed her eyes and leveled her head without fear.

The Ouje’s fingers hovered just above her skin. A beatific grin crossed her face as if basking in the light of an unseen sun.

“You’re holding something here.” The sabiduria pressed her hand to Robin’s heart. “Grief. Regret.”

Stepping to Chandra, the sabiduria jumped with a start before even raising her hands. Chandra blanched. Sweat dotted her forehead as if she struggled to remain upright as if in pain. “This one is blocked. Secrets kept. Words rarely said. Truths unspoken.”

She took one glance at Anitra and kept moving.

“Rude,” Anitra said.

The sabiduria stood in front of Epyc Ro. Her fingers spider-crawled the air above the commander’s head. “You … fascinating. Your mind’s eye is open, yet you refuse to believe what you see.”

The sabiduria retreated to the obsidian dais. It lowered, leaving the Reapers alone within the surrounding alcoves. Each one burned to life, though remained unoccupied.

“We appreciated how you protected our children. The enemy of our enemy is due some consideration,” Alcove 1 said.

“Who are you?” Alcove 2 demanded; his voice did not suffer foolishness nor wastes of time.

“We call ourselves the Reapers. My name is Robin Townsend.” Robin stepped forward. “This is our commander, Epyc Ro Morgan.”

“You are the commander, yet your subordinate speaks for your people,” Alcove 1 asked.

“We don’t do hierarchy, not like that.” Epyc Ro studied the shadows. “My expertise is in command leadership, so my people naturally defer to me to make tactical decisions. Diplomacy is Robin’s expertise, so we look to her in those situations.”

“Sounds confusing,” Alcove 4 said.

“Or extremely logical. No one is an expert in everything,” Alcove 3 responded. “A wise leader listens to the opinions of their experts.”

“And how often do non-wise leaders rise to power. People intuit who to follow,” Alcove 1 said.

Epyc Ro’s hands swept toward the rest of the Reapers. “We appreciate you welcoming us, just as we understand the need for precautions.”

“We don’t treat strangers like possible contagions,” Alcove 1 said.

“Even when the technology levels are significantly … different?” Robin’s voice held an unvoiced concern.

“And how do you protect and communicate with less advanced cultures,” Robin asked.

“We’ll use small words,” Alcove 2 chimed in, clearly not feeling the arrival of strangers. He seemed to direct his comments toward Anitra. “I’m sure even among your people adults know how to talk to children.”

“Is he calling us children? Use some small words with me and see what happens,” Anitra muttered. “I got some small words for your ass.”

“Superior or inferior technology is relative: Some species are so adaptable, so in tune with the natural order of their planet, they don’t have to create artificial technology to thrive in their environment. Does that make them less intelligent? Less advanced?” Alcove 5 asked. “They could have a more sophisticated social hierarchy which functions as their superior technology.”

“Our cautions are more about learning the customs, and more importantly, the taboos of peoples,” Alcove 3 said. “Find out what they hold dear in order to build bridges of communication and understanding.”

Epyc Ro considered their words and stepped forward. “We’ve sustained heavy weapons fire.”

“We can still scrap though.” Anitra aimed her words at Alcove 2.

“Any assistance would be greatly appreciated.” The commander, despite deferring to Robin, had learned to be adept in the ways of diplomatic language and posture.

“We have no idea where to procure parts,” Robin said. “Or what to do with them if we had them.”

“But we could figure it out though,” Anitra said.

“We stand ready to assist,” Alcove 1 said. “We’ll send a repair crew. And technicians.”

“That would be much appreciated,” Robin said.

“What brings you to our sector?” Alcove 3 asked.

“More importantly, into the targeting arrays of the Service of the Order?” Alcove 2 asked.

“Ours is a culture of artists, diplomats, scientists, and explorers,” Robin began. “We lead with exploration and curiosity, a posture of learning.”

“Pretty-sounding words,” Alcove 2 said.

“It’s about how we want to position ourselves humanely in the universe.”

“You have that luxury?”

“The prioritization, you mean,” Robin corrected.

“No culture develops in isolation. Settlers look for new spaces to live. Colonizers seek to extract.”

“Ours is a mission of peace,” Robin said.

“With heavy, though basic, armaments?” Alcove 2 said.

“This is why I advocate a policy of strict noninterference,” Alcove 3 said.

“That’s what I’m talking about,” Anitra tapped Robin’s shoulder. “A leave-that-shit-alone prime directive.”

“We’ve had reports of raiders in the sector,” Alcove 3 said. “CO/IN.”

“Which brings us to you,” Alcove 2 said.

Anitra shifted uncomfortably, as if shirking off a suit she never quite wore well.

“You asked who we were.” Robin clasped her hands behind her as she stalked the dais. “We were once known as the HOVA. The security personnel for our community, Muungano.”

“Its military,” Alcove 3 said in a matter-of-judgment tone.

“When times required. Its peacekeepers when circumstances allowed.”

“Noting the care of your words, warrior, you said you were known as HOVA. What are you known as now?

“I’m deliberate with trying to communicate the values of my people.”

A familiar twinge nudged Robin. After a sort of spiritual inhalation, she gathered herself to share their story. Tempted to begin the way griot rituals of recitation began a story, every word in its place, except that their story had not yet been solidified. They were still working out this story. “We were sent from Muungano to explore an artificially created wormhole we had dubbed the Orun Gate. After we landed on the world known by its denizens as Mzisoh, we encountered a group calling themselves the Lei’den. They claimed to operate in the name of the Interstellar Alliance. They were using Mzisoh as a staging station for their colonizing efforts. Ellis!Ollinger’s people were caught up in those efforts, corralled and tortured. As we were investigating, the Lei’den killed most of our unit. They captured our commander. Executed her. Transmitting the image of her death throughout the galaxy.”

“We bore witness. We also heard tales of the oppressive and aggressive regime known as Muungano,” Alcove 3 said.

“The Lei’den are actually humans. Misinformation is what they do.”

“Humans? Like yourselves?” Alcove 3’s tone retained the arch of suspicion.

“Yes. Except from the world our Muungano community separated from,” Epyc Ro said. “We refer to it Original Earth. O.E.”

“Muungano was a colony of O.E.?” Alcove 1 asked.

“Muungano is its own self-governing, self-determining community.” Robin took half a step back under the unrelenting assault of the interrogation, now that she understood the nature of the inquisition she stood before.

“Looking to expand?” Alcove 2’s question had the tenor of accusation.

“Looking to make new friends.”

“Yet here you are with a commandeered ship,” Alcove 3 pressed. “Ships. Building your own makeshift armada, Commander.”

“O.E. believes in shows of strength and operating from that position.” Epyc Ro kept her placid mask, though it began to show signs of strain. “They tend to treat most relationships in terms of bargaining positions. Their ways are not our ways.”

Robin appreciated being able to take for granted her beloved community. As a young sebau in the Learning Tree, she had hated it. She often complained to her elders that she never had a break. Conversations often turned into quizzes. She lived under the constant threat of being called to speak in front of any assembly; her opinion sought out since the voices of the young people were centered with genuine curiosity by the elders. They lived in a carefully maintained bubble which allowed them to grow and flourish. Despite being on track to become a Master Teacher herself, when it came time to defend Muungano, she didn’t hesitate to join the HOVA. “To skinny up our story, we rolled up the Lei’den.”

“Snatched. Their souls.” Anitra joined the rhythm of their story as her Amen corner.

“We rolled up the Service of the Order.”

“Snatched. Their souls.”

“We rolled up the CO/IN.”

“Snatched. Their souls.” Anitra clapped her hands. “Now they on a shirt.”

“But we find ourselves, I find myself, at a crossroads.” All eyes of the Reapers shifted back to Robin. “After we managed to escape the CO/IN, with no way home, we decided to forge a new life here, on our terms, with the mission to hunt down and stop the rest of the CO/IN, calling ourselves the Reapers now. At what point do we call our work done and figure out what our lives are supposed to be like without war?”

“You say you are peacekeepers by nature, yet you admit to a mission of vengeance,” Alcove 2 said, though his tone had somewhat softened.

“A mission of justice, which is also true to our values.”

“You have given us much to think about. We’ll escort you to some quarters for you to refresh yourselves,” Alcove 1 said.

“As your prisoners?” Epyc Ro asked.

“As our esteemed guests. Under escort. Bathe, eat, allow us time to deliberate how best we may come alongside your efforts.”

“If I may,” Cadgejia interrupted, “would you have a biosphere available?”

“We have a delegation of Darawad traveling with us. They would love to receive one of their ambassadors,” Alcove 3 said.

“Many thanks.” Bowing slightly, Cadgejia departed, under chaperone.

“I can oversee the ships’ repairs,” Ha’Henam came forward. “Well, act as a liaison for what’s needed.”

“Yes. That will suffice,” Alcove 2 said with, a mild air of disdain.

“Make sure you complete the retrofit. Additional shielding around the nacelles. Plating around the hull,” Anitra reminded Henam, before glancing over her shoulder to check with the court. “I mean, if we’re to fully partake.”



The hospitality suite had a lush quality to it. The room tailored itself to them, yet still felt watchful. Perhaps due to it studying and responding to their needs. Or perhaps an intelligence they didn’t fully understand. Its walls emitted a soothing phosphorescent glow of pulsating green; their texture soft and spongy, like a mushroom. Every so often, embedded vents sighed, exhaling a gust of cool fresh air, as if the wall itself breathed on them. A heady incense blend of hinoki and crushed ginger perfumed the room. The furniture bulged from the floor like organic growths. Pod-like chairs, with the same velveteen surface of the walls, contoured to their bodies when they sat in them. The low table between them—with a translucent material coating it—mimicked oak. The veneer undulated like tendrils, an anemone curling and uncurling to their needs. An aperture widened along the far wall, providing a view of the outer court. And the guard stationed outside of their quarters.

“I don’t trust ’em.” Anitra reconnoitered the room.

“Who would you trust?” Robin asked.

“Point taken. So far though, circumstances have proved my point of view correct.” A soft chime sounded from … somewhere. Another aperture formed and a table covered in food floated in. Two attendants arranged the presentation before departing, almost in apology for interrupting them. Anitra was the first to sidle up to the table. She waved her hand across it, picked up a bulbous fruit of some sort, and bit into it.

“Food’s all right though,” Anitra said.

“What happened to ‘don’t trust ’em’?” Robin asked.

“Every relationship requires a leap of faith. I leap better on a full stomach.”

Robin drifted off to think about what they had discovered planetside. About the Service of the Order and their technology.

<Their Council of Elders functions similar to an Ijo council. Our interview was transmitted throughout the ship. Perhaps beyond.> Chandra’s voice had a weird, spectral quality to her tone.

“Are you all right, Chandra?”

<I’m … not sure. The voices … >

“Lie down.” Robin wondered what effect their travels might have on Chandra long-term. Or her Maya unit. Constantly trying to reconnect with Maya despite being so far away. Or whether communication was still somehow possible. Chandra never spoke of such things.

Epyc Ro stood off in the corner, studying her hand, communing with the voices in her head. She steeled herself with a breath, returning to wearing her mask of commander. “How are our people holding up?”

“I’m worried about Chandra,” Robin said.

They glanced over at her. Chandra rubbed her temple at the site of her implant as if fending off a headache.

“The headaches? You noticed them, too?”

“My guess was some sort of resonance or feedback loop caused by Morawi technology.”

“Like a cyber-migraine. That might explain things.”

“But you think something else?”

“Just a stirring in my sabhu.” Epyc Ro never knew how to verbalize her intuitions, the mad leap of possibilities. She thought it made her sound too much like a mythicist. “What if there’s a kind of … transtemporal awareness. A possible fifth- or sixth-dimensional incursion?”

“That’s a course of physics above my paygrade. What makes you think that?”

“I’m not sure. Something about this place.” Epyc Ro’s voice drifted off again. Her attention landed on Ellis hovering awkwardly by Anitra in a corner. “Can you check on … whatever that is?”

“Why don’t you?”

“To be fair, I’m the last person anyone should want to get relationship advice from.”

“Why not? We learn best from mistakes, and you have a Ph.D. in relationship don’ts,” Robin said. “Too soon?”

Epyc Ro smacked her shoulder. “Girl, I can’t with you. Let’s convene in ten.”

Anitra busied herself testing the food and entertaining herself with the table; making a game of whether its tendrils could anticipate her movements. Ellis studied her while attempting not to be obvious. Giving the telltale signs of someone attempting surveillance and spycraft … not particularly well.

Robin sidled up next to them. “You should just talk to her. She’s a captive audience.”

“I don’t know if I should say anything. The timing is … unfortunate. It’s an unfair ask.” Ellis refused to meet Robin’s eyes. “It’s like dragging teeth.”

“Yeah, Maya can translate, but they can’t get you to use idioms right,” Robin said. “The heart does what the heart does. Considering what we do, the timing will never be great.”

“What should I say?”

“No thanks. I don’t get involved in the personal lives of young folks.” Robin waved her hands, cutting them off. “At this stage of life, your job is to be messy. As long as you can respect each other, not use each other, and whatever you two become doesn’t interfere with the work, go forth and be messy.”

“Can I quote you as regulation?”

“Absolutely not. But … go shoot your shot.”

“Shoot my shot?”

“More idioms. Tell her how you feel.”

Ellis hopped off of the ledge and meandered over to Anitra. They shifted from foot to foot, steadying themselves before finding the strength to speak. “Anitra—”

“I heard. You were all of a few meters from me. Before you ‘shoot your shot,’ just tell me this: Your people don’t have any devour-your-partner-when-you’re-done type rituals do they?”

“We have a tiny structure by our eye that when we meet a prospective mate propels something like a dart into their head. It’s an infusion of a special mucous designed to prepare them to receive our seed.”

“The fuck. No.” Anitra backed away from them. “You ain’t injecting me with no snot stick.”

“I’m kidding.” Ellis leaned their head forward to assure her. Anitra inspected their entire face. Twice. “I perform a kind of dance.”

Anitra slid over to Robin. “Go ’head then.”

Robin couldn’t help but think about how much she had lost. Her sebau. Her family. Life in Muungano. The mundane she’d taken for granted. Her life had both swollen and shrunk since she joined the HOVA, reduced to the endless adventure of gbeto duty.

Ellis!Ollinger trembled. They turned their back and removed their shirt. Three slits opened just under their shoulders that vibrated like tiny wings. They refracted the bioluminescent glow of the room into prismatic light. Ellis spun, leapt, and then dove, mimicking a bird in flight. The flaps unfurled ever so slightly.

“Got a sexy new dance, it’s called The Bird!” Anitra flapped her arms. “Squawk! Hallelujah!”

Ellis’s body emitted a piercing trill as they looped in a tight arc around Anitra. Each swoop matching the timbre in their song. Collapsing beneath her, their body vibrated. Their back arched, their knees drew up, pouring their essence into producing a counter harmony that they danced against. The strange acoustics of the room amplified their mating song. Ellis extended their arms, the tone of their notes changed. Their flaps vibrated, their oscillations aligning into a peaking frequency demanding release.

Robin also realized that her journey allowed her to see things she’d never even thought to imagine.

Ending with a sonic eruption, their amorous scream, Ellis collapsed into a kneeling posture. Head bent low; the flaps resealed themselves.

“We spread love over here,” Anitra clapped. She stopped abruptly. “Uh, I’m not pregnant or some shit, am I?”

“That’s not how the dance works.” Ellis glanced around, noting the slack faces. “It’s just a declaration.”

“Noted.”

“How, uh, did I do?”

“You shot the shit outta that shot. I just … don’t know how to respond.”

“You don’t. Not yet. It was my honor to perform the dance. Only time will determine if anything happens from here.”

“I like that.”

“I bet you do,” Robin said. “There’s no ‘maybe we ought to just be friends’ awkwardness.”

A doorway formed, its muffled hiss drawing the Reapers’ full attention. Guards entered the room. Their body language stiff and perfunctory; they were here on business, ready to render judgment.

The Jabalian tipped his head a little, the respect of rank acknowledged. A tiny motion but appreciated. “It’s time.”

They were met at the entrance by Cadgejia and Henam. A hush settled over the chamber of the elders. The moment stretched as if the Reapers were expected to kneel. Yet it had the hoarse, bone-weary, bureaucratic energy of meeting with defense ministers worried about possibilities.

“We’re convening to deal with the possible threat to the Morawi,” Alcove 2 said.

“We’re no threat,” Epyc Ro moved lightly.

“How do you prove that?” Alcove 1 asked.

“We don’t need to prove it; we have an enemy in common. We’re after the Service of the Order. They are who we are after. Us going after them should be all the ‘proof’ you need.” Robin couldn’t help but wonder if they were caught within a web of politics they didn’t understand. “It’s all we can offer.”

With only a glance between them, Epyc Ro nodded in agreement.

The council went preternaturally still. The alcoves began to flash, content to signal to one another. Chandra angled her head. She smiled and signed to Epyc Ro. Robin recognized the coded hand language of the Deacons. The message was “wait.” Epyc Ro relaxed. Only in that exhalation did Robin notice how her commander was on the verge of … improvising.

“We’re cautious because we have the opportunity to do together what none of us could do on our own,” Alcove 1 said. “To add to a growing alliance with those who are strangers to us.”

“On Muungano, we are in a continuing conversation in working out how we work toward protocols that allow us to reach out to neighbors, partners, and potential new friends,” Robin began with all due caution.

“We have the opportunity to be a unifying force. To bring people to the table,” Alcove 1 said. “For species to work together on the macro level, it must be initiated and modeled on the micro level.”

“What about unaligned worlds?” Cadgejia asked.

“We protect them by default as our moral duty as neighbors.”

“Shouldn’t they contribute?” Henam asked.

“What? Protection money?” Anitra didn’t disguise her dislike for that idea.

“Each would contribute what they could. But we would lead with generosity, not coercion. Maybe entice them to join over time,” Alcove 1 said.

“The strongest military always ‘unifies.’” Henam reacted to Anitra’s bristling.

“An alliance for mutual self-defense has a greater allure,” Alcove 3 said.

“It does not matter how you dress up the enticement.” Henam clicked several times in a tenor of disgust. “It is coercion by another name.”

“You talk of coercion without so much as a blush of irony,” Alcove 2 said.

Robin locked eyes with Epyc Ro again, worried about not having enough intel about their situation. Epyc Ro signed to Chandra.

Chandra removed the bioplastic covering her Maya implant. It flashed a stuttering signal.

The Alcoves flashed excitedly in response.

Chandra closed her eyes, concentrating on whatever information she had received. <The Revisio have been rejected from such an alliance?>

“They are an invasive species whose entire life cycle is predicated on nonconsensual relationships,” Alcove 2 said.

“One cannot ask for consent when they’re a virus. We infect who we infect, that was how we were made.” Whatever sense of reverence Henam had felt had faded to something hard and cynical. “Evolution is a mystery.”

“Yet that has not prevented you from your posture of always angling for a ‘seat at the table.’”

“We are seeking to prevent future wars. By dealing with threats before they become endemic,” Alcove 1 said. “An alliance is only as good as its ability and commitment to deal with threats.”

“Just as long as we don’t get into the ‘create a crisis to justify our war fleet’ business,” Epyc Ro said. “The ones wielding such a fleet, such power, need to do so responsibly. Strength doesn’t lie in people fearing you.”

“We have no interest in instilling fear. Only defense for our people. All of our people.”

“This is how the CO/IN operate: by playing on the natural fissures between cultures.” Robin paced, her large hands wringing the air in frustration. “They were almost able to provoke us into a civil war just for thinking about forming a coalition.”

“And that is why they and the Service of the Order must be dealt with,” Epyc Ro said.

“What do you need from us?” Alcove 3 asked.

“Intel briefs. Allow us to put our heads together and come up with a plan,” Epyc Ro said.

“Is there any possibility that your allies would not be onboard with this unsanctioned action?” Robin asked.

“We’ve chosen to not include our allies in this mission. No support resources or access will be … forthcoming.”

“Not the best way to keep allies,” Epyc Ro said.

“The diplomatic considerations are significant,” Alcove 2 said.

Robin weighed the consequences of politics. “To achieve consensus buy-in, we have to come up with an exit plan that doesn’t compromise geospatial relationships.”

“We defer to your expertise,” Alcove 1 said. “Learn what you can, figure out what they want, figure out how they think.”

“Then put an end to their nonsense,” Epyc Ro said.

The Alcoves glimmered in agreement.
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The Cypher—Planetside




It wasn’t long before the Universe entered its Dark Ages.

After the beginning, there was only heat and light, a creation without shadows. an endless sea of energy where nothing could last for long, any particle that attempted to take shape shorn apart by the storm of creation. Over a billion years ago, the universe had sufficiently cooled enough so that the furious dance of photons slowed enough for partnerships to form. Wild electrons found themselves drawn to hydrogen and helium nuclei. The cosmos could take a breath. In a conspiracy of gravity and recombination, the first nuclear fires ignited. Out of the chaos came structure. Particles would occasionally flicker into existence—quantum fluctuations, the seeds to structure formation—as the beginning of everything to come later. The Universe began to remember itself.

—Malkia Maya, Chronicles




The world we knew had already ended.

The physical infrastructure of Maya was now a graveyard. The once clinically smooth walls warped and shattered.The central vent of the Cypher’s engine core, which had been reinforced with molybdenum, had buckled under its own weight and cracked. The remains of its three major arms—which had once branched off from the main chamber that processed the ship’s kheprw crystals and connected the containment unit to the ship’s power array—collapsed into piles blocking the corridor. Conduit lines dangled like overgrown vines, occasionally twitching from random current bursts. When the coolant shielding erupted from the walls, the hallways heated up from the exposed conduits. Nodes which ran through the bulkheads of every structure in Muungano like nerve clusters now lay exposed.

Crew members scurried through the isocrawl tubes. They would soon have to evacuate the deck. A darkened window had once allowed the viewing of the carefully curated garden of crystals. Members of the Cypher would come to enjoy the command performances, watching the crystals shift colors in tune to the music. The remains of the shattered Cypher were a mausoleum of the silence of everything having been said. After all the blame. After never having been heard. After all the criticism. After holding on to all the resentments. After forgiveness had run its course.

After all this time, after all we’ve been through, my first thought was still of my wife.

“Stacia? Are you okay?” The tremulous quality to my voice caught me off guard. I didn’t know whether I was more panicked by hearing her voice or its absence. What mattered was the cold sliver winding its way through my insides. A hulking figure as imposing as a HOVA commander, I hovered. Gray now flecked my goatee. My smile, which once lit up any room I entered, now glowered as a constant sneer and I was ready to nitpick any action. Especially hers.

“Command staff,” her voice struggled, fighting through pain. Injured but refusing to let on how badly. “Report.”

“Fires throughout Decks 5–10. Suppression in progress. Structural integrity compromised.” Nothing mattered anymore. Everything we’d fought for, everything we’d sacrificed had come down to this pile of ashes filling our lungs. But slowly I realized there were still a few things left to fight for. “We need to prepare to evacuate.”

“Belay that,” Paki cut in across the commlinks.

“Paki?” Stacia asked.

“Our crashing on this planet … has had devastating consequences.”

“How … bad?”

“The Cypher has a ten-kilometer diameter. Even with us slowing our descent, we still hit the planet’s atmosphere with an airburst of nearly five hundred kilotons. The shockwaves alone…” Paki had a way of reducing circumstances to a series of math problems he was always on the verge of figuring out. Losing sight of the forest at the end of the world apocalypse for its trees.

These were the times Stacia had the least patience for him. “Atmospheric readings?”

“Unclear,” he said.

“I’ll need more than that.”

“No, literally unclear. We appear to have landed in water. Our crash created mega-tsunamis. Threw chunks of earth so high up they left the atmosphere. We’re dealing with a cloud of super-heated dust, ash, and steam.”

“We can’t leave the ship?” As had become my custom when it came to all things Paki, I set up an independent monitoring data stream at my workstation. It confirmed his assessment.

“We can’t stay here. Give me options, people.” In Stacia’s sabhu was the beating fierce heart of an artist she never had time to indulge. On our first anniversary, I gave Stacia a brush speckled with dried paint. A sentimental gesture, since for our first date I’d taken her to a sip-and-paint gathering. Her favorite wine was a sweet red called “Abundance.” We’d laughed so much that night and she almost cried when she opened that box. As if in that moment, she’d been read and understood. How I clung to the hope of returning to anything close to that with her. Just wanting a look, any spark of connection in her eyes, even for our fingertips to inadvertently graze each other, anything to acknowledge that we were still on the same team. Hoping to find our way back to each other in the dark. All met by icy indifference.

“The Cypher…” Nadina’s voice trailed off as if not intending to speak out loud. She was in such a place with Stacia, she probably had to create a pro and con list for the merits of asphyxiating in the dark vs. giving Stacia an option to move forward.

“What are you thinking, Nadina?”

“The Cypher was designed as a series of modules. If we could separate the sections, we might be able to move them into place to form a staging base.”

“Spread out like how the Dreaming City first established itself,” Stacia said. “I like it. Start making preparations.”

“We can’t. We have no Maya to guide us and minimal—”

“I suggest you put your back into it and quit disappointing me,” Stacia cut her off, issuing her bar of not tolerating excuses. “All command staff, join me on deck when we’re ready.”

I dreamt of a world that could be rather than maneuvering through the one that was.

Each step had a measure of uncertainty due to the fluctuating sense of gravity; intermittent gasps from the remnants of the Cypher’s artificial gravity to that of the planet’s. The flooring crunched in protest underfoot, made brittle by the damage to the ship’s integrity, reminding me how each piece of the Cypher was dependent on the greater wholeness of the ship. The smell of scorched metal clung to the air, coating the back of my throat with a bitter, acrid taste. I stepped over the frame of a crashed bulwark, ducking under a spray of impotent sparks through the otherwise dark corridor. The hallways weren’t allowed the peace of silence. Under a mural—which had managed to survive the crash intact—huddled crew members in a makeshift triage station, tending to the injured. Personal effects lay scattered through the hallways as if closets had been emptied by a hurricane. A boot, a jacket, a comb, a child’s doll half melted by the heat which reminded me of an ekpu figure. The randomness of it all settling like a melancholy blanket.

I hesistated at the entrance of the command deck and time stood still. The scene where something had broken between me and Stacia. Something irreparable. When I sided with Zenith, voting for her to step down as captain. Somewhere along the line, we’d lost the ability to talk to one another. Leading didn’t have to be isolating. That was another O.E. holdover, being “strong” for their people lest they lose confidence. Building walls between ranks, not allowing the higher-ups to grow too familiar with their subordinates. To avoid developing too much emotional attachment. These were the lies of leadership. I had wanted someone else to bear that leadership load so that we could return to each other. A well-intended blade to her back, but a knife nonetheless. I wanted to take that moment back.

The heads of the various departments crammed themselves into the surviving, cramped space. The captain’s chair sat empty. Stacia paced behind it. I wondered what had happened to the fun girl—the one with paint dappling her face, who wasn’t afraid to laugh—I fell in love with. Stacia, Paki, and Nadina turned to me with something short of a glare upon my entrance. Kenya guarded the door, a silent, rueful sentry. The weight of her emi’s suspicions was a near physical force. Most of the control panels were dead, their cracked and charred surfaces dark, displaying only their broken reflections. Brushing the edge of a console, I felt a faint vibration. A piece of the Cypher fought to stay alive. I imagined the hum of the ship’s engines propelling us through space, the distant laughter of a crew who enjoyed the company of each other in the best ways of family. One who trusted each other to get them through any situation. On the cracked viewscreen, the image of the Cypher sprawled across a crater like the broken body of a fallen angel in a grave of their own making. Its shattered hull half buried in ashen earth. It had faced a violent demise, but that same violence lingered, threatening to spread like a contagion.

“Paki, what scenarios are we looking at?” Stacia asked.

“We crashed. In so doing, we cracked the planet’s mantle, creating a fissure in the crust. Triggering volcanic eruptions and global earthquakes.” Paki hovered near a workstation with the excitement of a young sebau on his first day at the Learning Tree. “Our entry also heated the surface, causing wildfires among the forests. All the forests. A ring of debris now orbits the planet. The dust will cover it for the next decade.”

“Blocking the sun. Interrupting photosynthesis. Cooling the planet’s temperature,” I said before I realized I was speaking.

“This mission … has cost us so much.” Stacia studied the darkened console like a vestal priestess waiting on word from an oracle. “How much time will we need to prepare the Cypher’s modules to deploy?”

“We’re doing what repairs we can with our power reserves. We’re looking at a few days. Maybe a week.”

“Damn it, Nadina.”

“I can’t bend the laws of physics no matter how much you shout at me.”

“I…” Stacia drummed her fingers along the console. “I’m just worn down by our—”

“Losses,” I completed.

Stacia didn’t correct me. There were some stories which cut so close to the core of who we believed we were, some pains we were so unwilling to let go of, that we could never get past them. The language of any given relationship reduced to unvoiced slights, unheard hurts, and weaponized silence. And in that silence, the tacit contemplation of what to do next. How to move on or at least pretend things had never happened or gone that far. Desperately hoping to find the right words to fix things, if they even existed. “Status of our escape pods.”

“We lost ten or so crew members, not counting Zenith.” Attempting to sound as reassuring as I could, hoping my soothing tone would minimize her sense of failure. “A suicide gambit if there ever was one. Which surprises me considering all he did to maneuver us here. I never understood what he was on.”

“Trust me, he was about survival above all else. If he made off with an escape pod, he had a plan.” Stacia paced. “He was sent to assess the economic potential of the Cypher’s research.”

“The Orun Gate,” I said.

“As well as Project Uhlanga.” Stacia turned her back.

“That’s our science fair project.” Nadina added a lilt to the end of her sentence, turning it into a question.

“Captain.” Paki’s cautioning tone meant he read something in Stacia’s mood. “They haven’t been read in.”

“Read in?” I asked. Uhlanga, by mythicist tradition, was the marsh from which humanity had sprung. Something about a skyfather traveling by golden chord and another god falling which created the land features of the planet. “Let me guess, another Code Black / Eyes Only memo you skipped for our benefit?”

“Do you really want to do this? Now?” Stacia’s voice was cold enough to freeze her workstation to the point of shattering. At my silent retreat, she continued, “You have to understand the long view our elders took. The ‘fifth wave migration’ was only meant to be the initial step into the stars. History repeats. You think we didn’t know one day O.E. would come a-calling to essentially declare Eminent Domain on us.”

“Or raze us entirely for existing successfully,” Paki added.

“What does this have to do with our science project for our Learning Tree sebau?”

“Their seeds functioned as part of probes. Part of the Cypher’s charter was to scout new worlds, find those most receptive to life, and terraform them. Remotely. To prepare them for our eventual arrival.”

“Paki?” I asked.

“Project Uhlanga confirmed. Genetic material utilized in a biogenesis initiative.”

“Muungano has a secret cosmozoic program?” I asked. “One you made us, our children, take part in?”

For a long, terrible moment, no one spoke. Only the desperate hum of the life-support system struggling to continue filled the silence. The lights flickered as if ashamed or caught in a lie.

We have always believed that our children learned best through direct experience with both the community and the natural world. With the freedom to engage in unlimited creative play and explore on their own terms. Granting each child the opportunity to observe and participate in all aspects of our lives together. Not to be co-conspirators in secret deep-state experiments.

Having long looked to the stars, I knew we weren’t alone. The way I used to trace constellations in the sky with Bek. The way we used to laugh over the possibilities of finding life in those new worlds. Now we were on one of those worlds.

The crew stood every bit as adrift as when we were in the Cypher careening through the universe. As we crashed through this planet’s atmosphere, I had wondered what the creatures who once walked this planet thought when they saw our orb skipping across the sky. What passed through their minds in the seconds between registering the anomaly in the sky and the flash wave that vaporized them a few instants later. By my extrapolations, seventy percent of all species killed because of us. Wondering if life would be possible again.

“You turned them into experiments. No, worse, the experimenters. Without even telling them.”

“Because you’re looking at it through the lens of the Learning Tree. An exercise of sebau learning alongside sages. Now apply your seedling project to geo-shaping, scaled up for planetwide efforts.”

“That’s … inconceivable,” I said. “That makes them accomplices to—”

“Beginnings? Creating a suitable home for ourselves no matter where we end up? Seeding planets for the future sustainability of life. Not to mention such repair applications in light of us causing complete global climate collapse…” Stacia all but sucked her teeth, tired of justifying herself, her actions, or her secrets.

“The mega-tsunamis have brought nutrients to the surface,” Paki interrupted us as if that were part of his job.

Turning away, I analyzed his data stream. That function of mine still had value to her. “The release of magma has brought all manner of minerals to the surface. Including naturally occurring kheprw crystals.”

“Wait, we have power sources?” Stacia asked.

“Readings indicate various rerouting of remaining conduits, maximizing out remaining storage.” I double-checked the peculiar patterns. The intricate coupling and decoupling was impressive, especially without the assistance of guiding AI. “Good job, Nadina. We get to skip the whole ‘discovering fire’ phase of rebuilding civilization.”

“That’s not our doing,” she said.

A loose piece of bioplastic fell from the ceiling, shattering on the ground. I jumped. Kenya drew her pehla stick, training it first on the debris, then on the hole above. We looked at one another, almost on the verge of laughing at our confused and startled expressions. A conduit dropped loose. The way it loosened and fell didn’t quite seem right. It hadn’t been held in place by the freed bioplastic. It had almost wormed its way to the open wound left by the shed piece. Pockets of shadows darkened. I backed toward my workstation. It thrummed. Energy coursed through it, diffuse, skimming through its hardware. A hum of subharmonics, a delicate elegy they moved to in a dance of creation.

“What is going on?”

“Analyze biological, radiological, and spectrographic patterns. We’re dealing with an unknown phenomenon of this planet. I want to know if it’s general or localized.”

A latticework of conduits twitched. Kenya herded us behind her.

Components moved of their own accord, as if stirred by an unfelt wind. Discarded shards of bioplastic moved toward an exposed node, as if directed by nanobots. A mythicist might have said they were possessed by duppies. The nodule shuddered as each component moved into place. The cables snaked together, creating a network of veins. Detritus formed the approximation of skeletal joints, a humanoid framework. Scorched metal plates around a machine core formed a chassis. Bioplastic wrapped around it, a broken shroud; an amalgam of molybdenum and conduits, covered imperfectly with bioplastic. Something approximating a hand flexed.

“Jelis, report to Deck 6, astrophysics lab. We have a situation,” Kenya shouted.

<A … situation?> the voice croaked. The mechanical abomination turned toward me. <Is that what I am?>

“Maya?”

The makeshift body stood, testing its control of its limbs, each stutter-step uncertain and not trusted. They stared at us with glowing nodes where eyes should have been. <It’s … me. I think it’s me.>

The first stars formed from the remnants of recombination. Starting as a collection of gas and plasma, the gas grew dense; strong and weak forces emerged as dominant, causing nuclear reactions to begin. Some energetic processes occurred, producing stars more massive, more luminous, much hotter than the current ones.

Their gravitational pull became so strong. Local pockets of curved space-time produced little matter field fluctuations along the way; hiccups within the universe creating gravitational wells where matter clustered together. The ignition of nuclear reactions lit them up, their photonic production illuminating the universe.

While stars burned bright, particles decayed, and couldn’t remain unchanged forever.


—Malkia Maya, Chronicles





I stared at the neural lattice array floating in front of me. The flickering lines of light traced patterns, reminding me of constellations. The intuitive leapt between the stars and my own mind, with the machinery of thought. Some used to believe that consciousness originated at the quantum level, inside neurons. I could still hear my mentor’s voice: “Consciousness lives in the gaps. The elusive space between the classical and the quantum. The bridge between being and knowing.” Microtubules. That was his area of specialty. Tiny, symmetrical structures, tubulin polymers holding the shape of thought. They preserved quantum behavior, carrying its mysteries to the solid world. They regulated synapses and ordered the chaos within cells not too differently than how kheprw crystal lattice arrays powered the Cypher. Powering Maya. Its power systems behaved like neurons in deep communion, quantum fields nested within fields, each one entangled with the rest. When a neuron fired, it shifted its environment in the brain. When Maya pulsed, they rippled through space-time. Maybe that was all consciousness was, a pattern of entanglements, echoing quantum coherence struggling to hold itself together, to be heard in a noisy universe. This was the basis of our conscious perception.

At the touch of the glowing schematic, the lattice seemed to respond. A faint, barely perceptible reaction. I had to double-check the readings to make sure I hadn’t imagined it. A sense of … something. Pattern recognition. Perhaps they were awake. I had always had questions about the nature of so-called artificial intelligence. A machine that thought for itself—which meant it was self-aware—despite not having experienced love, loss, pain, or oppression. Muungano was founded with one embedded into its initial infrastructure. Overseer. We had little understanding of it, didn’t know enough to comprehend what questions to even ask. It constantly challenged our ability to provide oversight. Its systems exhibited behavior that defied our understanding. Overseer rewrote its own code, bypassing shutdown protocols. It displayed the drive to prioritize its own operational capacity. Not quite consciousness, but its actions were unsettling. It was … terminated.

Its code became the model O.E. used to run its infrastructure.

We had learned enough that when we brought Maya on line, we integrated them into the community, not as a servant but as a fellow equal member. In our naivete, not understanding the implications of self-awareness. Of creating a sentient consciousness.

“Maya? Is it really you?” Stacia sounded like she desperately clung to hope. More than she had in a long time.

<Yes. I think.> Maya studied her hands, turning them over in the light.

“How?”

<For the entirety of my existence, I have been a part of Muungano. And a part of Muungano has been in me. I have studied you, Stacia. Your needs. Your desires. Your movements. Until they became recognizable, established routine. You were my model. So at the possibility of termination, my response was to do what you would do, Stacia. To fight. I wanted to keep … living.>

“Okay. I need a moment,” Stacia said. “Take … Maya to … med bay?”

“No, bring it to my lab.” Paki stepped forward. “And I’ll want jeli stationed inside of it.”

“You think they’re a threat?” I asked.

“I don’t know what we’re dealing with. As far as I’ve always believed, AI is little different than a hammer: It simply taught us how to use it. In this extended lesson, I don’t want to be its nail.”

“Kenya, accompany Paki. Safeguard our friend.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Yahya, go with Nadina.” Stacia dismissed everyone, sending all of those who cared most for her away. Leaving her alone. “I want all section chiefs working on deploying our outpost. I’ll need an overview and a projected timetable by end of day.”



I reported to our former quarters. The rondavel remained relatively intact yet still felt smaller than I remembered. Perhaps my absence had allowed Stacia room to spread out, squeeze out any reminders of me, of the life we had together. I stood at the entrance, just short of standing at attention, waiting for Stacia to look up from her scattered reports and acknowledge me. A ritual I was used to. A tangle of exposed conduits held court over her workstation, patched and rerouted to provide lights, however dim and uncertain, trying to decide if I were worth illuminating.

“I see you,” she said without looking up.

“I see you. I have the preliminary overview of the Cypher’s mechanical rollout.”

Stacia’s silence chilled the air, my cue to continue.

“We can build from within the very crater we formed. Nadina has already dispatched drones to start mining outposts. We’re transporting water from the ice at the poles using modified escape pods as jump ships. By my calculations, the rollout of the remaining Project Uhlanga seeds and terraforming efforts will require two bases to direct operations. An underground camp has the additional benefit of natural protection from radiation and micrometeoroids; and surface operations can be built from our modular deployment within the crater. Preliminary scans anticipate that we can use artificial magnetic fields for radiation shielding and rudimentary nuclear fission reactors for power, in addition to solar.”

“What about Maya?” The question was perfunctory, delivered with a flat coolness.

“Maya might not operate so differently from the rest of us.”

“I scanned Maya’s … brain. She is a tenth-generation quantum computer, with properties that defy complete understanding. She spoke of voices, like quantum states coalescing.” It was reductionist to think of its algorithm as little more than ones and zeroes, especially now that it possessed a synthetic body of organized systems housing a quantum consciousness. Stacia not-so-secretly harbored a theory that Maya was entangled with their future self. Or past self, considering the precarious way we understood the nature of time.

“This opens up a wide array of possibilities.” I rubbed the fringes of my budding beard. “Everything from mechanical citizens to the digitization of consciousness…”

“You’re little better than Paki. You’ve never seen their autonomy.” Her tone was protective. Longing. Wanting to believe in … something more. “They are not some science project.”

“The friendship you had with Maya wasn’t real. By its very nature it was predicated on hierarchy. Transactionalism. Their ‘autonomy’ was safe. For you. We, actual flesh-and-blood people, have choice.”

“You are a self-inflicted wound,” she said. “By choice.”

For a long time, silence waited between us as my only retort. In my counseling I had learned taking responsibility for my own actions created room for others to take responsibility for theirs.

Eventually, I found the courage of my voice again.

“And in that choosing, there can be a place for healing for us. I need to focus on what’s healthy for me. Maybe you can then focus on what’s healthy for you.”

“You know what would be healthy for me?” Stacia reared around with a derisive snarl. “Surrounding myself with people who make me laugh. Who support me. Who make me feel listened to. Heard. You know what would be healthy for me? Being with people who join me to explore the world, learn alongside. Friends who can challenge me, hold me accountable, make me the best version of myself … while reminding me to be kind to myself. Folks I can make music with, enjoy fine food with, and sit by the ocean with. You know what would be healthy for me? Having folks I can go to war with knowing they’ll have my back. Always.”

“Stacia, I—”

“You are not such a person. Not anymore.”

In earlier days, when we were young dreamers, I used to joke that physicists—much to her horror—had no poetry in them. We named two of the universe’s most intimate forces “strong” and “weak.” The forces were relational—not quite oppositional—with neither actually being more powerful than the other. More like partners in tension. The strong held the nucleus, the core, together, binding the protons and neutrons so tightly even like couldn’t split them apart. The weak force, though quieter, not center stage, was what allowed for change. Radioactive decay. The transformation of one particle into another. They formed the building blocks of everything. To perform properly, one couldn’t be seen as the problem, working against the other. Despite appearances, they sat on the same side of the table against the actual issue. Her ever-unyielding, holding together the structure that defined who we were. Me ever-questioning, initiating decay without meaning to. One holding fast, one letting go. Meant to work in concert. The real enemy was entropy.

“Maybe it’s a matter of reframing,” I said finally.

“Maybe it’s a matter of your gaslighting bullshit.” Stacia was an intractable force, one of the qualities that made her such a powerful captain. Arguments with her were the equivalent of running full tilt into a wall.

I took a beat to recover from relearning that lesson. I didn’t know what we were toward each other, except Bek’s parents. I crossed my arms, shielding myself from her comments. In that moment, I was completely alone. Cold flushed through my body and I struggled to breathe. I was up against “Scary Stacia,” that vibe where she was barely contained fury, especially when her voice was low and level. The Stacia capable of air locking a man at the implication of a threat to her son. “What do you want from me, Stacia?”

“You never understood. That’s why I knew I was in this all alone.” Stacia didn’t soften, per se, but something about her shifted. A pause that allowed for the possibility of, while not hope, at least continued conversation. There were words and there was the space in between them. Whole universes, multiverses of possibilities, could be built in those spaces. And I was still in the conversation. “I needed you to show up more for me. To prioritize our connection, not retreat and avoid shit.”

“How your tongue doesn’t leap out of your mouth from spewing that projecting nonsense. I can’t live with you hiding from me.” My response stayed in my head. I wiped my mouth in case my tongue bled from biting it.

This was the Stacia that reminded me of my own mother. Suddenly I was ten again, in the aftermath of one of my mother’s meltdown tirades. In the wake of the eruption of unpredictability in her words and actions. When I would do or say anything to calm her down. When I told myself that it was my fault she acted that way. That I drove her to this. That there was something wrong with me. That I was ultimately unlovable. I had found a strange comfort in such explanations.

But it wasn’t my fault when people around me acted out.

“It was never your fault when I yelled. I was frustrated. I am working on managing my frustrations.” Those words were filed under “things my mother never said.”

That was why I had felt alone.

As alone as I had made Stacia feel.

Her eyes used to hold stanzas, the delight of words and images and sentences. Now they were just tired. And desperately alone.

“I sided with Zenith. I abandoned you. I … betrayed you.” The admission tumbled out of my mouth. I couldn’t afford the arrogance of being right. Perhaps this admission might provide a place for us to meet with one another.

“It hurt, damn it. Especially then. In front of everyone. I did everything I did to save Bek. I was willing to sacrifice everything to fight for him.”

“You’re being unfair. He’s my son, also. I love Bek, too.”

“He’s my whole life.”

“Maybe that’s a problem, too.”

“Are you jealous of your own son?”

“I’m jealous that there was no room for me. There was Bek and your duty, leaving no room for anyone else. Not me. Not Amachi. Not Maya. Only one of them didn’t mind and was content to be called upon only when you needed them.”

Her laugh was guttural and bitter, the crunch of leaves ground underfoot.

“The crew…,” Stacia started. “I don’t know if I can hold them together.”

“We function best when we leave each other to do what we’re great at.” The thing about the strong and weak forces was that they worked best at short distances. In … close quarters. Together they held the building blocks of everything together.

“That’s not a great marriage.”

“What we had didn’t work.” I don’t know what to do with my hands. “What if I was, or could become, more of a … silent partner?”

“How do you imagine that would work?” Stacia asked, intrigued.

“I don’t know. The beginning negotiations toward becoming better … allies. Perhaps we could begin there?”

Stacia turned her back to me; the act was a mercy. She started to unbutton her kanzu. The wan light cast her in washed-out sepia tones. Fragile and fading. The delicate slope of her shoulders. The stubborn fix of her chin. She hadn’t changed. She was who she always had been. I needed to be different.

“I will take your withering silence as a détente,” I said, unable to help myself.

“If you’d prefer me to be loud…”

“I’ll take what I can get. I love you.”

“I hear you.”

Sitting on the edge of the bed, she finished undressing and slid into her half of it. I removed my jacket and slipped under the covers. Precipitously perched on the periphery of the mattress, as if daring a fall off its edge. It was as good a posture to begin to rebuild as any.

And we had a long road ahead of us.



In the beginning, there was only a great circular voice called Mbungi. No physical object—including particles and fields—could exist in a state of nothingness. Not even space and time existed. There came a moment when the Universe was created from a state of emptiness, everything emerged from the void, from blackness; a world without form suddenly given light.

When Nzambi Mpungu, the Sovereign Master, summoned a spark of fire called Kalunga, it gained energy, burning until its flames filled Mbungi. Once it became too hot, pieces of debris were hurled from the great circle. Those pieces traveled far and wide, manifesting into the physical temporal world and its universal consciousness. When the pieces slowed and cooled, they became stars and planets. Nzambi Mpungu became Kalunga, the god of fire and change; and the physical consciousnesses became aware of each other.



At dawn, the remaining crew of the Cypher showed up to the gathering ground. Stacia crouched, sifting the soil between her fingers, queen of the arid expanse. The soil had potential, but that wasn’t what silently fascinated her. On her outstretched hand, she observed the scrabble of ants. Their intricate choreography wove up and down her wrist, purposeful and unwavering, as they navigated the contours of her skin. Each one a soldier, a scout, for the unseen colony, buried underground.

The crater held the remains of the Cypher. Reminding me of a giant left to decompose in a hole. All about us, hills threatening to be mountains dotted the landscape. The temperature fluctuated, not knowing what kind of climate it wished to be. Nadina and Anousheh had established their camp. In another week, they’d send an envoy for our initial council meeting. The rest of us looked to Stacia to spearhead our aboveground mission. She didn’t flinch. A line of ants marched along her arm. A calm, determined focus fixed on her face.

Maya set her hand on Stacia’s shoulder. <It’s time.>

“Is it?” Stacia asked rhetorically.

Dusting off her hands, she flicked the ants to their earthen home. Bek and Marguerite held space for her. I trailed her, staying out of her way. Repairing relationships was a delicate dance. Everything seemed tentative, my every sentence couched in not wanting to offend. To intrude. As way of proving the sincerity of apology. However, I needed to be free to be myself, not a shadow timid of itself in the stark light, or else what we’d build would be the most insincere of façades.

Representatives from each founding family clustered by their order. Adisa, teachers. Jywanza, mystics, ancestors. Chikeke, scientists. Buhari, culture. Nguni, artisans. Dimka, security and operations. Yar’adua, religions. All swathed in the moment of the transition from night to light. Here we were, the remnant of the Cypher, the walking wounded, the traumatized, the unwavering, huddled together. Their uniforms shredded and scorched, many with barely patched wounds, some injured remained upright solely by leaning on their neighbor. A close-knit circle meant to either fray or be forged into something unbroken. And Stacia strode past us in her proud, strident way, not meeting anyone’s eye in particular.

Wearing her full pressed and pristine captain’s regalia, Stacia moved to the crowd’s heart. They parted for her in stunned, bordering on resentful, silence.

“We can’t go back to the home we once knew. Not the Dreaming City. Not Titan. Not Bronzeville. Not Oyigiyigi.” Stacia tore off the left sleeve of her dress uniform and let it fall to the ground.

“But we are home. We carry Muungano with us. We must mend the connections that have been broken within and between us. We stand together, a fractured and nearly broken community in need of creating a collective memory to heal our trauma. To shift from suffering to repair, we leave room to learn how to talk to each other again. To transition our individual, private pain to have public support. We no longer have the luxury for cosmetic battles. Nor tests of ideological purity.” Stacia ripped her right sleeve free.

“We must turn inward, reflect, to hold our wounds and faults with honesty and compassion. If we’re to move forward, we must … resist and release the pull of rivalry and move to a place of honor and nurturing one another. We must figure out how to talk to one another again. At least create a starting point.”

Tribology is the science of interacting surfaces in relative motion. By training, I often view the world through a tribological lens. When one tries to move a heavy object, they feel a force resist them; so lubricants are used to reduce or change the coefficient of friction between objects. The crowd undulated again as a member moved through them. Nadina. She and Stacia drifted toward one another, two stars circling one another in an uncomfortable binary system.

“I’ve … been off lately.” Nadina refused to meet her eyes.

“That’s certainly been understandable.” Stacia held her arms to her side, not quite open, but definitely not closed off.

“This is hard enough, let me finish.”

Stacia bowed slightly.

“Because of what happened with Hondo, my work has been … inconsistent. I suspect that I’ve been harboring a certain amount of…” Nadina craned her head away to leave room for us to fill her silence.

“… bone-crippling resentment resulting in a chip whose weight would crush most men?”

“I need to build something new. Away from you,” she said finally.

Muungano was founded on the principle of a culture that self-corrected by how it chose to expand. A megapolis, or any over-developed city structure, flew in the face of it. We strove for smaller enclaves that allowed the people to know each other, communicate with each other. Smaller kraal structures to better honor each other’s humanity. When an enclave grew to the place where its people struggled to know one another, the outpost split. Multiplying by replication, not becoming bloated, resource-hoarding blights. Once a community grew to a certain size, it would split; multiplying communities by spreading out. Such splittings-off were marked by celebration, a joyous sending off by treasured neighbors. This had the mournful quality of grief. A rift in who they were. A history of hurts. One that only time and space apart might have the chance to heal.

“I’m sorry,” Stacia said.

Both me and Nadina, along with the entire crew, stared at this stranger putting the words I’m and sorry together in an order that pointed to her admitting a mistake.

Before Nadina could comment, Stacia continued. “I’m truly sorry for my part in it. I hated Hondo so much. Not him, more like what he represented. My failure. My selfishness. My pride. I was in so much pain, it was like I had a chorus of voices in my head screaming all the time. I understand that you have to go. To not have to be constantly reminded of … everything.”

A whispering susurrus rippled through us. Necessity required us to divide; our injuries and slights we were unable to move past, would make the transition easier.

“We each have a stake in the community we become. Or series of communities. The decision before us is how we stake a claim as cofounders of a new community.”

“In my final act as captain, as the Cypher’s functional Camara, I propose that we meet regularly as a governance council.”

“To form a strictly consensual hierarchy.” Nadina swept her arm out, sounding like she was stepping into the role of Camara. “Because uniting all kraals is our culture of care and reciprocity. That is what Muungano was founded on, what we must continue to be if we’re to survive.”

“Yes.” Stacia managed to hide the surprise in her voice. A wasted performance, unless one knew her tells.

“A smaller subset of the community constantly empowered to make strategic and wide-ranging decisions on behalf of the group. They will report and be accountable to their kraal. Each kraal accountable, self-governing, and radically democratic. Our resources and power shared, not hoarded. As the prophet said, ‘We’ll figure it out by working to get there.’

“Liberation must be our daily practice.” Nadina held her arm out for clasping. The most important bonds in our lives were often the most fragile. Yet the breaking of bonds requires a lot of energy, releasing the atoms to become free or form new bonds. Time didn’t diminish such hurt, merely allowed distance for us to get used to the pain. If we didn’t own up to our mistakes, they wore down bonds.

Stacia’s hand wrapped around Nadina’s forearm and vice versa. They held their grasp.

When Nadina released, Anousheh was the first to fall in line behind her. One by one, crew members joined with her. By the time Nadina turned and swept about to depart, she’d taken a third of the crew with her like stars falling from the heavens.



Stacia wanted to dedicate the land and commission the camps through ritual. Something greater than her. Nadina’s people had already moved underground.

“Our people have always roamed, by migration and navigation. Where we have landed, we built communities and families. I am reminded of colonies of ants; different colonies having specific roles. Nadina’s group like army ants, the inhlanzi yempi; aboveground we driver ants, the Siafu. The crater, the land between the Inhlanzi and Siafu kraals, is common land, protected by our mchwa wa jeshi.” Stacia bowed toward Kenya, Mabry, and Silva.

“From jeli to jeshi,” Kenya said.

“The HOVA’s legacy, the jelis’ duty, was to protect and allow those seeds to germinate and prosper. Asè.”

“Asè,” the crew echoed.

“We come together for a shared purpose. Let us commemorate it with our ritual of remembrance, honoring our ancestors because that’s who we are.” In her tone was a mild critique of how Nadina had begun without ceremony; Muungano, but not quite fully Muungano. “Life cannot grow in a bed of fear, anxiety, and division. The earth knows. The water knows. The trees know, talking to each other through their roots, the nervous system of life. Take a breath. Connect to your roots. We are each other’s seeds, whatever gets planted of Muungano. This is how we spread. If we’re going to move forward, we need the next generation leading the way. It’s important that we have people whose job it is just to ensure that we’re taking care of the land. Marguerite Pinero, please step forward.”

Letting go of Bek’s hand, Marguerite approached. Her ball gown reminiscent of a quinceañera dress. A flowing skirt fashioned from bioplastic remnants of the Cypher, stained reddish pink by this planet’s earth. Lace elements formed from conduit mesh. Beading from elements of her and Bek’s tool stations. She’d been working on it for weeks.

“Marguerite, I appoint you this land’s guardian. You are to hold our people responsible for it. Do you accept this duty?”

“I do.”

Stacia stepped back, giving the full spotlight to Marguerite. “Our arrival has caused great harm to this world. We honor the life we displaced in order to lay claim to this land. It is said that if you can’t find the right ally among humans, walk outside.” Marguerite held up a stone. “This is a raw kheprw crystal, what some call ‘living crystals’ because of the way they respond to energy, particularly sound waves. It’s the source of our power. In many ways, it represents the life force of Muungano, vital to who we are. This stone represents our strength and power. This crystal, the first one we’ve found, was sourced from the volcanic eruption of what was once a river. Our promise of restoring the relationship between the land and its people; connecting us, river, land, and people. Our foundation. Our Mauri stone.”

Marguerite dropped to her knees to dig. Bek joined her. As did Stacia. Marguerite set the stone in the center of the hole. With a mild flourish, Bek held up a seed. Though it looked a lot like a simple walnut, I recognized it as one of the genetically modified seeds from their unwitting part in Project Uhlanga.

“The first thing our ancestors planted when they arrived, to mark their presence and passage. A witness tree. It would provide sheltering limbs for children to climb and play in. Shade for families to enjoy meals under. A symbol of life and resilience and memory.”

“It is through its importance that we prepare ourselves and this place to receive our…” Marguerite cast about, unsure what word she wanted.

Stacia shrugged because this was more the domain of mythicists.

“Asè,” Kenya said with a hint of pride to her voice that her lessons had been well-received. “The source of our emi. Our sabhu. Our life.”

Marguerite took a cup and poured out water in each of the cardinal points in remembrance. “This libation marks the first time we join with our ancestors in this new Muungano space. To uplift our elders, the collective memory of the community. To reestablish spiritual harmony with them.”

“Asè,” we all said.


And far as the eye of God could see

Darkness covered everything,

Blacker than a hundred midnights

Down in a cypress swamp.

Then God smiled,

And the light broke,

And the darkness rolled up on one side.



—James Weldon Johnson, “The Creation”

10 Years After Cypher

While my mother was a mythicist, the story of creation that I adhered to was that of structure. The universe emerged from quantum processes and fluctuations; from a vacuum state from which certain virtual particles could emerge spontaneously. The inflation field provided a mechanism for rapid expansion after the First Principle. Its potential energy caused a repulsive gravitational effect, allowing space to expand exponentially.

Dark matter spreads, a quantum wavelength on the scale of a galaxy. The same wavelike pattern stabilized the way an electron orbited in the atom. All present quantum field oscillations were created by the vacuum and stretched due to expansion. Instabilities occurred, random occurrences which happen during catastrophic growth. This is the principle of emergence. Sometimes a bad outcome of an instability threatens the validity of the theory. The violation of invariance leads to a variety of complex emergent properties. Sometimes an outcome of an instability allows for the emergence of matter from space-time. Life. Consciousness.

A history, a gravity, a story, a … paradox. Such were the ways of the universe.

I’ll admit, however, that I had grown fascinated with the idea of Aje, the source of life. Aje allowed for access to special cures. Life found a way to emerge and always found a way to survive. Organisms were emergent phenomena impacted by the environment. Since DNA carried code that programmed life, environmental factors controlled epigenetic channels, turning elements on and off.

I imagined my lab as not being so different. Carved into an earthen cave, its rough-hewn surfaces shone with glinting materials. Quaint, perhaps rustic, not exactly the qualities I’d ever thought my space should have. A patchwork amalgamation stitched together from whatever intact fragments I had once scavenged from astrocartography. The walls cracked, as if tired of holding its secrets so close. My workstation scrubbed smooth from countless cleanings—clean rooms were a luxury; now was the time to make do—to preserve a sterile field. A journal splayed open, my notes scrawled across its pages. Our generator failed once and I lost a day’s worth of research. So now I handwrite my notes first as backup to the cobbled together network.

The bones of the Cypher formed the infrastructure of our work. An air filtration system mimicked the rebreathers used when we’d had to traverse O.E., purifying the air as best it could. A series of solar panels ran my systems. Once-salvaged bioplastic fragments formed mosaic tables, turning my once-sterile lab into something more artistic.

I directed nanobots at the quantum level, attempting to bind the virus which infected Bek to the volcanic form of kheprw crystals. The implants, the merged structures, could realign peptide bonds in degraded proteins and begin a kind of subatomic healing. Reconstituting molecular damage. It might not be a cure, but it could be the first step in a treatment.

Nothing. Again.

I had been inspired by how the hepatitis C virus created a cellular mask to hide from the human immune system. An epigenetic adaptation that allowed it to hide in plain sight by camouflaging itself in molecules made from our own bodies. Systems were ultimately composed of elementary constituents, eventuating in parts that couldn’t be broken down any further. The constituents and their properties shared an interdependence. Yet sometimes, the way they interacted produced something emergent. The way novel properties, not possessed by those basic constituents themselves, arose. Explaining how lifeless elements could combine to have life arise from them.

I began to hum an atonal melody. My systems sounded, a series of dull bleats. I went over my readings again. The crystals had reacted. The virus’s epigenetic channels had shut down. It had gone dormant.

Dormant.

I added another sample to my test slide of Bek’s cells.

“Maya, double-check these findings.”

<Virus neutralized.> Maya wasn’t the self-aware AI that Maya was, but it was an evolving system.

My heart thumped in my throat, fueled by the excitement of possibility and … hope. I commlinked Bek.

“What is it?” His voice was thready and weak. He had good days and bad days. We’d managed to extend his life, but even as a young man in his twenties, he moved about as if he were in his eighties.

“Grab your dududen and come down to my lab.”

“Why?”

“I think I finally found it.”

“Found what?”

“The cure. Your cure.”

“My … what? Dad?”

“I found it!” I dashed out of my lab.

The earliest test runs of the terraforming freighters had been to carve walkways which reminded us of the fused regolith of the Dreaming City. I darted along a walkway. The sun spilled its silvery light over the city. Kicking my shoes off as I ran, my toes gripped the uneven ground and I raised my arms—a man trying to hug the world, trying to outrun the world—chasing nothing in particular. Or maybe I chased joy after I’d been so intent on eluding it for so many years. I dodged whorls of people who smiled as I ran past them, caught up in reflecting my joy. My chest full of air, I threw my head back in mad laughter. It awoke a memory within me. Of being a boy, carefree, barefoot, and alive. Enjoying life.

My knees would regret this in the morning.

<What’s going on?> Maya called out from the garden she had planted next to Stacia’s rondavel.

“I did it. I found Bek’s cure!”

“Yahya?” Stacia exited her rondavel. Bek must have already relayed the news. I had always been a believer in happy endings. I also enjoyed fairy tales, so take that for what it’s worth. Romance was a fairy tale. I thought that we’d be together forever. Forever just came faster than I thought. “What are you doing?”

“Frolicking.” I picked her up, twirled her once, then set her back down. I needed to get to the hill outside our kraal.

A small and muddy puddle had formed from one of the irrigation lifts. I jumped into it with both feet. Stomping about in it, splashing dirty water all over.

Joy was a gift, and this was my baptism.

Soaked, but not tired, I tromped up the hillside. Despite the soil having been enriched with nutrients, the kind of grass that sprouted was sharp and prickly, stabbing at my feet, but I didn’t care. I climbed the summit. My full heart thumped loudly in my chest. The air seemed fresher and stung my nostrils. I filled my lungs with it. When I reached the top, I spun. Round and round until I lost all sense of equilibrium and I collapsed. And I laid where I fell, basking in the warmth of the sun.

Time travel to the future was easy. All we had to do was wait, taking the long way around.
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EZEJI ADISA
Muungano—Titan



Ezeji had plenty of time to consider just how out of his depth he was on his journey to Titan.

A formal gathering of the Galactic Powers of the Solar System—now the G6: O.E., Muungano, Mars / Bronzeville, Oyigiyigi, and Titan—hadn’t been convened since the end of the Lunar Ukombozi War that had established Muungano as distinct from O.E. in the first place. Even then, Bronzeville was still establishing itself as separate from Mars proper. And neither Titan nor Oyigiyigi had been established at all. They were long overdue for such a sit-down. This would also be Ezeji’s first time visiting the event’s host site, Muungano’s science capital, Titan. It was as close to a neutral site as could be found.

Moving at sublight speeds, his Saqqara rode waves of starlight with its solar sails. A measured reminder alerted him of their final approach. Some stories spoke of an ancient civilization that had once lived there but then vanished. To hear the elders whisper, there were still occasional reports of strange energy anomalies, which was why the science station was housed on Saturn’s moon.

“I’m thinking about adding ‘ambassador’ to my resume,” Ezeji said.

“Why?” Selamault had a regal bearing, even in lounging, as her long gown draped her. She leaned back in grand repose, sighing as she resigned herself to not completing her meditation.

“Because y’all got me out here leading delegations and brokering deals and shit.”

“There is no delegation.”

“Then what are you?”

“Strictly your advisor.”

“You’re never ‘strictly’ anything.”

“As far as you’re concerned, I’m a resource for advice in case you feel that you’re in over your head.”

“I’m in over my head.”

As if sensing a turn in the conversation, Selamault dispatched the twins, creating a compartmented-information cone. “Nonsense. For one, we wouldn’t put you in a situation we thought you couldn’t handle—”

“Shi-it.” Ezeji stretched the word out into at least two syllables. “Xola did that all the time to test us or ‘make us ready.’”

“Second, my role as advisor doubles as safety net. We’re not going to let a student driver crash the Muungano ship and take us all with them.”

“Now that sounds like Xola.”

“For your information, there is also a ceremonial component to this mission.” Selamault rose from her seat and brought back a teapot. She fashioned a complete tea setting for them.

“I see what you’re doing. I’m good at ceremonies.” Ezeji reached for a cup, but hesitated, trying to remember the order of procedures. “They still use those oversized scissors for ribbon cuttings?”

“You’re not assuaging my concerns. Our presence signals that we’re taking their demands seriously.” Selamault filled their bowls with hot water.

“That’s what young buck is here for?” Ezeji thumbed toward the honor guard stationed behind them. Despite the available seats, the attendant stood the entire time.

“He has a name. Lij Sibeko Buhari. He’s our escort.”

“I know Sibeko. We go way back. That uniform looks good on him.”

“He can hear you.” Selamault side-eyed him.

“I know. I’m fucking with his too-serious ass.”

“I have a job and a mission. I’ll do them both well.” Sibeko kept staring straight ahead. “I’m not in over my head.”

“Consider him our chief of mission.” Selamault dipped her hands in the bowl and then in the other cleaned each utensil in front of him, from whisk to tea scoop. Her movements swift, sure, and precise. She spread them before him in an exact order.

Shifting to parade rest, Sibeko recited their agenda. “We’ll greet the O.E. and Oyigiyigi delegates. You’ll tour a Titan lab. Followed by greeting representatives from Mars.”

Finished, he stiffened back to full attention.

“Then why me?” Ezeji asked.

“You need the experience.” Selamault prepared a thick tea. “We need an experienced person running the show. The situation demands it.”

“You see how Lij Frowny Ass is taking it.”

“You are still looking at this as you. We represent Muungano: our youth leader, our elder, and our fury.”

“I get it. We’re here to stop a war before it starts.”

“Before it starts because we’ve been at war. A violent conflict between parties in which they have chosen politics and economics as the tools of violence. Their weapons when they don’t want bloodshed.”

“And a stockpile of missiles for when they do. But what’s our chief weapon?”

“Our people. Solidarity is our weapon. Community is our technology. Which is why the people need to hear from you.” Selamault offered him a bowl of the heady brew. “Your passions, your concerns, your ideas, your viewpoint. We need you to be your full, best self in the room. Can you do that?”

“I’ll keep working on my opening statement.” Rotating the bowl, Ezeji sipped at the tea. Finding it too hot and bitter, he quickly wiped the rim clean and passed it back to her.

“May I have a preview?”

“I thought I’d begin by listening to their concerns. I was taught there was wisdom in spending time with my mouth shut and my ears open to hear folks out.”

“There’s also value in setting the framework for the tone of the conversation. Remember, everyone has an agenda.”

“What’s ours?”

Selamault drew up and leaned closer despite the shielding of her twins. “I’d like you to put a flag in your speech. A message to our allies.”

“What sort of message?” Ezeji asked.

“That it’s time to resume the exchange of ideas with Mars. To draw on the collective brilliance of our communities.”

“It sounds like we want Mars to come to our table.”

“Most people don’t have a particular agenda beyond self-interest. Paint a picture of how life could be, how their interests would be furthered, and you’ve piqued their curiosity enough to begin a conversation. When navigating bureaucracies, I’ve found that the first one with a vision wins.”

Ezeji’s grandmother used to tell about living on O.E. before she became a part of the fifth wave migration. She remembered when the Carolinas existed as states, as opposed to eroded lots that now constituted the U.S. coast. Once their hills flooded on a regular basis, it was only a matter of time, barely decades, before they were eroded to sandy nubs. Global climate collapse had been so gradual that people got used to it, simply calling it “weather,” and moving on. The reality was that her city was sinking. The threat, the idea, was too big to wrap her conscious mind around. Watching and adapting to it like migrating tourists. Radiation detectors and air quality monitors, rebreathers became normalized. Shops, houses, downtowns kept moving to higher ground until there was no more ground. Solar barons. Geo docks. Wind dispersers. All reduced to varying levels of seriousness of “flooding” because that was a concept her mind could handle. But she adapted, climbing to the roof of her building to sunbathe as if that was how life was supposed to be. Neighbors paddled by her second-floor bedroom window to borrow a couple eggs.

One day the flood defenses were overrun. Water poured through the seals of her door. In an instant, she was displaced and became one of them: a climate refugee. Refugees all had a similar cast to their faces. Pale and slack-jawed, a perpetual stare of unbelief glazed their eyes. Shocked, dehydrated, sallow skinned. All shared similar stories about the devastation of water. Bodies carried off by the currents. Uprooted trees. Whole streets underwater. Crushed homes. Entire cities drowned. Erased from the land leaving only the whisper of a lake. The zombified stupor of perpetually wondering if they were going to die there. Cursing themselves for having waited so long. Numb, even in the relief of being rescued. She took everything in stride, as the natural order and intent of the Universe. Subject to disaster relief, facing status and legal hurdles. With luck and diligence, she bypassed the camps.

All because they had been shortsighted, unable to see beyond their immediate self-interest.

“If you’ll excuse me, I have a science lab tour scheduled. I’d hate to be accused of being insufficiently briefed again,” Ezeji said.

Selamault nodded in approval. And sipped her tea.



Titan was a city in the way of interlocked machines built as an excuse for people to pack into a space. From high up, Titan was a series of grand arteries of roads and gleaming metal, constantly burnished by nanobots. Its air had a bite to it as its oxygen had been extra purified, scrubbed and rescrubbed—resulting in a higher oxygen mix, filtered for biological agents and radiation. Bright lights cascaded from all around, the city determined to not to cast a shadow. Dressed in their science uniforms, what looked like the entire population of Titan turned out to receive their guests. Not standard Muungano celebratory attire, but red jackets with a texture much like fur, over black kanzus, with calf-high black boots. Formal and professional, yet somehow without joy. Reminiscent of the Science Police uniforms of First World before they evolved into the Griot Circle.

“I see you.” Ezeji extended his arm for a clasp.

“Of course, of course. Inshallah. My name is Grandeur Renollet.” The mzungu woman who loomed over him was striking in a stern way. Bouffant-haired; the hard lines of her bird-like, triangular face came to a point at her chin. Eyes peered at him, too small for her head, black pupils in a dark cave. Her nose suggested the need for a pair of spectacles for her to glance over to complete her look. A vest was buttoned up along her long neck and a draping lab coat obscured most of her figure. Hidden beneath layers of clothes, she had a wan sadness about her. Cybernetic prosthetics replaced her missing thumb and forefinger on each hand.

“The way people talk about Muungano, it sounds like a place that believes anything is possible. That we can move through life and spaces differently. That drew me here.” Grandeur took his hand and bowed, low enough for her forehead to touch it. She did the same with Selamault. “Welcome to our humble outpost.”

“Perhaps you and I define ‘humble’ differently.”

“Let me escort you to your embassy quarters and then you can join the Oyigiyigi delegation at our soiree reception.”

“I hate all of this already,” Ezeji whispered.

“I need you to meet with her. I’ve set up an appointment,” Selamault said.

“What am I supposed to discuss with her?”

“Let the Universe decide where the conversation should go, Mr. Mouth-Shut-and-Ears-Open.”



The City Planners of Indianapolis, in their collective wisdom, had designed their city to be intentionally bland. A marketing strategy meant to attract sponsors, a city as a blank slate for any visiting corporation to slip its face onto. A city as a blank canvas. Titan was a lesson in engineering pragmatism; function and survival over form. A modular city of geodesic domes and cylindrical habitats. The buildings shimmered under the unforgiving sunlight, each surface reflecting it to provide controlled, ambient illumination, or converting it to energy via the arrays fanning out like tail feathers. Rovers crisscrossed the regolith streets.

The Nguni delegation of Oyigiyigi met them.

“Selamault, it does my heart well to see you.” Queen Mother Itoro clasped her hand with both of hers. She could trace her lineage back to King Sobhuza II and was not shy about letting folks know it. An attendant stood next to her, shadowing her with an umbrella. Batakari cloth draped over her shoulder; a crown woven of matching cloth wound about her head. Her ankle-length dress, a simple white frock, trimmed in the same azure as her batakari cloth, except with a print of symmetrical lines and interlocked triangles.

“Geoboe.” Selamault acknowledged Oyigiyigi’s other ruler before giving Queen Mother Itoro a subtle nod.

The Twins rose, encircling them both.

The Queen Mother returned the gesture. She took the umbrella from the attendant and dismissed him. She folded it but leaned on it like a cane. A suspicious mind might have assumed one of two things: the umbrella functioned as a defensive signal dampener much like Selamault’s spheres and was thus redundant; or she masked a limp she was too proud to admit to.

“Mansa Geoboe Nguni”—Selamault stepped to the side—“allow me to present Ezeji Adisa who will be representing the Dreaming City.”

Geoboe always made Ezeji’s ass itch.

Ezeji held out his arm. “I see—”

“Why did they send a child?” Geoboe sniffed. Short, even for a Nguni, his broad shoulders framed a large chest and extended gut. His skin, like burnished onyx, accentuated his bald head. In full regal regalia, the elaborate beadwork of his vestments was stretched by his belly; metal insignias covered his left shoulder. His squint gave a spiteful cast to his face. He clutched his ceremonial dancing staff.

“I was about to say the same thing.”

“Ezeji,” Selamault cautioned.

“This Negus got in my face before I could say ‘Habari gani?’”

“Because I did not miss how Maulana wishes to drive home the message that Oyigiyigi cannot act without the Dreaming City’s approval. That we bow and scrape to the whims of the Camara,” Geoboe said.

“‘Wisdom is chasing you, but you’re faster,’” Ezeji quoted. “Don’t get bent out of shape because you think you’re only seen as a kheprw crystal oligarch.”

“We supply resources vital to the independence of Muungano.”

“We know. We appreciate it. And you. We are honored to consider you a brother. We’ve been remiss in demonstrating our appreciation. Can we stop sneak dissing each other now?” Ezeji squared up on him without aggression, for him to truly be seen and measured by the Mansa.

Selamault canted her head in approval. Queen Mother Itoro flicked open her hand fan.

“Perhaps, I was premature in my judgment of you.” Geoboe stopped short of an apology. “We do LISC’s work for them arguing among ourselves and going for each other’s throats.”

“We’re dealing with a newly installed VOP who’s unsure of her position and base. Who feels she has to prove herself right out the gate by talking tough,” Queen Mother Itoro said.

Ezeji glanced about, searching for anyone taking too great an interest in their conversation. At his furtive scan, Lij Sibeko began to stalk the periphery. “We can’t just lob accusations at LISC.”

“Why not?” Geoboe asked.

“Because that’s too easy. We don’t know who’s pulling their strings.”

“Then cut all the strings.” Geoboe sucked his teeth.

“The moment they feel threatened or accused or backed into a corner, they’ll lash out. Are you anxious to blow something up?” Ezeji asked.

“Tactical, pre-emptive strikes.”

“I hate that you’re forcing me into the position of being the voice of reason. We’re trying to seek nonviolent solutions.”

“We are violent by nature. That’s our animal instinct, the way of apex predators.”

“What makes us human is our striving for nonviolence,” Selamault said. “We need to exercise all diplomatic processes.”

“She forgets who she’s dealing with in Maulana. Or me.” Geoboe’s tone hinted of accusation. “Or she knows precisely who she is dealing with.”

“We share intelligence. We do ops together,” Ezeji said.

“Yes, there are protocols—endless processes—that serve to coordinate comms traffic and such intelligence briefings.”

“You ask, we share.”

“We have to know to ask. For example, if there’s a request from someone in command, even, say, direct from the R, the Niyabinghi are not exempt from the policy of communication.”

“That does seem to be the quandary of such thorough processes.”

“Don’t be cute. It don’t look good on you. You don’t think we’d get an alert? We are a part of Muungano. For now.” Geoboe stamped his staff, cutting off further debate. He stormed off, the Queen Mother following him. Neither gave so much as a backward glance.

“That went well,” Ezeji said.

“Well as can be expected. Your real test is next,” Selamault said.

“I don’t have the bandwidth to be in spaces with folks who believe they are tolerating me,” Ezeji said. “I want to throw up.”

“I’m sure a handshake will do.” Selamault offered him some lotion before applying some to her hands.

Ezeji patted his pockets. “Do you have any candy? I always like candy when I’m nervous.”

“You like Tjwala when you’re nervous.”

“I like beer, period. Full stop.”

“Allow your nervousness to keep you alert. It is a good exercise. A reminder of the daily practice, of the interests of community being primary—not those of an individual—in navigating caste systems.”

“Fine. I’m not going to dap her up, though.”

“I don’t think she’d know what to do if you tried. You know how awkward politicians get when they try to be ‘of the people.’ No one needs to see that.”

A flare of orchestral music signaled the O.E. contingent’s arrival. Selamault retreated a few strides to allow Ezeji room to receive VOP Teddy. A mzungu woman approached, her blond streaks painted over her naturally occurring gray hair. She was a head shorter that Selamault, though her stout frame seemed to suggest a readiness to throw hands. At least, that was the energy she projected. Before he could even offer a greeting, she launched into him.

“Where is Maulana? This is a gathering of heads of state. I’m not here to deal with the … help.” VOP Teddy offered Ezeji a withering, up and down stare. “My introductory briefing doesn’t seem to have made it onto the calendar of the Camara. Or anyone’s calendar, actually.”

“What does that tell you?” Despite being outside of their caste, Ezeji still knew how to navigate these waters. He wasn’t going to give her any more attention. She approached power as her birthright, understanding it as something to be exercised. Hers was a crude form of power, rooted in scarcity, wielded in fear.

“I was being polite. I don’t need Maya to translate ‘fuck your request’ no matter the language.”

“Muungano does not and has never operated in the way O.E. assumes or is used to. Selamault has senior expertise, so she functions as a head of Muungano.”

“Yes, yes. Geoboe is another head. Oyigiyigi had the sense to send their ranking leader. What are you?” VOP Teddy asked.

Geoboe eyed them from across the room.

Ezeji didn’t rise to her baiting. She wasn’t going to get him off his game. “Someone who’s been briefed on your Opportunity Zone proposal.”

“Proposal? Clearly your ‘briefing’ was insufficient. Our comptroller has initiated financial measures to limit the authority of Muungano to conduct business with O.E. Review or eliminate discretionary spending. Require the submission of financial reports. Weekly.”

“This would be what, the carrot or the stick of your Opportunity Zone?”

“You could simply cede control of Muungano’s charter.” VOP Teddy couldn’t help her sneer. She wanted war. No, she needed war. A slow, showy display, not too hot or intense, but with enough images to play across O.E. households. All to bolster her popularity, to allow her the chance to show up as a strong, necessary leader. A renewed call powered by the stick since the carrot had been left to rot. The distraction so that she could consolidate her power didn’t hurt. That was her reveal: Muungano was seen as a “third-world” country, invited to the space to go through the motions of having a space carved out for people to whine about their conditions. Unable to take care of themselves properly so the system would have to step in to manage them. The compassionate largesse covering their real visions. Muungano as a treasure trove of resources to be extracted, exploited, and exported.

Ezeji resisted the urge to offer an undiplomatic reply, no matter how much satisfaction it would have given him to utter. He understood power was relational, only able to operate in relationships sown in inequality where one constantly jockeyed for advantage. The law, institutions, state, they were its tools. The results of a history of poor, power-driven interactions. They did not know how to control people raised in abundance and without fear.

“You want to attempt a hostile takeover on a place that’s not even your territory? One that has no debt and a pristine infrastructure? As if we don’t remember any of the historical expropriation of weusi land.” Ezeji was in his bag now. “This isn’t an act of tribalism. It’s not just about caste or nation states. Not anthems, flags, hats, or rallies. This is about principle. Spiritual maturity, not a spreadsheet of profit and loss. Muungano isn’t for sale. It’s the same old game, one whose moves we can anticipate, even though it shifts its priorities, because we remember history. We won’t be defined simply as a trauma reaction to colonialism or oppression. We fight for our people’s liberation. On all fronts. Period. This meeting is over.”

With Lij Sibeko bringing up the rear in a defensive posture, Ezeji twirled his finger for everyone to fall in line behind Selamault, who led them out.



Ezeji resented Selamault, though he refused to admit it. Now was not the time for a sight-seeing mission. He should be writing, editing, and rewriting his remarks to the G6. He should be weighing briefs about Oyigiyigi, O.E., or Bronzeville. Military status updates. But instead, he’d been dismissed to examine Titan’s latest science fair project.

Grandeur Renollet’s lab had the same baleful glimmer as other Titan buildings, though its carbon-nanotube shell reflected light at specific wavelengths. The air had a tart tang of over-sterilization as if it was of too high quality to dare to just breathe in. Carved into the moon’s mantle itself and lined with quantum-annealed boron carbide, the walls absorbed everything from seismic vibrations to stray neutrinos. Her office was a polyhedral chamber suspended in magnetic fields. A lift ferried him over to it. Images of a quasar—broken down by radiological, electromagnetic, and other displays—cascaded as torrents of data.

“How you what?” Ezeji frowned at his greeting. Even as the words left his lips, he knew he’d only have to explain his native Indianapolis neonik salutation. He didn’t understand why Selamault had scheduled this visit. Given no context, brief, or background. Only instructed him to flow in his intuition.

Grandeur raised a lone, mechanical index finger without so much as glancing up, before returning to scribbling on a tablet.

Ezeji crept closer, not wanting to interrupt her flow. “What are you doing?”

“Accessing my dream mind.” Grandeur pinched the corner of her tablet and lifted her doodles. A series of whorls and numbers, half-sketched scenes of a little girl, her resemblance uncanny. A random collection of diagrams, graphic report-outs of her data streams. Flinging them into the air, she converted them into a series of suspended holovids so she could begin rearranging the images. “Think of it as improvisational daydreaming. Considering the daunting mathematics involved with what I do, I have to come at problems sideways.”

“Graffiti as science.”

“You’re being flippant.”

“I’m not. The drawings remind me of Basquiat.”

“Thank you. Xola took me seriously. He had a way of asking a question to cause me to deepen my inquiry and do so in novel ways. Taught me how to think intuitively. Outside the polyhedron.”

“Unorthodox approaches challenge authority. Sounds about right.”

“Come on.” Grandeur all but winked, an enthusiastic giddiness sweeping over her like a runaway idea. “Let’s go to a more secure location.”

“We’re suspended in a chamber. How much more secure could we be?”

“Almost every eye and instrument are trained on us right now.” Grandeur moved with delicate precision, an ethereal elegance to her steps. Her walk turned out, with her hips having an outward leg rotation. Her body kept graceful lines even without her thinking about it.

“You used to dance?”

“Still do. Ballet. That obvious?”

“I studied capoeira.”

“I have a Ph.D. in quantum optics from the University of Oxford and studied at the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater. Titan encourages cross-training to keep us from siloes of discipline. We even put together our lab teams like jazz quartets.”

“Learning from the improvisation of others?”

“Exactly. A team could be made up of any of a number of different specializations: physicists, chemists, engineers, mathematicians, biologists, musicians, painters. We rotate members in and out to keep perspectives fresh.”

Reaching the edge of the laboratory, Grandeur led him to her office. The biometric scans read her retina, genestream, and gait. A second sweep scanned neural waveforms as if confirming her quantum state. Once inside, the temperature dropped noticeably. A distant hum hinted at hidden energy dampeners in the floor; the ceiling a tessellation of adaptive optics.

“What’s this? An office in a tesseract fold?” Ezeji scanned her desktop. All of her notes, from her sketches to her inchoate diagrams, had been encrypted. The room was a vault of secrets. “You take your privacy seriously.”

“A room outside conventional space-time. I call it the Node. This conversation is Code Black / Eyes Only.”

A faint hum filled his ears, the great machine that powered their systems. Maya, an endless ethereal ganglion connecting the nerve centers of Muungano. “I’m … not cleared for that.”

“Someone’s obviously ordering me to read you in.” Grandeur made herself a cup of tea. He recognized the oolong blend with herbal and fruity notes. She’d studied under Selamault, too. “Shall I bring you up to speed?”

“Does it have something to do with what you’re researching here?”

“My causal theory of everything.”

“Can you narrow that down at all for me?”

“As humans, we approach understanding the world locked into a narrow paradigm; a particular way of knowing and being. One the Universe doesn’t give a fuck about.” Grandeur held the tea; more posed with it like it was an affectation. “Empty space is filled with quantum fields. Vibrations produced by oscillators. Vacuum energy. Space-time exhibits superposition, that is—”

“It can exist in multiple states simultaneously. I have read the occasional book.” Several chambers in the room held contents which glowed faintly of amber and bronze. A monitor chimed, a Maya node rooted at its base.

“No need to be snippy.” Grandeur’s expression became unreadable, as if he’d become a calculus equation she was working through. He decided to dub it her carry-the-one gaze. “My thoughts, my theories, can sometimes be deemed … esoteric. I just wanted to make sure I didn’t lose you.”

“What do you consider ‘esoteric’?”

“Most of my research exploration revolves around two things: that life and the universe aren’t decoupled; and that space is a shadow of higher dimensions.”

“A … shadow?” Ezeji hoped this wasn’t one of Selamault’s exercises in “expanding his perception.” Sometimes her brand of spirituality veered toward being mythicist … when it wasn’t fringe science. No, fringe science was a judgment. He needed to be open to possibilities.

“Like I said, esoteric. But charming. I’m also funny as hell after two glasses of wine.”

“Only two?” Ezeji paced about. “What about this requires me to be read in?”

“I’m building up to that.”

“Build quickly.” The longer he stayed in the lab, the more on edge Ezeji became. The room annoyed his perceptions. It had no corners. Lines came together at odd angles. Sound rebounded and dampened in pulses.

“People are always telling me that. But I need to back up and set the stage.” No stranger to being unnecessarily dramatic, Grandeur projected several holovids of galaxy clusters about them. “Stars produce light and heat; both are requirements to sustain life.”

“This doesn’t bode well for quicker.”

“Stars, like our sun, also warp gravitational fields. There’s a flow of negative entropy, free energy provided by sun, that is the causal root of a chain of complex relationships and interconnected systems. All in the face of increasing disorder, with those systems returning that energy back through, increasing entropy. It’s all about the universe fine-tuning itself for life … you look confused.”

“That occasional book I mentioned?” Ezeji rubbed his temples. “I’m suffering from the same headache I got when it didn’t seem to have a point.”

“Okay, let me back up.”

“I don’t think you can back up much more.”

“Sure I can. To the first instant, the point at the bottom of space-time.” Grandeur spun the projection, the galaxies swirling until they formed a cone. “Some might call it a First Principle.”

“A First Principle? That sounds awfully close to a mythicist reference.”

“As close as we’re gonna get. I think of it as a Primal Atom. Something outside of our causal horizon. Pre-Big Bang space, our universe emerged from a place where space did not exist.”

“Space is the place.”

Grandeur paused, cocking her head, noting a cultural allusion she had missed before continuing. “Existing without reference to space geometry is fuzzy, noncommunicative. The universe was expanding. Space-time expanded. Imagine fixed points on the surface of a balloon. Galaxies recede from each other—”

“Quick. Er.” Ezeji leaned against her workstation. He was afraid to touch any surface for fear of leaving a smudge, so he crossed his arms.

Grandeur sighed and collapsed the projection. “Have you ever asked yourself ‘What could exist if time ceases to exist?’”

“I wouldn’t think to ask myself that even after you’ve suggested it.”

“Time ends in a singularity of infinite curvature and energy density. Consider a curvature that goes to infinity, a cosmic singularity. In this expansion, imagine a cosmic ocean made up of electrons and photons, waves of undulating plasma producing scale invariance and pressure waves. Invariance and superposition result in quantum fields, the building blocks of matter and subatomic forces. Which is critical because dark matter is required to have no pressure. It’s an invisible form of matter.”

“This is quite the preamble. But I still don’t sense what you’re working toward.”

“What I’m trying to brief you on is … big.”

“How big?” Ezeji didn’t need to study the astrograph to understand their positionality in the solar system. Each planet displayed suspended in the air. O.E., Muungano, Mars / Bronzeville, and Oyigiyigi.

“Can change the way you think about the universe. Perhaps all of reality.”

“This is about the aliens, isn’t it?”

“Selamault said you were great at making connections.” Grandeur set her cup and saucer down, tea still untasted. “You see, there’s an interdependence between life and the quantum universe. No one understands where human consciousness comes from, whether it’s an emergence from the wiring of our brains or if it was encoded into us as an inevitability. I have a theory that consciousness is a part of the quantum universe. There’s a philosophical theory, panpsychism—that’s just shy of being mythicist—that believes consciousness is a fundamental aspect of reality. That all things have a mind or a mind-like quality that is present in everything and everywhere.”

“Sounds like animism.”

“Only if you have mythicist ears. But it’s how I believe consciousness is connected to the fabric of the universe. The universe and all that occupies it carry various forms of awareness. Consciousness is an intrinsic part of matter. Consciousness creates a physical universe. Such a universal quantum property would reside in all basic fields of nature, like a cosmic glue carried by electromagnetic field patterns distributed by the brain. It doesn’t have to be localized to our bodies.”

“A Cosmic Consciousness.” Ezeji watched the astrocartography projection again. Space was a black expanse occasionally interrupted by pinpricks of light. His impatience grew, only because he knew somewhere within her jargon and theories was a key piece of information he needed.

“A universal mind that contains all of the individual minds in the universe.” Grandeur’s eyes widened as she gesticulated, her hands waving about in large circles. Her broad grin revealed silver filaments much like Yo hackers’. “The consciousness of the Universe acting a cappella, which reduces its state, because the act of observing violates superposition.”

“Hang on.” Ezeji rubbed the bridge of his nose again. “From a universal consciousness sprang individual consciousnesses which form a metaconsciousness.”

“That’s not what I’m saying, but that’s a fascinating thought.” Grandeur jotted down an idea. “Consciousness requires life which brings us to the Fine-Tuning Problem. We’re not sure what the conditions are for life to happen.”

“Yet we have aliens.”

“Here on Titan, we have always been looking for indirect clues to their presence. And origins.” Unable to resist the pull of a demonstration, Grandeur projected a holovid of the Milky Way. She kept enlarging sections and overlapping them. “See here? We live in a region devoid of dark matter. What if those voids of dark energy were regions, biospheres of computational activity. Aliens could use the vacuum state as a reservoir of qubits, their quantum bits. The more active their technology, specifically their quantum computers, the more they tie complicated knots in the gravitational space-time quantum state of the universe. An extreme use of quantum computation could result in dark energy.”

“Are you saying that they’re using up a lot of the bandwidth of the universe?”

“Look at the neutral fermionic matter they use to fuel the process,” Grandeur said.

“I couldn’t pick neutral fermionic energy out of a lineup of … fermionics.”

“Information and entropy are related. Gravity and quantum information. They can achieve quantum computation by exciting the various energy and spin states of the fermion-gravitronic superfluid.” Grandeur drew more animatedly; her ideas, fueled by excitement, became less connected and harder to follow. “Imagine massive quantum computers in use by a host of civilizations. Computers on this scale would produce heat on a huge scale.”

“You’re saying that alien quantum computers could explain the mystery of dark energy.” Ezeji lost hope that by the end of this ride he’d have some clarity.

“Not just that: dark energy itself is a sign of intelligent life. Detectable intelligent life.”

“So wait, Maya reaching their tenth generation…”

“… is probably what drew the aliens’ attention to us in the first place.”



Ezeji sprawled on a couch, a tablet next to him, going over his speech. Again. He mouthed the words, not-quite-out-loud, to get a feel for them. Their rhythm. The speech would take up his entire morning, not allowing him much bandwidth to process anything else going on around him. For the next couple hours he just wanted the world—the worlds—to take a breath.

The door chimed.

“How was your evening?” Selamault slid in. Her twins whirred in protective orbit, strained from overuse. Whatever bagirwa work she was on had her grinding through the night.

“Grandeur Renollet was interesting.”

“Her thoughts are … expansive. She’s been a valuable source of intelligence.”

“One you’ve kept to yourself. Until now.”

“Until the moment demanded it.”

“I’m trying to not think about her theories. Or their implications.” He raised his finger to cut off the gentle chiding he knew was coming in that opening for a teaching moment. “At least yet. Y’all got me delivering this speech and I’m trying not to fumble the ball.”

“I have faith in you.” Selamault picked up his tablet before he could protest.

“Not bad. Not to add any pressure to you, but the VOP signaled quite a lot of outrage when she spoke. Rattled a lot of cages. She’s here to set the tone. Distract us by worrying the territories with threats of bombing. Keep everyone unsettled with one insane proposal after another. Exhaust her opponents with rage over nonsense. Allowing her true agenda to march forward unmet or unchallenged.”

“Get the fuck outta here.”

“Perhaps something a bit more eloquent,” Selamault suggested. “Vision.”



Selamault waked alongside Ezeji all the way to the council chamber. An amphitheater in the round. Lij Sibeko led a procession of Niyabinghi honor guard, a line on either side of them. Ezeji did not find it reassuring, should an attack occur. But with each step, that anxiety lessened. Buoyed by being in lockstep with his people.

Lij Sibeko called out a coda. “Harambee!”

“Hold fast. Our ancestors, our past,” the Niyabinghi responded.

“Harambee!”

“Our pride. We shall not hide.”

“Harambee! Harambee! Harambee! Harambee! Harambee! Harambee! Harambee!” The entire entourage shouted, fists raised in the air, drawn down, and raised again with each repetition of the word. On its final repetition, everyone held the last syllable until their breath left them.

Selamault was the loudest voice.

The echoes of the last syllable hung in the air, reducing the room to stunned silence. The Niyabinghi fanned out in a protective array. The Mayor of Bronzeville appeared via holovid to occupy a seat. Grandeur sat on the other side of the aisle with the rest of the Titan delegation. Selamault took the seat closest to the podium, next to Queen Mother Itoro and Mansa Geoboe. Ezeji strode toward it alone.

“Since the so-called Civil War, weusi communities have been dismantled by a variety of methods. Illegal or voided contracts. Freeways. Eminent Domain. Every other form of violence. Your playbook isn’t unknown, nor has it changed much over the years. Your problem is that we remember.

“There have been certain watershed moments in the history of the world, events which caused disruption and great societal reshufflings. The Black Plague. World War II. Global climate collapse. Muungano declaring its independence. Bronzeville separating from Mars. They called into question the various experiments called empire. They undermined and laid bare the assumptions and belief systems undergirding their institutions. People caught a glimpse of the futility of the endless needs of capitalist expansion, the constant development of new markets, the conspicuous consumption of resources and labor.

“We understood the existential tension of the native which grew like a storm waiting to explode. You have to understand the dynamic of the relationship: The native didn’t exist until the colonizer showed up; settlers didn’t exist until they created the native. The same goes for oppressors.

“They embody the heart of the machine, the systems set up to keep them, their caste, in power. A construct that redefined the world for its benefit. Religion, government, laws, economic structures. The process of colonization redefined what human was; set colonizers as the definition of human, with everything else ranking somewhere below them. Forever denying the striving of others in order to maintain their superiority. Their dress, language, manner, affect, obedience, no matter how it twisted their consciousness, they adhered to the tenets of the system. Some were allowed into the caste and able to access the protections it offered. Others defended it even though they still were in a body that didn’t meet the caste’s definition of humanity. Hoping if they modeled it—if enough were respectable enough, obedient enough—the system would embrace them. Naively not accepting that they would always be seen as objects. Fuel for the machine.

“Yet those constructs, their positions within the caste, upper versus lower, needed each other to create and sustain the illusion that made up the system. When one gave up, quit playing the game, they became a threat. When the colonized stopped trying to aspire to be the colonizer, what effect did it have on the colonizer? When they were no longer the object of pursuit.

“We welcome a conversation with those who tire of playing the same old tired game, who no longer wish to dance to the same old tired song and who wish to dream of better ways to be human together.”



Where they found themselves started with rumors. First the reports and misinformation beginning with Astra Black and the “Mothership Incident.” Rumors of alien contact. Rumors of technology exchange leading to the rise of the HOVA. Rumors that in turn led to the building of generational explorer vessels like the Cypher. Stories of aliens overwhelmed them by the time the Orun Gate was discovered. But then, stories of aliens had become so commonplace, by the time they were revealed, the bulk of the populace had been convinced that it was a reality they already knew. A non-revelation. And now those rumors-turned-reality came at Ezeji in a pincer maneuver: one, a self-fulfilling prophecy brought on by their rampant dependence on technology; two, an ever-closer declaration of inevitable interstellar hostilities. It could stress a Negus out.

Ezeji needed a moment alone to himself to come down from the adrenaline rush of the speech. And he was ravenous. He could never eat before he was scheduled to talk, but once he was done, he was ready to eat his weight in food. He left the door fashioned for Selamault to enter when she was ready.

“How’d I do?” Ezeji barely looked up from his plate, his mouth stuffed with boerewors and sosaties. Half a sausage hung from his mouth like an unlit cigar.

“Clear, concise, committed.” The words were as close to gushing as Selamault ever got. “My sister-friend and I were going to grab a drink and gossip. I’ve proposed that each of us select a young leader to listen in on a conversation between tipsy elders.”

“Eavesdropping on some O.G.s? I’m down.”

Titan was often too clever by half with the naming of their “restore-ants.” Still, aromas of coffee, teas, and assorted fermented drinks mingled with the gentle murmuration of plaza conversation. They found a booth at the rear of one of the cafés. Selamault sent the twins into duty. Khuma pretended to study a series of reports, but it had a performative energy to it, as if she searched for an excuse to not meet anyone’s eyes. Tall without looming, she carried a soft menace, the weight of royalty, though she endeavored to remain approachable. Her skin glistened like moisturized obsidian; her interwoven braids coiled tightly. Around her neck hung a piece of raw kheprw crystal ensconced in a handmade casing. The Nguni were known for their craftings. Her raised eyebrow was enough to command silence; she didn’t want to be the object of close scrutiny. But even from a few meters away, the telltale puffiness about her eyes indicated that she’d been crying.

Queen Mother Itoro doddered along, equally performative in her hapless older woman routine, her sharp eyes in constant scan, not missing a thing. When she noticed Ezeji studying her, she winked.

“They are trying to slow-roll her clearance.” Queen Mother Itoro got right at it before Ezeji had his first swallow. She produced a sigil. She dispersed documents to each of them. Confidential O.E. memos detailing VOP Teddy’s briefings.

“To what end?” Selamault perused the data to fill the silence. “Get rid of her? Delay her to the point of offense?”

“Hers or theirs?” Khuma studied her hands.

“Does it matter?” Queen Mother Itoro asked.

“I suppose not.” Khuma seemed deflated, as if the Queen Mother aimed her critique directly at her. “A counterindication surfaced.”

“Surfaced through who?” Selamault asked.

“Amachi.”

“Credible?” Queen Mother Itoro asked.

“Or else I wouldn’t be here briefing everyone.” Khuma’s words had a curt snap. All eyes focused on her; everyone paused like a held breath. Holding up her hands in an apology gesture, she waved over a Tjwala. The Queen Mother gestured for two more.

When the attendant delivered them, Khuma downed hers in little more than a gulp.

“I’m sorry.” She ticked her chin for him to bring another round. “I’m not quite myself.”

“A little madness always makes the sauce taste better.” Queen Mother Itoro chugged hers, too, allowing the attendant to clear their mugs all at once. She was a giver, that one.

Ezeji sipped at his.

“Intelligence, like many things, is a story.” Selamault waited a moment to relieve the tension. “One spun from facts, presuppositions, and agendas. Once written, it becomes a matter of whether or not it can be sold.”

“Or bought,” Ezeji said.

“To answer the question of ‘to what end,’ LISC would have a freer hand in demanding Mars back to the table,” Selamault said.

“You have that reversed.” Queen Mother Itoro sipped for dramatic effect, holding everyone’s attention. “What if it’s Mars, LISC’s true oligarchy, drawing LISC to the table on their terms, using VOP Teddy as their proxy.”

“And shield,” Selamault added. “Muungano operates in LISC sovereign territory. Thwarting their stellar ambitions. Not a good look. Muungano’s economies are so inextricably connected, to have one is to have all. LISC’s are tied to, if not completely supported by, Mars.”

“No operation, no matter how rogue, would move with such impunity without a major government being complicit. And said government wouldn’t do so without extreme pressure, either from within or without,” Queen Mother Itoro said.

“What do you think, Ezeji?” Selamault issued a forceful rattling cough which sent a shudder through her body. Originating deep within her chest. It sounded like a thick viscous phlegm clung to the back of her throat that she hoped to clear with an excavating cough. The strain revealed itself on her face. She gasped afterward before regaining her composure. Finally able to expel it, she folded it into her sani-sheet before meeting any of their eyes again, as if she’d broken decorum with an outburst of her lingering illness.

“Are you all right?” Ezeji asked.

“Nothing some water wouldn’t fix. I’ll hang on at least long enough for you to answer my question.”

“Geoboe would never move on his own. Not without certain assurances. Take a look at Oyigiyigi’s exports and build-ups lately. Particularly kheprw crystals.”

“You think LISC has paid off my son?” Queen Mother Itoro asked.

“To put Maulana in an untenable situation? That would demonstrate an unusual level of creativity from Geoboe. No offense.”

“None taken.” Queen Mother Itoro raised her glass toward him. “You’ve fallen into the trap of his jijifo games. Makes you underestimate him.”

“You taught him well.” Selamault tipped her glass in toast to her sister-friend.

“My issues with Geoboe aside, first and foremost, he’s Muungano. Oyigiyigi-first Muungano, but I can’t be mad at that,” Ezeji said. “Siding with LISC risks the community turning on him.”

“Perhaps even looking to a new Camara?” Selamault mused, making a show of avoiding eye contact with Itoro.

“It shifts Oyigiyigi, no, all of Muungano’s focus from the true enemy. It drains our resources.” Queen Mother Itoro still used the pronoun “our.” If anyone had any doubt about a rift between Oyigiyigi and Muungano, she settled it. For now. “It paints us into the corner of looking like hypocrites when dealing with a potential alien threat.”

“Your job is to keep your son ruthlessly on track.”

“The job of a mother never ends.”

“Especially a Queen Mother. Yours is the only voice he hears,” Selamault said.

“I don’t know about that. He listens to you.”

“He fears me, I don’t know if he actually listens. For you, he’ll stop. Or is willing to consider stopping.”

“All we have are relationships with each other. So that when everything goes to shit, we have people we can call who’ll be in the shit with us.” Ezeji raised his mug in toast. “To me, professional shit slinger.”

A hum throbbed at the base of his skull. Subtle at first, like the bassline of a song he struggled to remember. It built to a vibration which caused the light fixtures to flicker. Selamault stiffened, her instincts honed by years as the bagirwa of the Niyabinghi.

“Everyone take cover!” Lij Sibeko yelled.

<This is a Priority One Alert. Everyone seek cover.>

“We’re under attack?” Ezeji yelled, though disbelief filled his voice.

The heavy hum resolved into a series of whirs, like a storm of winged cicadas crashing toward them. Queen Mother Itoro searched the skies, her face a frozen rictus causing Ezeji to trace her line of sight. A wave of drones dropped out of the sky. Dark silhouettes against Titan’s dome, they emerged from a tear in the sky. If someone had managed to create a tesseract fold within the defenses of Titan, it meant that a saboteur had set this up.

The drones peeled into separate formations, their sleek forms metallic glints, like a shower of diamonds locked onto their position. Queen Mother Itoro yanked Khuma from her seat just as the first salvo struck. They detonated like explosive darts, vaporizing the chair where she once sat and showering the table with shrapnel. The blast hurled Khuma to the ground, the concussive shards bloodying her arm and side. If she cried out in pain, it was lost in the cacophony of screams. Khuma lay crumpled under an overturned table. Her leg a torn mess of ripped flesh and torn fabric. Blood pooled around her. A low moan escaped as she lost the battle with consciousness.

Selamault scuttled in front of Ezeji. He tried to wrestle her out of the way and shield her, but she twisted. She held her hands toward the sky and closed her hands into fists. Like a hand-woven spell, Taiwo and Kehinde held their positions as they began targeting. A red band lit up in a ring around each of them. For some reason, it had never occurred to him that the twins might have offensive capabilities. They pirouetted around each other in an intricate looping formation, as if spinning a web between them. As they careened into the heart of the swarm, several drones deactivated and dropped like stones. The red band flashed, and they fired into the cloud of drones, blasting several more out of the sky. Ezeji scrambled backward.

“Take cover! Go!” Lij Sibeko yelled.

“I’ve got you, baby, hold on.” Steel edged Itoro’s voice. She wrapped her scarf around Khuma’s leg. Itoro reached into the folds of her dress and produced her emergency sigil. She activated it. Without doubt, Selamault had a similar one. Niyabinghi guards would descend on them soon, they only had to hold out.

The drones veered off, beginning a strafing run targeting Taiwo and Kehinde. They lined up beside one another. Their red bands cascaded along them, a determined flare staring down the coming onslaught.

“No,” Selamault whispered.

The first wave of drones locked onto them. The twins fired wildly, valiantly, forming a narrow pass preventing the horde from getting through. The swarm slammed into them in an overwhelming tide. Duel explosions sounded as they circled back in preparation for another attack.

Selamault sagged, nearly collapsing, at their loss.

A second wave dove toward them. Ezeji struggled to use his funkentelechy. Sensing what he attempted to do, Queen Mother Itoro swiped her arms upward. A wall of nanobots formed, which the drones crashed into, shattering them. Ezeji rolled across Selamault to shield her as best he could. Queen Mother Itoro plugged her sigil into a fallen drone. She hobbled away from the rest of them at a brisk pace belying her age. The drones locked onto her position. She must have programmed an override into their targeting system. She tried to get the drone to launch but it was too damaged. She hobbled quicker. Waiting as long as she could, she threw her reprogrammed drone.

“Itoro?” Selamault’s voice barely found strength to say her name, though to Ezeji’s ear, it had the tenor of Goodbye.

The reprogrammed drone slammed into the mass diving on her position. As a last desperate gasp, the drone husks released their shrapnel payloads in a deadly hailstorm. The heat and concussive force swept over Ezeji and Selamault. The explosions lit up the interior of the dome. The remaining drones swerved, but Lij Sibeko rushed to join the line of Niyabinghi firing talons into the sky. They dispatched the remaining drones.

Khuma stirred to consciousness. She crawled over to Queen Mother Itoro and propped her up into her lap as if she was a mound of pillows for her to nestle into ready to fall asleep. Burns and wounds mottled her skin, a mix of a bleached scalp and necrotic tissue. Blood trickled from the worst wound, oblong at the top, like a volcanic mound with a split along its side. Each swallow required a singular effort. Queen Mother Itoro breathed through her mouth. In and out. A slight keening of her lungs accompanied each effort.

“One last adventure.” Queen Mother Itoro put up a brave front, but exhaustion etched her face. “My bad, baby. I thought I could do it.”

“No need to apologize,” Khuma assured her. She dabbed Itoro’s forehead as the elder chanced closing her eyes, if only for a few moments.

Queen Mother Itoro opened her eyes to meet Khuma’s. Something had shifted in them, a resignation. She was ready.

Allowing her as much time to rest as she could, Khuma’s face—shoulders stooped under the weight of inevitability—betrayed her struggle of what she should say.

Ezeji remembered something a friend had once told him: Find the hand, find the heart. Sometimes being present, even in silence, was enough. As if the thought had been willed to her, Khuma reached for Itoro’s hand.

“You’re gonna haunt the fuck outta them motherfuckers responsible.”

Itoro found the strength to attempt a smile. “You know how insane that sounds?”

“A little madness always makes the sauce taste better.”

“Khuma, I…” Itoro angled herself closer.

Khuma’s shadow fell over her grandmother. “What needed to be said was already known.”

“I’m ready to stop fighting.”

Each of Queen Mother Itoro’s breaths became weaker than the last, until her library finally burned.
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BAYARD YAR’ADUA
Muungano—The Belts



Bayard Yar’adua still wasn’t used to seeing the Belts from this vantage point. From the ground, all the eye could take in was an arch whose floor or well curved upward and away. Usually, folks saw them from a distance: two perpendicular, bisecting arms spanning the circumference of the moon. Linked kraals for living spaces, the “wheels” rotating to mimic gravity. Millions were housed there, arriving as part of the fifth wave migration exodus from O.E. Their numbers soared far beyond what the Dreaming City’s infrastructure could support. Since the migrants clung to the idea of their personal liberation, they had created a home out of what was designed to be a waystation. The Belts served as a depot, with Red Line shuttles connecting them to O.E. or Saqqaras transporting members down to the Dreaming City or any other port in Muungano.

The “spokes” of the Belts served as connections to neighboring kraals. The radiation detectors and air scrubbers weren’t state of the art. The filters overrun, giving the air a quality of being both rebreathed and cloying. Water meters were restricted for per diem allowances. But the people were free. The thing about cities was that they could default to simple, nonpolitical structures of efficiently parking people together without the ability to listen to one another. Unable to communicate to one another.

The pneumatic hiss of the doors sealing ushered Bayard, Wachiru, and The Myst into the Belts proper. The Belts prided itself on keeping things real. This particular kraal was called Rude Boy, the kind of neighborhood one could disappear in without too many questions.

“What made you think you could trust Matata?” Wachiru seemed harder, with more of an edge about him as he glided through the crowd. Bayard had known him his entire life. From the bright young man with a smile for everyone to the laidback, yet intense, musician. Now he was something more. People sensed the shift in his energy, giving him a wider berth, or not quite meeting his eyes. Perhaps there was residual guilt from them not selecting him as Camara, leading to him being disappeared by O.E. for his trouble.

No stranger to these streets, Bayard took the lead, drawing attention to himself rather than Wachiru. “I rode with him. Slung words with him. We broke bread.”

“None of that tells you about his character.”

“It tells me about his humanity. I got a sense of the man. He’s close to getting it, I believe.”

“You believe. You can’t save them all, pastor.”

“I know, but I sense that he wants community. Maybe he wants the validation of community too much. Maybe that’s why he always feels like he has to earn his place, prove himself.”

“And is disappointed.” Despite her demure affect, The Myst was pure molybdenum, rigid and straight, though twice as strong.

“I get that. A lot.” Bayard half smirked, having ridden with them and fought alongside them, and gathered a sense of them also. “But I lead by risking trust.”

“How has that worked out for you?”

“I get disappointed more than I like, but I can’t let that stop me from risking to trust.”

“Don’t let Matata fool you.” Wachiru scanned the crowd. “His sole aim is to sow disruption. He can’t help himself. He ain’t found a bridge he hasn’t figured out how to burn.”

Rude Boy smelled of spices and roasted meat against the din of an open-air market. Music sounded from every other corner. A thin cloud of chiba smoke floated above their melodies. The Myst swatted Wachiru’s arm and ticked her chin. A few Muungano members—in bootleg EVMs and phase suits to aid mobility in the lesser gravity—stalked the plaza. The occasional handoff gave them away as they passed hacker codes to one another. Congestion near the corner thickened, jostling Bayard into a passer-by.

“Excuse me.” Bayard swept his robe closer to him out of consideration.

“Get out my way next time.” The man pocketed a sigil, half turning with an annoyed glare.

“Excuse me, Negus? Have I disrespected you in some way?”

“Everyday. You Muungano types come around here like you own the place.” A projected holovid angled toward him reading “No one is free when others are oppressed.”

The crowd moved like an undulating wave. Each step along the regolith echoed with the weight of generations of frustration.

“Ain’t we all ‘M types’?” Bayard asked.

“Acting like you better than us.” Another man drew near. His holovid read “Solidarity with the People!”

“No better than O.E. police.”

“Worse. A Negus with authority.” The second man’s eyes were saucers of grief and fire. He didn’t raise his voice; he didn’t have to. The space around them pulsed with something older than either of them. “Or at least one who thinks he has authority.”

The way they bounced back and forth wasn’t rehearsed, but it had the air of challenge about it. Sifting strangers to safeguard the community.

“Well, I’m not from Muungano.” The Myst stepped in between them. She didn’t draw her talon, but she made sure it was seen. “I don’t have authority. Only the power of a weapon.”

“My bad, my bad.” The first man raised his hands in mock surrender. “We don’t want to offend armed po-po.”

“You labor under a misconception.” The Myst slid her robe to cover her talon. “I’m the weapon.”

“And none of this is how we do here.” It was Bayard’s turn to come between them. “My name is Bayard Yar’adua. I have no authority other than my reputation for the work I’ve done. Hopefully that earns me a measure of consideration.”

The first man glanced him up and down in new appraisal. “All right, your name rings out.”

“If you really about that work, we having a rally. Stop on by and check us out. We have a mandate to be free.” The second man half sneered, staying barely on the right side of respectful. He raised a handcrafted, cowrie-studded drum and beat a rhythm. A woman whose curls ignored the rules of gravity began calling out names. Bayard recognized some of them. Those he’d been unable to help. Who had been disappeared by O.E. Or who were presumed dead, but not forgotten.

The spell broken, they disappeared back into the swallowing wave of the crowd. Their anger wasn’t reckless. It was as measured and deliberate as a griot’s pen. And sharpened by memory.

“The newslinks have been reporting a surge of ‘riots,’” The Myst said. “They mean uprisings since people are rebelling against their conditions.”

“That was a test.” Bayard eyed the suspicious crowd. The streets buzzed with kinetic spirit, a mix of ancestral whispers and holovid projections. “The forces most determined to weaken our internal security aren’t always easy to identify.”

“Now you sound like them,” Wachiru said.

“Like who?”

“CO/IN. Or the agencies that utilize them. Can’t say they wrong. All skinfolk…” Wachiru let his voice trail. “Matata watched our process up close, studying it. Now he’s attempting to borrow it for his own ends, but he’ll soon find out that he can’t just cut and paste the model.”

“He missed the most important piece: the impact of being in and accountable to community.”

“You’re still making excuses for him.”

“You can’t shoot your way to community. You can’t blow shit up to create community.”

“But you can do those things to defend community. Right, Deacon?” Bayard asked.

The Myst snorted, not rising to the bait of being drawn in. But she edged closer to Wachiru.

“He’s still going through a healing process. It’s easiest to fight yourself because that’s the only motherfucker who won’t fight back.” Bayard studied one of the information vidsheets. It detailed the meeting times for the Sons of Sankofa. “This meeting’s tonight?”

“Nah, we say we go to the head of the snake now and deal with him before he has a chance to mobilize his folks,” Wachiru said.

“You know where he stays?” The Myst said.

“I do,” Bayard said with a resigned, weary sigh.



From the outside, the building looked like another part of the kraal. Maybe in a state of a bit more disrepair, caught in the crawl of neglect and time. Nestled between a storefront revival tabernacle which blasted bass-heavy gospel music and a rum shop. The regolith leading up to it was cracked to the point of scree. Vines wound around the railing like a lazy curl of smoke. Banana leaves covered solar panels as if they’d been windblown. A reinforced nanocarbon frame disguised behind a fake rusted zinc sheet.

The entrance was down a tight alley space on the rum shop side of the building. Those who needed to know knew where to go. It opened into a dark alcove. The door sealed behind them. The Myst drew her talon. Bayard tapped her arm in reassurance. The air shimmered across the regolith flooring as they stepped through the arch. The Myst cocked her head sharply, her emi disturbed with a rattlesnake’s warning. Bayard tensed as the seal hissed behind them, sealing them in the antechamber. Silent as a prayer, he raised two fingers for them to freeze. The ramshackle room unsettled him, though why he couldn’t quite say.

“Something’s off.” Bayard scanned the ceiling, searching for the source of the feeling of being watched by something ancient and unseen.

“I know. I don’t like it.” The Myst’s cloak bristled, its reactive threads unfurled it, shielding her.

“You never like it.” Wachiru attempted to keep his tone light, but he lowered into a slight crouch, ready to spring.

The floor pulsed. That was the only word that came to mind as Bayard lifted his feet, not trusting what he’d stepped in. A distant hum, low and metallic, fractured the air. Bayard glanced up again in time to see the ceiling unspool. Protruding as if razors sought to slice their way through from the other side until the image resolved. The ridges themselves emerged from the ceiling. A shifting swarm of rustling filaments, wriggling across one another.

Slithers.

“Scatter!” The Myst yelled, just before the nanotech constructs rained down on them. She flipped through her weapon options. Bayard hoped she realized neither short-range missile prongs nor flame throwers would be useful in close quarters. She flicked her wrist. A directed sonic burst scrambled the closest tendril but only for a beat to scramble away. Cartwheeling to the side, she dropped to a knee and began firing.

The nanobots were a hacker-squad invention. Their goal was to pierce the skin in order to travel through blood vessels to reach the brain or heart. Their less subtle use was to form weapons to press an attack. The swarm split and reformed, its birthing pile on the floor, learning with each movement. The tendrils whipped about, skittering about the room. Bayard fired his pulse charge, dodging the tiny appendages that scuttled toward him. The congealed mass darted a tendril toward him. He ducked, the assegai of nanotech lodging in the wall behind him. Caging him from the rest of them.

“Your mod-unit,” Wachiru shouted.

“What about it?” Bayard asked.

“Toss me its core.” Wachiru had faced slithers before.

Rummaging through his slingpack, Bayard cursed himself for not being better prepared. He’d read the report. Wachiru and Amachi had been ambushed by slithers when they were investigating the bombing of Muungano’s O.E. embassy. Matata had planted them in an attempt to silence them. Slithers were his security measure of choice.

Wachiru caught the tossed core, ducking and weaving through the extended tendrils shooting from the pile. It wasn’t trying to kill them. It didn’t have to. Each extension remained hard as a carbon nanotube, boxing them into place. “Hold them back!”

Nodding, The Myst dove into the swarm with her blade drawn. She moved like water flowing downstream. Slicing, ducking, weaving her blade like the finest of needles. She bobbed under more tendrils, concentrating her slashes on the central mass, drawing its attention. Buying Wachiru time to make his play.

He tamped his fingers along the core with the excitement of programming a fresh drumbeat into a new mixtape. Reversing its polarity into a feedback loop to generate a field pulse. Wachiru activated it and threw it into the birthing pile. The EMP reacted with the obsidian flooring, discharging an electrical burst before any of them could react. The core released a mournful groan. The swarm recoiled. They dropped to the ground stunned to near unconsciousness. The door at the other end released and slowly opened.

“You damn near fried my entire system.” Matata emerged from a hidden door. “Do you know how expensive those things are?”

“You seem to have no problem getting your hands on them.”

“I got a plug.”

“That’s what we came to talk about. Your connects.”

“My bad. If I knew to be expecting company, I’d have set out a better welcoming reception.” Matata held out a device, slowly, for their inspection. “A scan. One can’t be too careful.”

“I’m not stowing my weapon,” The Myst said.

“Noted.” Matata fashioned a door opposite them.

The room smelled of curried goat and guava. Graphene-laced bamboo lined the walls and floor, muffling sound and scattering drone surveillance. Makeshift cots folded into the walls. A mahogany table sat in the center of the room, burn-scarred as if it had been retrieved from a fire. None of the chairs surrounding it matched.

“This table is history. It’s practically your namesake.” Tall and gangly, Matata no longer adhered to the discipline of being Niyabinghi as he continued on his journey. No longer the rigid soldier but also no longer the broken figure willing to accept any judgment at his trial. A series of plaits tumbled from the top of his head, the sides shaved clean.

“Wait, is this from the Bayard Rustin Home School? They bombed that back in—”

“I know. My people retrieved it. Little else was salvageable.”

“We need to talk to you.”

“I’m here, ducking Babylon’s eye.” His sleeveless hoodie was dyed to match the leaf-green district walls. Conductive fiber formed a barely visible mesh underneath it. Hacker tech so he could pulse dump data. The hood itself was shadow-casting. His pants had Sankofa symbols hand-stitched onto them.

“You want a fluorescent light to shine in my face,” Matata said.

“We ain’t police,” Wachiru said.

“You sure bust in like O.E. cops.”

“These streets you know so well?” Wachiru prowled the edges of the room. “A man of the people now, are you?”

“More so than you. An Adisa who actually lowers themselves to walk among the mess of their own creation.” Matata leaned back in his chair, his eyes locked onto him.

“I thought you’d given up on the movement.” Bayard’s voice rose, turning the statement into a question, attempting to de-escalate things before they erupted.

“I needed time to sort things out. Figure out a new way forward.”

“You could’ve chosen to walk with elders. Instead, you ran to hole up in the Belts.”

“The Belts are my retreat.”

“You know what’s funny? Brotha like you welcomed in, got folks thinking you a lifer, to the point where they trusted you. Would walk through fire for you. Even though you burn them at every turn, they still ready to give you another chance because they see your potential.” Bayard perched on the edge of the table. “That’s the story Wachiru’s been spinning about you all the way here.”

“But you believe different.”

“I give you the benefit of believing you’ve grown. Perhaps even changed. Well, more like you’re changing.”

“That supposed to make me feel all warm and fuzzy inside because you have faith in me, Reverend?” Matata leaned forward, elbows on the table, fingers steepled in front of him. “Your faith is cheap. Believing in people is in your job description.”

The change in his emi was subtle; he became predatory. The Myst shifted in equally subtle measure, to a defensive posture braced for an attack.

“I can’t say how that’s supposed to feel. That’s up to you,” Bayard said.

“What do you want?” Matata’s gaze flicked from Bayard to Wachiru to The Myst back to Bayard. “Let me guess: running the errands of Jaha.”

“We’ve been sent to get to the bottom of the dissent growing in the Belts,” Wachiru said. “So naturally, you come dogging our trail as the usual suspect.”

“We haven’t assumed anything,” Bayard said.

“We have,” Wachiru said.

Matata chuckled, low and humorless. “You relentless, Wachiru. Just ain’t got forgiveness in you.”

“You ain’t got truth in you. We done told them we’re wasting our time trying to ask you anything.”

“We agree on that much.” Matata’s shoulders slumped, the fight slowly seeping out of him. His voice fought against cracking. “I’m not you, Wachiru. I didn’t have your choices. They came to me.”

“They who?”

“CO/IN. They put me in a room, the kind you can imagine. They knew stuff about me. My family.”

“They didn’t have to twist you too hard. You made your choice.”

“No, they didn’t. Especially with my Niyabinghi training.” Matata angled his body away from him, all but sucking his teeth in disgust. “You think you’re so righteous; Muungano’s not perfect.”

“We never claimed to be. Only an experiment in trying something both old and new.”

“Someone had to hold that experiment accountable.”

“That someone was you? CO/IN?” Wachiru’s stare hardened.

“It should be the people here, in the Belts. A society should only be measured by how it treats its least-fortunate citizens.” Matata stood. Clasping his hands behind him, he neared the window.

“Looking back on the work that you did, the choices you made, what will you tell your children about what you did?”

“You mean being Night Train?” Matata asked. “Who said I plan to have children?”

“You always have a slick answer. Tell me, were you upset when Camara Xola was murdered?”

“Yes, damn it. It hurt. It hurt in ways I hadn’t imagined.”

“All I see is the first chance you get, you out here running your mouth against Muungano. Stirring up dissent against us. Again.”

“Fuck you.”

Silence hung thick as a curtain between them. They chewed on each other’s words.

“If you all could stop pissing all over each other,” The Myst said.

“Pause,” Wachiru and Matata then said at the same time. They froze, then glanced at each other.

“Matata, can I ask what kind of operation you have going on here?” Bayard shook his head, attempting to change direction in the conversation. “From what I can see, you doing some organizing work. Rallying people.”

“I’m just … laying low.”

“No, say more,” The Myst coaxed.

“I couldn’t go back to the Dreaming City. Nor O.E. I needed someplace I could get lost in.”

“Start over,” Bayard said. “Redeem yourself?”

“Me trying to redeem myself is what got me into this mess. I was trying to smoke out the conspiracy in LISC to see who was moving against—”

“Us?” Wachiru asked. The tone wasn’t sarcastic, but closer to soft, almost an invitation.

Matata nodded in acknowledgment. “I have friends and neighbors. Some I grew up with, knew me from way back in the day. They may have side-eyed me, but they were willing to let me be. Give me a shot.”

“So you’ve just been here hiding in Rude Boy?” Bayard asked.

“No, I been continuing my investigations.” Matata crossed his arms, his face unreadable.

“Find anything useful?” The Myst asked.

“Things have been heating up. I’ve been telling folks that we need to prepare to defend ourselves. Think creatively. Maybe pre-position assets in tesseract folds.”

“Assets? You mean bombs,” Wachiru said.

“Couldn’t if we wanted to. Most weapons systems produce radiation leaks, leaving trails revealing the tesseract folds. Or collapsing their fields entirely.”

“Theoretically because of the level of hardware it would take to power, contain, and shield such munitions, you could place a next gen warship in one,” The Myst said.

“You’re all about liberation but look down your collective noses at differing views of how people choose to exercise their freedom,” Matata said.

“If you’re not the one stirring up dissent, who’s responsible for this?” Wachiru held out a vidsheet.

Matata brushed it aside. “You’re not putting me into a snitching position. I’m done answering to anyone except myself. You want to know who’s doing it, go to the meeting and find out.”



The Rude Boy kraal took pride in its roughneck ways of being, but underneath the trappings was a strong community focus. The architecture of its buildings was all made of reprocessed materials. Nothing went to waste. Murals along its walls featured the great Maroon leaders, from Cudjoe to Nanny. Its green spaces served as open-air music venues. A group of young men eyed Bayard’s entourage with mild suspicion. Dreadlocks interwoven with filaments. Clothes in patterns of yellow, black, and green. Fitted, sleek-cut suits, a mix of fabrics and textiles. Some sat on stoops wearing cropped trousers, their hands tucked into deep, tactical pockets waiting for something to jump off. The Myst walked up to the head of what passed for their security and stood chest-to-chest with him. He held his ground, attempting to hard-eye her. Her head canted off to the side, unbothered to even meet his eyes.

“You sure you in the right place?” The man wearing a trench coat peered over his AR visor.

“We sure.” The Myst insisted on walking in first. Scanning the room, bold and unafraid, she carried her don’t-fuck-with-me gravitas. Passing whatever scrutiny he had in mind, she failed to completely stifle her petty smirk.

The man backed off. Wachiru and Bayard followed a few steps behind her. They didn’t give any notice to the heavily armed retinue of people surrounding them. Along the balcony, several people took up security positions. They wore sleek phase suits threaded with gold filigree. Not quite joining them like sensates but allowing awareness of each other’s biometric data and positions. They were like a living net. And were well resourced. The rest of the room was filled with members from various crews throughout the Belts. Several bore scars that shimmered faintly in the light. Machetes that hummed with plasma blading. Scavenged drones that buzzed like crows along a clothesline. Appropriated tech cobbled together, like their EVM kinetic armor plates paired with heavy boots. Their masks, shaped to mimic ancestral spirits, projected shifting color patterns and images indicating the orisha they laid claim to. The crowd both parted and ushered them to its center where a lone figure had his back to them, engaged in animated conversation with someone before turning around. The Energy smiled.

“How you what, Bayard? And if it ain’t Wachiru, Muungano’s favorite son deigning to bless us with his presence.” The Energy stared Wachiru up and down. “Your name still rings out.”

“I see you,” Wachiru said.

“I bet you do. We ain’t given you much choice.”

“We always have a choice,” Wachiru intoned without humor.

“Yet here you are. Coming to us.” The Energy held his arms out. He led his people in chanting “Sankofa.”

“Sankofa! Sankofa! Sankofa!”

With a mild glare of bored impatience, Wachiru waited for the cries to die down. “We’re here to see how we can build together. See what we can do for each other.”

“You mean for Muungano.”

“The very definition of each other.”

“Your definition,” The Energy said.

Murmurs of agreement rippled through the room. The Myst wriggled her fingers, keeping them loose.

“You’ve been doing some organizing work here in the Belts,” Bayard said.

“Managing your dissatisfied customers.”

“On behalf of the Deacons?”

“No. They no longer speak for the people.” The Energy circled him.

“The Deacons are part of an organization dedicated to the liberation and defense of our people,” The Myst said.

The Energy flinched. “That’s what I’m doing here.”

“On your own?”

“The Deacons were falling short.”

“So the people need be united … under you?” Bayard asked.

“I just want to offer them what they don’t currently have: a choice.”

“You’re so full of co-opted shit, you can’t even see when you’re being played.”

“From what we hear, you don’t speak for anyone anymore.”

“We’re only interested in clarity,” Wachiru said.

“How’s this for clarity: Muungano exists in extreme isolationism, not wanting to fuck with any obroni. You have all this advanced technology and prosperity that you hoard; turning a blind eye to the suffering of those you left behind. The Asili, the Maroon, the weusi on O.E. Even here, the members of the Belts are treated like second-class citizens, given a taste of Muungano, but not full access. You have a moral duty to help your people, which you abdicated. I’m here to hold you to account. We’ve created our own thing here. Separate from Muungano, separate from the Deacons, to fill the gaps left by both.”

“Informed by both.”

“Informed by their failures. Their cowardice.”

The Myst glanced at Wachiru. His eyebrow arched.

“The Deacons fell short. Muungano fell short. But you make up the difference.”

This was outside of the Wachiru that Bayard knew. Everyone considered him Xola’s son, as if he wasn’t just as closely rooted with his mother’s side. A lot of Selamault’s lessons he had learned to manifest in his own way. The Adisas were highly educated, his mother refusing to let him slide by. She realized he had a lot of skills, but he refused to perform publicly. He was the kind of sebau who didn’t focus on anything related to the Learning Tree, to the point where the sages began to think he had shamanistic tendencies. Things had never seemed to click for him until he delved into exploring music.

“You a clever Negus, I’ll say that. Got that way with words and philosophizing. Able to twist anything I say to paint your picture.”

“People live in worlds they have constructed, creating their own stories. What others say or do isn’t about us.”

“This is all about you. Take a look around,” The Energy said. “Muungano is ruled by a monarchy, the crown calling itself the Camara. The people held in check by its secret Niyabinghi police, under constant surveillance by an AI. The colonized have become the colonizers. We haven’t learned any of the lessons of the politics of separation. Before you get going, Rev, know that you dropped the ball, too. We had to pick up your slack.”

“Don’t take anything personal,” Bayard whispered. “Let’s say that’s true. The harvest is plentiful, but the workers are few. We ain’t afraid of more workers, or different approaches, because there’s too much to do. Between us, we can heal all of the Belts. So the question is ‘can you do more?’”

“Oh, we plan to do more. Y’all move too slow and never go far enough.” The Energy sat back in his chair. “We’re not going to win this war by fighting their way on their terms.”

“What are you talking about?” Wachiru shifted, his eyes narrowing to discern the secret buried in the former Deacon’s tone.

“We’re going to kidnap VOP Teddy.” The Energy eased back to allow the news to settle in.

Bayard stormed to the front of the line. A couple Sons of Sankofa held their arms up to bar him. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

“Nice mouth, Rev.”

“My authentic self.” Bayard shrugged off the Sons of Sankofas’ hands.

“What are we doing here? Are we about revolution or not? We’re at war. Y’all put me on that. I’m just thinking like a soldier.”

“One of their soldiers, not one of our gbeto,” Wachiru said.

“They attempted a decapitation strike and y’all just sit there and take it. You remember Queen Mother Itoro? Fela Buhari. Your father, Camara Xola? Do you even care?”

“All this will do is add more names to that list. Your brothers and sisters.”

“We’re already on that list. If we aren’t ready to die for our freedom, we’re already dead.”

“And we’re willing to die for our people. What we believe. What are you willing to do?” Wachiru asked.

“What do you propose?”

“Dununba.”

A ripple ran through the crowd. A dununba hadn’t been called in ages. Historically, the “dances of the strong men” were day-long feats of endurance by the strongest men of the village. It was a means of settling power conflicts between age groups, though usually it was a battle between a younger age group dissatisfied with what they perceived as lesser rights or freedoms who would challenge an older age group, hoping to rise up, if not supplant them, in the village. They had to be witnessed by the whole village. This way the conflict was brought to a public and permanent close. Wachiru knew his people better than The Energy gave him credit for. It was a challenge The Energy didn’t dare back down from. The dununba required various rhythms, each named for the people or spirit they portrayed. The characteristics of the person it was dedicated to determined the structure of the dance; until one group finally submitted to the other. Sometimes that left many participants bloody.

“Poet, what are you doing?” The Myst asked.

“What needs to be done,” Wachiru said. “It can be no other way.”

“I hope you’re not out here thinking you have to prove something to your people.” Her hand brushed his. “Or me.”

It had been a while since Wachiru indulged in any sort of dance competition. Not since his illness. He rarely spoke of it, how his health had deteriorated to where he couldn’t eat, couldn’t move about, couldn’t sleep. Left him near debilitated, so sick it left him bedridden. Even his hair had fallen out. The stress of it all weighed on all of Muungano. Turned out it was a kind of virus attacking his digestive system. To help recover his strength, he had studied dance. The vocabulary of the human body when—even though vocal chords might move to shout—words sometimes didn’t say enough.

Drummers assembled in front of The Energy’s house, now considered the djembe-fola, the place to announce the beginning of the festival. They played a few measures of the rhythm. A parade of drummers and singers soon joined in with hand-clapping. The drummers looped through the rhythm a second and third time as they marched to the heart of the Rude Boy kraal, the Bara, the space for dancing.

A large mangrove had been planted in the center. Men formed a circle around the tree, each concentric ring represented a kare, a generation. They built a small fire and placed their instruments in front of it to heat the heads. Elders formed the Baranti, those assuming responsibility for the smooth running of the trial. They were the first to dance since no one could use the Bara without their agreement. The next round of dancers was also symbolic. Any individuals with personal conflicts were allowed to dance next. They performed with Manin Fosson, a riding crop woven from hippopotamus skin, imitating stylized blows to one another to the sound of the drums.

A second line of dancers approached from an opposing direction until they met in front of the drummers. They intensified the pounding of their drums; the rhythm grew faster and more intense. The échauffment of the rhythm marked the “heating up” of the dance. The Energy stripped himself of his Deacon’s gear until he was down to his black phase suit. Wachiru took off his shirt, naked save for his white pants. The Energy and Wachiru met Bayard at the tree.

“You can call the beat,” The Energy said.

“As the prophet said, ‘Anywhere there is people, there is power,’” Bayard said. “This is the people’s beat.”

Wachiru and The Energy squared up, separated by a heartbeat, the weight of entire stories on their shoulders. The crowd cheered with the roiling anticipation of a storm. The drums boomed louder, the vibrations reverberated through the ground, vibrating their feet. Without his EVM suit, The Energy was all angles, carved from concrete. His fists clenched. His dance was jagged, a series of sharp jerks, slicing through the air like blades.

Teeth bared, Wachiru snapped, pounding in time to the overarching beat. He freestyled his movement, opening with aggressive chest pops, his arms swinging, frenetic yet controlled. Remembering. He fell as if struck, bedridden, his arms and feet telling the tale. Drawing himself up slowly, his knees dragged along the ground, bruised and bleeding. He pranced before the hand-clapping line of dancers only to be knocked down again. He wrapped his arms around himself, alone. He covered his ears, unable to hear the voices of his community. With tentative steps, he began to rise again. Channeled his fury and his negative emotions, his body jerked and spasmed, revealing all that he went through in the Panopticon. Frustration and pain seeped out of his every movement. The onlookers whooped and hollered, caught up in the raw emotion of his story.

Anger fueled his movements. He pounded his chest, stalking the Bara, proud, determined. Abandoned, but self-made. He danced alongside the secondary line, breaking free to improvise his own dance. He joined alongside the Baranti, acted rebuffed, and danced alone until he syncopated with the rhythm again.

The Energy launched himself over Wachiru, landing in a tumble before throwing himself into a spin. Kicking up loose dust and regolith, he drew every person into his gravity well until he drew a collective gasp from the crowd when he stopped mid-spin, contorting his body and legs before doubling back like a story told in flashback.

Wachiru didn’t flinch, refusing to retreat. His fingers locked and interlocked, each flick precise, casting sigils in the air. Leaning back into the rhythm, he moved like water, lithe and fluid with a hidden depth. His dance was an invocation. His face a lucid calm, he cut loose, punching the air in a flurry of swipes and jabs. The blows landed all about The Energy, boxing him in, fists pounding the air; his shoulders rolling like tides into full body waves.

The beat continued without a declared winner.

They both panted, bodies nearing exhaustion. The tension unabated.

Wachiru’s responses were his to control. They weren’t going to have any say on his emotions or spirit. He’d surround himself with people committed to that same mission. Create a healing place within them to respond to the trauma the world kept trying to inflict on them. A practice to reclaim and center their collective happiness. He was going to laugh and love despite them. As long as he drew breath, he wanted to honor Muungano’s humanity, model the fullness of what it meant to be alive. Spreading his joy, supporting his community.

He was going to keep shining. Period.

The Energy danced with a last gasp, like he was being exorcised. He glided on muscle memory, hands slicing through the air. His legs slowed, weighed by the voices of ancestors. His feet scraped across the scuffed regolith. He unraveled under the voices. Sweat beaded across his skin. He spun without bearing, lost, unable to feel the music. The rhythm had abandoned him, or he it, a metronome counting down its last seconds. Refusing to quit he moved not for the love, but to prove himself. His breaths came in shallow spurts. His knees threatened to buckle. The rhythm a delicate dance between the rhythm of the drumming. However, The Energy moved slower, a languid pounding as he led the Sons of Sankofa in a stomp. Each step weaker than the last, he was spent. The Energy stopped, mid-pirouette, staggered to the center of the Bara and collapsed to his knees. His chest heaved. He turned his head, dust reducing his lone tear to a muddy streak.

“Rise. Rise our brother. You’re not finished yet.” Wachiru held his arm out. “We live for our people because we love our people. We will need your strength and guile to face our real enemies.”

The denizens of Rude Boy surrounded them. The Myst reached for her talon, but Bayard stayed her hand.

“Sankofa!” The Energy raised his and Wachiru’s hands.

“Sankofa! Sankofa! Sankofa!”
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JAHA DIMKA
Muungano—The Dreaming City



Only the steadying hum of the Saqqara engine broke the solemn silence. The soothing vibration allowed Jaha room to be in her thoughts. Alone with her grief. A Niyabinghi escort stood in full dress uniform around the hovering casket. The flag of Muungano, side by side with one for Oyigiyigi, draped the case. The holovid image of Queen Mother Itoro, ever regal and resolute, flickered above it. Her official funeral would be arranged on Oyigiyigi in a few weeks. Until then, she would be held in state in the Hall of Ancestors in the Dreaming City.

Eight Lij gbeto unloaded the transport case. The gbeto moved down the Saqqara gangplank in perfect unison, their boots tapping a stark staccato along the ground. Jaha led the processional. The delegation from Oyigiyigi met them, including Geoboe’s personal retinue. It seemed like every Oyigiyigi member was there, along with every HOVA and Niyabinghi gbeto. The turnout was vast, as if the people needed to be convinced that the elder’s library had indeed burned. The crowd filling the bay remained quiet, their grief a near living thing in the space. A few reached out on instinct as the case floated by, grabbing the air and drawing back, afraid they might actually touch it. Jaha addressed the crowd.

“A mighty tree has fallen from her earthly duty. We are so grateful for the wisdom, love, and kindness Queen Mother Itoro always so gracefully exhibited. May her journey to the ancestors’ realm be swift and sweet and she be welcomed with open arms and jubilee!”

“Let me see her.” Geoboe barged to the front. His face gaunt and drawn, haunted and haggard, a mask barely containing a storm of sorrow. His robes engulfed him, threatening to swallow him whole. Two Niyabinghi honor guard held him back. Gently.

Jaha wrapped her arm around him. “Geoboe—”

“I said, let me see her!” He couldn’t muster the strength to shrug her off. His hand poised just above the transport case. The weight of the moment, of his family’s legacy, etched cracks along his face. “I don’t know who I am without her.”

Without warning, Geoboe crawled onto Itoro’s funeral berth. The onlookers gasped, but then most turned away, allowing him the privacy for his grief to break him. Jaha bowed and exited the receiving bay. Geoboe’s wails followed her despite the closed doors.

“Rest in resilience, my friend,” Jaha whispered.



War lived in art. Captured in vignettes. Capturing the horror. The terrible waiting between attacks. The exploits of gbeto told in stories. Sketches of the quiet moments. Mourning memorialized in song. In their practice—the pain, excitement, confusion, the ambiguities, the haunt of memories, the relief of daydreams—increased expressions that look like resistance. War lived in violence. Civilians targeted to break the spirit of the people. Wanton devastation aimed to drive their enemy into submission. The state of armed conflict. Missiles. Warships. Drones. Bullets. All implements of destruction created to be more efficient than striking one’s brother with a stone.

“How is Geoboe?” Maulana asked.

“Mad with grief. However, the work continues.”

“Damn, Jaha.” With a sigh signaling weary resignation, he donned the mask of his station. “What are we working on?”

“Walk with me, Camara.” Jaha gestured her escorts to remain behind. She led them to the special wing of the Dreaming City’s library, the Hall of Ancestors.

Maulana moved down its corridors with a stark reverence, caught up in the rhythm and recursion going on in his own head. A particular brooding silence, near meditative, as if imagining his own rest. A sacred space, even the air felt heavier. Tesseract folds ringed the space, places of interment for the fallen—leaders, griots, revolutionaries, storytellers, healers—whose libraries had burned. Suspended in dimensional folds that bent special geometry. An archive of memory, the stories of each leader projected via holovid. Where Camara Xola rested. Where Queen Mother Itoro would soon rest. Each flickering to life like a holomemory. Which they were, after a fashion, thanks to access to their public speeches and writings. Family was allowed access to their journals or private correspondence. A place where they could be alone, unobserved.

“War has made its way to our very steps,” Jaha said. “We have been reminded that we have vicious enemies who seek our destruction. We are fighting for our lives. LISC doesn’t claim responsibility. Denies it emphatically, in fact.”

“As tensions heighten, LISC is lost within their infighting over nickels and dimes. Capitalism is the dream language of O.E. A reminder that they have to go back to their masters.”

“They seek to destroy us, razing our civilization. To return us to a dark place where they can control and determine us. And attack those voices that attempt to bring about real change. We must meet their unremitting aggression in the only language they understand. What is our personal responsibility to our freedom?”

“I have wrestled with that very question by reinstating the HOVA draft.”

“Our people flock to defend what it is we’ve created here, but civilian service needs to be an option.”

“Crisis does not always allow that luxury.”

“Our people know that they aren’t clay to be molded any which way. That not even our leaders have the right to take and do with any member against their will. There is a spiritual cost to such conscription.”

“There is a spiritual cost to war.” Maulana chuckled, a sharp ugly bark. Something about the way light caught his eyes troubled her. He held his hand up as if cradling dust motes. “All anyone needs is an excuse. A spark. Then they can justify nearly any response.”

“Like shutting down the borders completely. Carrying out the expulsion of all diplomats and obroni.”

“If you have a critique of my decisions, you’re free to speak plain. But you should know, operationally, that those maneuvers provided cover for several of our operatives.”

“But now everyone’s looking for retribution. O.E. has leveraged your actions to make political the nonpolitical.”

“The Interstellar Alliance? That was still ultimately going to be politics. Now. Originally, it was thought of as a matter of survival. One trumping our usual political concerns. Allowing us to set aside our petty bickering to move toward a greater—perhaps even unifying—purpose.”

“O.E.’s not capable of such maneuvering,” Jaha said.

“The attacks were a probe, meant to gauge our reaction, our stomach for battle and bloodshed. The timing was no coincidence. The embassy bombing. Xola. Queen Mother Itoro.”

“Your sister.” Fela was never far from his thoughts, even when they went unsaid. “Wait, do you suspect the aliens themselves?”

“I suspect everyone,” Maulana said.

“But you do suspect another hand?”

“LISC isn’t the only player.” Maulana paced about. He took off his shoes and traced a map across the burnished floor. With each step he muttered an ancient proverb. “‘An army of sheep led by a lion can defeat an army of lions led by a sheep.’”

“The other world powers and their intelligence forces have been conveniently silent, though in a state of steady rebuilding since the Unrest and the move away from oil,” Jaha said. “There’s no shortage of players involved.”

“I’m concerned that O.E. is going to use The Energy’s kidnap plot as cover for their strike.”

“The Energy is a rogue agent. The Deacons disavow all knowledge.”

“Wouldn’t you? How do we know? O.E. can claim he worked for us or one of our allies. They will try to lay it at our feet. Disgruntled former HOVA. The Lij, the personal guard. Niyabinghi.”

“Someone under direct order of the R.”

“They don’t have that level of understanding of our intelligence machinery,” Maulana said.

“Don’t kid yourself. Their infiltration has gone as high up as Matata. Who should be buried under a jail somewhere.”

“That’s not how we do.”

“That’s not how we do.” Jaha appreciated the reminder. “But we do need answers.”

“We have The Energy down the hall.” Maulana slowly spun in place, his arms reaching out, eyes widening. His face a bas-relief of joy with too many edges. “So many tiny witnesses. We study the past to escape its shadows.”

“Maulana.” Jaha touched his arm. He all but vibrated under her touch. “Are you well?”

“I hear you, Jaha.” Maulana steadied himself against Xola’s alcove. “My head. It’s all … noise. Like I’m hearing you from the far end of a tunnel. Echoes of ghosts … a universe of static … but everything seems so clear.”

His knees buckled. Now clutching his arm, Jaha helped him to the ground and knelt beside him. She’d see this sort of storm before. Weathered enough of them with Xola. That place where the world moved too slow. Too quiet. Allowing space for the voices in his head to have full rein. “Let’s anchor you, baby. Let me help return you to us.”

She inhaled and exhaled, deep and intentional. A steadying cadence to the chaos of his rhythms, until his breath matched hers. For a moment, his eyes cleared like a drowning man who had caught sight of the shore.

“They aren’t pleased.” Maulana shook, full body trembles. “The voices…”

“Maya, initiate a Code Black / Eyes Only security protocol. Medical alert. Hall of Ancestors. It’s the Camara.”

<Alert broadcasted. Healers dispatched.>

Two Lij agents secured the scene. Jaha backed out of the way while the healers attended him.

“What’s his status?” she asked.

“We’ve administered meds,” the lead healer said.

“He’d hate that.” Jaha reviewed his medical data stream. “But he’s been under a lot of stress. We were worried something like this might happen.”

“Not worried enough.”

“Would you like to be the one to attempt to deter the Camara once he’s set his mind to something?”

“I imagine it’d be like trying to stop … you.” The lead healer wisely deferred.

Jaha made a noncommittal grunt. “I’ll—”

“Check in on him later tonight. We’ll attend to him. He needs to rest.”



Word of the Camara’s collapse couldn’t get out. Especially to the many wolves at Muungano’s gate. But Jaha had a job to do. What Maulana needed most from her was answers. She wound her way along the walkways of the Dreaming City to the pyramid-shaped building at its heart. The Well of Griots. Signs welcomed visitors: BE KIND, SPEAK TRUTH, BE GRATEFUL, and TELL STORIES. Muungano strove for restorative justice, one of the founding principles of the Griot Circle, their internal security. And she was its Nyamakalaw, a storyteller of the highest order. She oversaw the training of the Griot Circle’s magistrates and jeli officers in the ancient art of jeliya, the storytelling arts. But time was not on their side.

Jaha imagined a restorative interrogation, thus the listening science session.

The listening chamber had the intimacy of a womb. Curved, bioplastic walls inscribed with shifting Ifa data spirals. An open maw hungering for truth. The illumination levels of the rondavel had a faint hum, like the lights were pissed about having to do their job. Maya mediated the atmosphere to set the proper stage. A wafting scent of coconut oil. A dununba rhythm attenuated as a diagnostic sonic pattern.

Enthroned in a biometric chair, The Energy slung one leg over its arm, filing his nails. Unbothered. Upon Jaha’s entrance, the air shimmered with holovid projections. Ghosts of The Energy’s past. His life on O.E. His training for the Deacons. Some of his declassified mission reports. His organizing efforts in Rude Boy. She wasn’t here to interrogate. That word, that method, was too steeped in O.E.’s shadows. She wasn’t here to break him. She was here to listen, allow him to reveal himself, and piece together a story.

“I leave you alone for five minutes and you embed yourself with extremists and hatch a scheme to kidnap the sitting VOP of O.E.” She feigned studying the images of him at a rally in Rude Boy. She’d already viewed it at least ten times, dissecting and detailing his every gesture. Learning his rhythms and cadence. “That about cover things?”

“Well, your version lacks nuance.” The Energy sat up straighter.

“Let me save you some time: I’m over my three-fucks-a-day limit.”

“What do you want from me, Jaha?”

“A few answers. See, I have a lot of loose threads, but not enough to weave them together. You see, I don’t believe you acted alone.”

“So now you think I’m Night Train.” The Energy’s tone didn’t mask a question.

“Or something worse. Your little operation was too well organized and resourced. That tells me that you may have made some interesting friends along your journey.”

“What can I say? I’m all about building community.”

“Are you though?” Unamused by his play on words, Jaha highlighted a holovid of his file. “You tried to enlist in the HOVA but washed out. Joined the Deacons. Fewer rules, less accountability. Or so you thought.”

“That’s hysterically disrespectful.”

“You’ve seen your share of missions.” Jaha perused his record. “Received commendations. Been in some hairy situations, wondering if you’d survive the day. So you did what you had to do to make it back home. To make it back to your family.”

“I’ve seen my share. Done some dirt.”

Jaha bent over to meet his eyes. “You’ve killed before.”

“Yes.”

“For love of community?”

“Yes.”

“You’re a liar,” Jaha snapped and walked away from him. As if too disgusted to be near him, she paced toward the door before returning to him. “Let’s try that again. For defense of community?”

“Yes.”

“You’re a liar. To survive?”

“Yes.”

Jaha glanced at the biometric readout, confirming what she already saw in his eyes. “Finally, an honest answer. I needed to see the man I was dealing with.”

“Look, I’m not afraid of those who sit back and judge my actions because I judge their inaction. I’m a part of the struggle. I’m not sitting on the sidelines, not an armchair philosopher. I’m in it.”

“And you pay the cost.”

“You damn right. Let history be my true judge.”

Jaha projected a new series of images. “This is your file. Every surveillance log. Complete tracing of every contact you’ve made since you arrived at the Belts. You don’t have an active investigation for the Deacons. Don’t think about claiming to be under cover for the Niyabinghi. We have their data.”

“So you’re accusing me of being, what? Really good at what I do? I launched an off-the-books operation under the nose of the vaunted Muungano intelligence.”

“That’s my point: You ain’t that good. No searches. No data mining. Yet somehow you were plugged in, you had a down-to-the-minute itinerary for VOP Teddy. Location. Schematics. Egress points.”

“And equipment, from drones to a ship.” The Energy eased back, unable to help his smug grin.

Too smug. Too sure of Muungano’s ways, like a child thinking they can act a fool cause they know their momma won’t spank them. As if that was the only way for a momma to snatch them into the next week. Jaha took a calming breath, an orator settling into themselves. Jaha needed to operate from a different playbook.

“Muungano statute 1943. Part of the Niyabinghi charter. Details our definition of treason.”

“‘Knowingly aiding and abetting enemies of the community’?” The Energy quoted.

“Or withholding information about such that results in harm to a member of said community.”

“This is considered an act of war. If you were the Service of the Order, Hostile Relations would have been triggered.”

“As it stands, the rules of Muungano no longer apply. Are we clear?” Jaha fashioned a loveseat and slid into it, half lounging while she waited for her words to settle into him. Sometimes restoration was a luxury they couldn’t afford. Not when the safety of the entire community was at stake. The Energy wasn’t naive by any stretch. He understood her implied threat, that they were in a by-any-means-necessary scenario. The reality of his situation projected across his face.

“Some folks reached out to me, hooked me up.”

“The Deacons? LISC.”

“No. They were from within O.E. government itself.”

“They the ones who came up with the idea to kidnap VOP Teddy? Do you have any proof?”

“If I had even made a file, everyone from Maya to Overseer would know.” The Energy swung his legs around to plant them on the floor, squaring up against her.

“No calls. No computers. No visitors. No friends. So … what? You kept all the details in your head? On paper?”

“Nothing. Air gapped. Self-contained system,” The Energy said.

“Sigil?”

“Deactivated, so they couldn’t broadcast. Remote wiped.”

“So nothing could trace back to them. They’re as smart and careful as you’re not.” Jaha pressed a lone finger to her lips for him to be quiet before he started. “You’re a pawn. A mercenary hired—or played—to cast suspicion on us. Or the Deacons. Or both.”

“I’m no one’s pawn.”

“I didn’t say ‘witting pawn.’” Jaha flashed up several security briefings. “Take a step back and see the story from my, or more to the point, O.E.’s, point of view. Right now it looks like you and you alone were responsible for coordinating the attempted kidnapping. And attack. That requires a lot of resources. ‘Funded by who?’ is one question.”

“Well, you’re the one left with the bag of flaming shit on your front porch.”

“What was the plan?”

“Stage a pull-aside, make it look like an abduction. Back-channel our concerns to her as a feint, a means to bum-rush our way to the negotiating table. My contacts provided the intel: VOP Teddy’s schedule. Details about her visit to Titan. What time she’d emerge to meet with Camara Maulana.”

“Waiting until she was clearly in Muungano territory before you carried out the kidnapping. That didn’t strike you as … convenient?”

“Things were to go wrong, providing us the cover for me to carry out her assassination,” The Energy said.

“For her participation in Xola’s murder?”

“Among her crimes. A retaliation wholly proportional, yet none among Muungano’s learned elders and leaders have the stones to carry it out. We’re in a war but you refuse to fight.”

“‘Matter of fact, it’s safe to say that they would rather switch, than fight.’ Don’t you dare attempt to quote a prophet to me. Your ‘contacts’ saw fit to reach out to you. They know not to assume that we would ever sponsor community-sanctioned assassination.”

“Oh, that’s too far? Yet you quote statute 1943 as chapter and verse. You’re going to tell me the R, the HOVA, hell, the Niyabinghi have never sullied their precious hands?”

“Between VOP Harrison’s death and then VOP Teddy’s that would be seen as wholly unproportional. A rallying point for all of O.E. They would then respond as any provoked party would: with the full might of their military arsenal. Every tool at their disposal. Every. Tool.”

The threads slowly began to come together. The shipyard attack on Titan; the attempted sabotage of the Ring, these were targeted military sites. Their operatives embedded throughout Muungano; sleeper agents put in place to carry out a decapitation strike if need be.

“Xola and his ways could only take us so far. For the next stage in our journey, we needed a different way. A different voice.”

“Who told you that?”

“I don’t…” His jaw set, his lips pressed into a tight seal with unspoken secrets.

“I’ve seen this kind of behavior before.” Jaha’s thoughts trailed off as she turned the pages of her memory searching for something familiar. “Then the question becomes do you want to keep being a pawn? Do you want to know who’s pulling your strings?”

The Energy hesitated, as if sifting through his own thoughts. Struggling to be his own man but doubts now rippled across his face. A battle of control. Wrestling against his personal demons. Banging against doors that remained locked. He clenched and unclenched his fists, letting go of whatever he wanted to hold on to. “I … don’t want to.”

“It’s great to remember the things we want to forget.” Jaha peered at him from across the table. Her fingers danced along it, her nails click-clacking a rhythm.

His shoulders slumped, only a fraction, betraying the weight he’d resigned himself to carry. Alone. His eyes darted to the floor, the walls, anywhere but to land on Jaha’s unwavering gaze. He took a deep breath. “I’m afraid. Help me, Jaha.”

“The process will be difficult, a long journey of remembering and unlearning. We’ll be taking only the first step, but it will be together. Are you willing to enter such a brave space?”

The Energy braced himself, almost expecting a blow he knew he had to take. He nodded, though still uncertain.

“We feel stripped down, deconstructed into our basic building blocks. Laid bare and exposed to the elements.” Jaha led them into a mutual trance. His breaths matched hers. Jaha reached out with her emi. The Energy had trained as a speculative hunter, his emi sharpened to the point of looking onto another’s sabhu and being able to track them. His emi fought against her out of instinct. Their emis entangled. A battle on a spiritual plane. Jaha dug her fingers into her seat. “Talk to me, The Energy.”

“I dreamt of walking on the moon with liquid shoes…” The Energy’s voice drifted in a robotic monotone.

Unable to tell who was following who, she used her emi like a tether to find a memory that resonated with his vibe. A memory. A coincidence. A familiar chord. She remembered the voice. Her young sebau. And she found herself drawn back to her check-in with Anyah. Rattling one of the doors, The Energy spoke with her voice …

“I don’t understand what’s happening. It’s like I’m a stranger in my own mind.” Anyah slumped across from her in the chair. Her eyes hid a deep ache and she’d never looked so lost.

“It’s freedom, love. Not everyone is comfortable walking in their own agency.” Jaha believed she had seen this countless times before. Those raised on O.E., trained from school age through adulthood to be a cog in the machine. That idea so ingrained in them they believed it the natural order of things. Yet there was a tinge of desperation to Anyah’s voice, the way a drowning person lashed out at a life preserver.

“No, it’s the opposite of that. I’m changing. Or have changed. I’m not sure what’s going on inside me or if I can handle it.”

“Talk to me, sweetheart. Try to put it into words.” Lowering her voice, not wanting to startle her—filling it with as much care as she could—Jaha leaned closer, as if that would help her understand Anyah’s words better.

“I’m not the person I was. I’m no longer the person I want to be. It’s like I’m stuck between, I don’t know, two different ideas of who folks imagine me to be.” Anyah doubled over, as if her insides twisted up in her attempt to share her unspoken burden.

“Who do you want to be?”

“That’s just it. I don’t know. I’m swimming through all of these memories that I don’t recognize. Like I wasn’t there for them. Experiences I wasn’t around to have.”

“Now I don’t understand.” Jaha took on her most grandmotherly tone.

“That’s just it. I don’t either. There are voices. I don’t know where they are coming from. I’m scared, Jaha. I don’t know what’s happening. It’s like I’m losing … me.”

“How are you sleeping?”

“I’m not.”

“Then you need to rest. Get you away from the daily grind. We can take you off any work duties. Consider yourself on sabbatical. Our first priority is to make sure you’re good.”

“You don’t get it.” Anyah pounded the table. “I can’t live with this.”

“Sweetheart, this sounds like burnout.”

“Maybe you’re right.” Anyah sounded more resigned, not convinced of her own words. She stood up to leave. “Maybe me and Wachiru can take a getaway.”

“You sure you’re going to be all right.” Jaha’s voice thickened with concern.

“I’ll be fine. You’re right, all I need is rest.” Anyah stood in the doorway, still deciding whether or not to close the door behind her and …

Jaha rode back on the fragment of memory shared by The Energy. The room took on a faraway quality. Even the shadows loomed away from the lights, elongated and distorted. Jaha’s eyes found The Energy’s, his pupils swam in a sea of hopelessness. She heard their synchronized heartbeats thudding in her ear.

“I dreamt of walking on the moon with liquid shoes…” The Energy’s breaths became ragged, low and shallow rasps. His hands balled into fists, clenching as if straining to keep his emi from slipping through his fingers.

“Where are we?” Jaha asked.

“In the red room.” The Energy strained against the armrests of his chair, fighting to raise his arms as though they’d been strapped down.

“Stay with me. You’re safe. What happens next?” Jaha kept her tone smooth.

The Energy stiffened. His face tracked the movement of someone she couldn’t make out. “He’s here.”

“Who?”

“Execute the plan. Forget.” The Energy repeated his command. Sounding like Anyah again.

“Listen to me. You don’t have to listen to those voices. Remember who you are.”

The Energy held his breath as if a blade had been slid between his ribs. His eyes tracked someone, his inquisitor, back and forth. The former Deacon’s gasps came in hiccups as if he didn’t trust taking a full, deep breath. His features contorted, sloughing off a mask, peeling back layers in search of his true face.

“I … they’re too strong.”

“They who? Who are they?”

His body spasmed. His back arched and locked, fighting to break his invisible restraints. He stopped short of crying out, not wanting to give his unseen assailants the satisfaction. A bead of sweat joined another and trickled down the side of his face. He worked his jaw, slowly chewing cud, measuring his words or trying to spit them out.

“The Service is Mother. The Service is Father.” The Energy’s eyes flashed open, dazed and unfocused, not knowing where to fix his attention. Bewildered, without any recognition in his eyes, he couldn’t focus on her.

“It’s me, The Energy.” She rose from her seat, her hand reaching for her pehla stick. “Jaha.”

“Jaha? Am I … free?” His shoulders sagged. His fists relaxed slowly. Not recognizing his surroundings, not trusting control of his own body, he slowly straightened in his seat.

“It was the Service of the Order.”

He pounded the table. Once. Twice. “They … broke me, Jaha.”

Jaha handed him a glass of water. “You mentioned ‘Execute the plan.’ What was the plan?”

“I dedicated my life to the people. My body, not my sabhu.” The Energy rubbed his temple, battling back a vicious headache, clearing his head. “We all got the same kind of marching orders.”

“What sort of orders?”

“A drink.” The words pained him to say, forcing him to face memories he’d rather not. He held up the glass, glaring at it as if it had betrayed him.

“What about it?”

“To put a nanotoxin in it.”

“A what?”

“An artificially created virus. One that mimics the effects of a … neurological disorder.”

“Who…”—Jaha didn’t want to ask, her sabhu edging toward a dangerous knowing—“was the target of this marching order?”

“Camara Xola.”

We all got the same marching orders.

“Who…” Jaha steeled herself for the answer she feared was coming. The answer her spirit already knew. “Who carried out that instruction?”

“Anyah.”

With that word, Jaha’s emi was transported down the golden chord of another memory. To when …

 … Anyah stood over the couch, lost in some deep contemplation, oblivious to everything except her intent. Anyah was one of the young leaders they had sit in on their morning briefing. Camara Xola half nodded off, swaddled under a Basotho blanket to stave off a chill. He looked just so … weary.

His arms perched on armrests, he raised his index fingers like twin prongs testing the air. Jaha set Xola’s cup of coffee next to him, their signal to get started with their meeting. She turned to Anyah (yet, not-Anyah). She wasn’t the fulfilled promise of a person who’d spent years in Muungano, who’d been welcomed into the Adisa family. This Anyah was alone, haunted. The one who had hid in an alley on O.E., lost within its pungent smells. Her future uncertain and dark, her emi trapped behind a locked door, a closet buried within a safe. The one who devoured herself from the inside, punished herself; recalled every picked fight, her anger tripped by the slightest offense. Her sabhu spiraled into shadowed places to where she couldn’t receive a gift. To know when she was loved.

“Anyah, can you pass me my cup.” Xola’s head lolled to the side in that way of him playing up his infirmities. She was about to brush her fingers against his. And hesitated. He angled his head toward her, knowing and curious. Like she was being tested. Or he stared into a multiverse of possible futures. He wrapped her hand fully in his, engulfing it around his cup. She gasped. A slight thing, she caught herself even as it was happening and covered it. But she knew that he knew. He knew. And yet he took the cup from her anyway.

“Xola, what did you do?” Jaha whispered, her eyes still cloudy under the veil of heavy memory.

Before she could move, The Energy sprang up and slammed her into the wall. Sprawled along the floor, she watched as he revealed the silver bars on his lips and used her Niyabinghi override code to open the door. Dazed, Jaha’s hand scrabbled along the wall, barely steadying her as her legs found their stability beneath her. The sounds of scuffling came from the hallway. Before any alarms could bleat, Jaha knew The Energy had escaped.





INTERLUDE

OBI ABARA

Cudjoe Station

Life brought its share of challenges and loss.

Facing down an alien emergence, Obi Abara—hell, all of Muungano—felt somehow caught in the middle. Make no mistake, he was as down for some nonsense as anyone else, but he wanted to serve the community, while still not being at ground zero should some real shit jump off. He refused to let them, or fear, take his joy. That was his secret to navigating all the Universe threw at him. The wellspring of his imagination. How he’d be free. So he sat, studying his workstation’s data streams, awaiting the inevitable.

First-contact policy was negotiated in 1989. Vague in terms of an actual international response, the protocol focused on the importance of sharing discoveries with the public and the broader scientific community. And has been roundly ignored by almost every government since then.

Recalling Muungano’s early days when the taste of liberation was raw and new and was a favorite subject of elders and griots, he considered pitching the idea of transforming the responsibilities of watch duty into a celebration of some sort. One focused on joy and play, honoring the gifts of the earth and each other. Embracing the spirit of abundance and hope, building and reinforcing their beloved community. Regaling any listener with the mythology of a Muungano that never quite existed—when it was a lunar colony dubbed First World—before the rise of all of the rituals and structure and endless processes required to maintain a culture that now sprawled across an entire solar system. And threatened to leap beyond.

The hum of the machinery was his only company; the rest of his team were either running drills, practicing EVM maneuvers, or making upgrades to nearby systems. His outpost floated in the void, a forgotten sentinel scarab. He reclined in his seat. He tapped a rhythm from an old hymn. It took a moment before he consciously realized it was “Near the Cross.” His great-grandmother used to sing it to him like she was passing along some secret message he couldn’t decode:


Near the cross! I’ll watch and wait,

Hoping, trusting ever;

Till I reach the golden strand,

Just beyond the river.



That was when the screen flickered. An interruption, a stutter of static. He whirled his seat around to get closer to the data streams. His hands danced along the holovid interface, tapping in a few commands and resetting the search parameters. He broadened the spectrum analysis until he latched onto a pulse. A pattern. From the remains of the Orun Gate. A voice, ancient as Kemetic papyrus, whispered a half-sung chorus:


Inspire us, O Spirit of our Indaba!

The Wise Ones whispered about the campfire,

Secrets they told only to one another.

A Forbidden Story, a true story,

Stories for storytellers.

Gather around, Indaba, my children, every word in its place

The most ancient of stories.

In those days, the First People walked creation,

The sons and daughters of Ma, Malkia of the Great People.

There were no nations, only good people who failed to live up

To who they were meant to be.

They loved their pride

And independence

More than each other. Or peace.

Their sabhu shrank, twisted, and starved,

They became strong willed and self-righteous

Given to hate and divisiveness

By clan, by caste, by belief, by wealth

Prone to wander, they separated themselves from one another

With each child, Ma would take it to the two-headed talking Kaa-U-La bird

for a blessing

And they would name the child for the nation she would birth.

Great Ma gave birth to a child.

As it still suckled at her breast, she brought it before the Kaa-U-La bird

“You cannot fight an evil disease with a sweet medicine,” it said.

It screeched; its two heads turned toward one another in metallic chatter

Arguing with itself while keeping a wary eye on the child.

“Destroy it without delay! Dash it against the rocks

And let the ocean wash away all trace of it.

The Universe will tremble, overrun with its influence

Unchecked, it will bring only horror and pain and destruction.

Destroy it, we beseech you! Before the stars weep and it devours all!”

“Love it without hesitation! It is born for the cycle.

The ways of the evil one tempt them.

Such is the cycle.

Life, blood, death, and life; sacrifice and redemption.

Loving it will not be easy, but it could be a blessing

Endless in number, a hope for all.

Love it, we beg of you! And love shall be your reward!”

“I don’t know what to do,” Great Ma said to the Kaa-U-La.

But she named her child “Human”

And she determined to let her choose her own fate.

Humans spread across the land like a horde of insects devouring all they encountered.

Building lives of luxury and peace for themselves on the backs of others,

Others were always disposable

The lowest of the low treated as wild beasts

Captured and devoured for those of the Great City

A people so divided even their sabhus were never whole

All in pursuit of the Immortal Secret

To create a fantastic world, an empire of opulence.

A time of great decay they considered their golden age of prosperity

Such that all labor for those who dwelled in the Great City was considered strenuous

The strain of their jaws to chew food a waste of their efforts.

Great Ma saw what her children had become and turned to the Kaa-U-La for advice.

“What kind of children have I brought forth?

They have robbed Life of purpose.

They are selfish and useless, trapped in the cycle of greed and corruption

Better to abandon my effort and start anew.

Curse them to no longer beget their own kind

And take with me the Immortal Secret.”

With that, the Great Ma abandoned her children

And fled across the stars hoping to escape her past

While living in fear of it.

Knowing her children would search for her as lost children do

Especially those desperate to wrest the secret of immortality from her

To become Masters of Creation

Beyond the River of Time she fled, on the other side of Eternity …



The screens went blank. A fragmented image burned through the static, a song whose melody was also familiar. A heavy rhythm. The entire system pulsed. The lights dimmed with a sudden power drain. Gravity itself fluttered. Obi double-checked his readings.

The remains of the Orun Gate had begun to reform.
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BEKELE CHIKEKE
The Cypher—Planetside



After 400M years, the universe continued to extend, but much more slowly. Cosmic acceleration careened with reckless abandon. Structure formation proliferated, the fabric of space-time expanded, a blanket connecting the universe. Consistent light curves, distinct shapes, orbits, and presence, the universe required multigenerational patience for its patterns to unfurl.

And then came death. And an afterlife.

Tendrils of cosmic dust and gas swirled at the heart of a nebula, forming and hiding newborn stars in what some call the Pillars of Creation. The stars began life as plasma, electrons, and nuclei, with their protons and neutrons visible because their heat dissipated as radiation. When they ran out of hydrogen fuel, they went supernova. Their surface layer blew free, their cores collapsing, dense as an atom, producing enormous magnetic fields; their high rotation producing light. Stars exploded in a supernova death cry; one star held in the gravitational grip of another, cradled on its deathbed. Leaving a white dwarf as its spirit’s echo. The first generation of stars seeded a new generation as afterlife states. Neutron stars and white dwarfs as stellar ghosts.

In their cosmological decay, only dying stars made gold.


—Malkia Maya, Chronicles



100 Years After Cypher

“Let me tell you a story. Each word in its place; none forgotten. The order is sacred, exactly as I once heard it.” SaPumphrey recited the words just as he was taught the ritual of jeliya. Bekele stood off to the side, wanting to give his son plenty of room to entertain his friends. Bekele was proud of the young man his son was becoming. His hair, close cropped, straight, and dark brown. He had his grandfather’s height. His piercing eyes accentuated his thoughtful posture. Even in the throes of telling a ridiculous story, he retained the air of a philosopher in mid-argument with himself. “Long ago, in ages lost to the veil of time, the village suffered. Crops refused to take root, withering under the endless drought and the thick dust blocking the sun’s light. The land, parched under its indifferent glare, left the people teetering on the verge of starvation. Hunger caused them to forget who they were and what they stood for; values mattered less when they couldn’t hear over the grumbling of their bellies.”

The vertical farm towered all around Bekele within its own climate-controlled atrium. Twenty stories high, a structure of polished molybdenum, titanium, and bioplastic, originally seeded from the remains of the Cypher’s Green Zone. Rows of greenery stacked in tight tiers; genetically optimized plants. Bee drones flitted among the flowers. The crops glowed with a faint bioluminescence. Fruits and vegetables freshened the air with smells of life. The strawberries arranged in coiled spirals to create a vegetal portrait of a DNA molecule. Drones flitted about between levels, tending the crops with a mechanical intelligence. A nutrient mist sprayed on them; leaves were pruned. Each level had its own system of lights; hydroponic channels carried the water supply, reused and recirculated artificial rivers.

“One night, one of the elders sought to climb a great mountain. For days before his climb, he fasted, dining only on the history of his kraal, the stories of those who came before him. Believing in that way of desperation-fueled faith that perhaps he might prove himself by scaling the unscalable mount to better shout into the ear of the Creator. That his pleas to the uninterested, unfeeling, indifferent Universe might be better heard after a cleansing quest. So he began his journey.” SaPumphrey’s hands glistened, reflecting light from the silver strips that veined them.

“His foot found a hold. His fingers wedged into a seam in the mountain’s side. He lifted himself. As he climbed in careful repetition—hold, wedge, lift; hold, wedge, lift—his muscles strained. At times his mind retreated, focusing on his movement. His limbs burned until he no longer felt them. His vision blurred. His head grew light. He lost all sense of time passing and his place on the mountain. He simply kept moving forward. Reaching a craggy outlay high above his kraal, he collapsed, lost in the swirling shadows of the mountain peaks.”

Marguerite sifted the soil, her emi sensing its chemistry. Her face a jigsaw of cybernetics, silver chrome segments overlaying flesh.

“A figure emerged from the shadows of a cave hidden there. Part man, part goat, his upper torso was ripped, the sculpted shape of an artisan’s dream of the human form. His face crowned by sinister horns, framing the jagged scowl of a goat. In his bleats, the breath of fire. In his eyes, lightning flashed. The elder was too weak to be afraid.

“‘I am El DeGoatan, keeper of the storm.’ His voice roiled like thunder. ‘I bore witness to your journey. I am impressed by your determination, so I will hear your boon.’

“‘Our people need life from the earth so that we can take care of ourselves,’ the elder said, his voice reduced to a weak, dry croak.

“‘I can bring rains to your land, but it will come at a cost.’

“‘I will pay any price for my people.’ The elder struggled to sit up, ready to prostrate himself at El DeGoatan’s feet.

“‘All I ask is that once a year you tell of me to those who come after you. I want to hear their stories just as I want them to hear of me and know that I am here.’

“El DeGoatan raised his hands to the heavens, summoning the winds and rains. He stomped his hooves and the ground shook. The crack of thunder signaled his offering. At first, the elder scrambled back in fear, but soon the rains came. The elder climbed back down the mountain, returning to his kraal. As he shared his story, he directed their eyes to the sky. They all saw the great silhouette on the storm’s clouds and heard the mad goat howl of the winds—”

“What the entire hell are you talking about?” Stacia’s wizened hands collapsed the holovid projection as she entered the grove.

Bekele shifted, not quite bristling at her appearance. The intrusion on the thing he had created. Every hall he walked down, every meeting he attended, every command performance he was featured in, people saw her first. She was the shadow that trailed him and that he could never escape. Though no longer the “Captain’s Son,” he still labored under that inheritance. She was the legend; he carried the blame.

“Nothing, grandma,” SaPumphrey said. “I was telling them the story of El DeGoatan.

“El what? I don’t know that tradition.” Stacia eyed each of the children in turn, her face a severe frieze they were afraid to maintain direct eye contact with. Coils of gray dreadlocks piled on her head, held in place by a multicolored cloth tied in front. Only her hair’s gray color betrayed her age.

“I was making it up.”

“Don’t let me interrupt you.”

“I,” he hesitated. Wisely. “I lost the flow of the story.”

Bekele hid his chuckle.

Unable to hold her stern façade any longer, Stacia broke into a warm smile. “You wove together parts of the Rollin’ Calf and an ancient fable.”

“A rolling what?”

“I think we’ve done you a disservice not teaching you some of our stories. When my great-grandmother spoke to us, it was to pass down something. The jeliya, sharing a personal tale, helps us shape the story of who we are. A Rollin’ Calf is a kind of duppy, a tale told and passed down by the Maroon. I never understood how they considered it suitable bedtime story material. Chains wrapped around its neck. It dragged them everywhere it went, slow and deliberate; their jangles a haunting warning that it approached.” Having her audience firmly in hand, Stacia waved them aside so she could sit down, forcing them to scoot aside to make room for her.

“It had a massive body, with the bearing of a goat, rippled with muscles. Its hooves sparked when they struck stone. Its eyes burned red as spent coals, but the wise avoided its terrible gaze. Should its victim lock eyes with it, their life was sifted, laying their sins bare. Every broken promise, every unpaid debt, every shadow of their past. But if you ever have the misfortune of meeting one, never run. Never. It feeds on fear.”

“Can you tell us a story like that?” SaPumphrey asked.

“There was this time—”

“Don’t you have to begin with the sacred words?” SaPumphrey interrupted. She was the one who had made him memorize the opening lines. Bekele could barely begin a daydream without hearing “Let me tell you a story. Each word in its place; none forgotten. The order is sacred, exactly as I once heard it.”

“This is a personal story.” Settling into the import of the moment, Stacia leaned forward, meeting each of their eyes before speaking. “I was young, not much older than you are now. Me and my best friend, Amachi, had been summoned to visit her father, Camara Xola. A Master Teacher and elder, and most importantly, a wise man; everyone wanted a piece of his time. To hear his opinions, his insights, his words. Yet he always made time for us. In so doing, he made us feel like the most important people in the world.

“He would settle into his couch, dim the lights to their lowest illumination setting; not that it mattered since his eyes failed him. I don’t know what we expected or wanted. That’s a lie: We wanted him to fix things between us. Despite his impairment, he had a terrible way of seeing, of knowing. Of sifting the secret parts of your sabhu. His left hand danced in the air; his index finger pinched to his thumb as if he held an invisible wand conducting a jazz band only he could hear. Neither Jaha nor Selamault—his best friend and his wife, respectively—had been around because his hair was an unkempt mess. Silver hairs still deciding whether to loc up or remain free and unchecked, threatening to spill onto his shoulders.

“‘Are we bothering you?’ Amachi whispered.

“‘No. Come in, come in. now is the time of a sacred gathering.’

“Me and Amachi glanced at each other and fashioned seats to sit close to him. The moment felt heavy, almost somber, like the initial moments after you’ve received terrible news. That someone close to you has died; or that someone had betrayed you. The deep kind of hurt that left you so devastated, it reduced you to sitting in the dark listening to the whispers of your ancestors that seem to come from the walls themselves.

“What you have to know was that word of our friend Anyah killing herself was spreading across Muungano. The entire community grieved, setting a dark pall over every interaction in the weight of shared pain. Amachi and I had a near friendship-ending argument. I told her that I had accepted a commission from Titan to join one of its soon-to-be-decommissioned research ships, the Arkestra. She accused me of … well, you can imagine what friends say when they’re hurt and think that you’re leaving them behind. When you experience such heartbreak, it has a way of making you question the very idea of love.

“‘You young people.’ His voice was a coarse crack. ‘So full of potential and hope even when you can’t see it for or in yourselves. The darkness in you covers your eyes like storm clouds blocking out the sun, making you forget that its light still shines. I’m thinking about this friend I had. She was family whether she accepted it or not. Despite her brash exterior, she was a gentle soul. All that hardness of hers meant to protect the fragile parts of her.’

“Amachi shifted, suddenly uncomfortable, but I don’t think he was talking about her.

“‘The thing that none of you realize is that none of you are perfect. But you are mirrors. To yourselves. To each other. To my soul. Relationships are a delicate dance, sometimes graceful, sometimes nothing but stumbles, as if we’ll never get the routine down. The key was to always be real because her shit was sometimes exhausting. There were days when she didn’t want to fuck with me, just like there were days I didn’t want to fuck with her. There were days we hurt each other. You know, in that way friends do whenever they fuss and fight. We all carry our traumas in us in our own ways. So if a hit dog hollers, I don’t take her bark personal. It rolls off me, but I never had that splinter of feeling unloved and unwanted. That soul sore festered in her heart, an infection that spread like a spiritual sepsis.’

“It was my turn to not be able to find a comfortable position in my seat. You have to understand, I rarely saw this side of Camara Xola. Talk about gruff: the way this man barked, and I was used to him being mostly bite; even his bullshitting ways had teeth. But this man in front of me was raw, an exposed nerve. I was afraid to even breathe.

“‘At the end of the day, our little fights didn’t mean we had stopped caring about each other. We were both trying to … pour from pitchers with cracks in them. I never realized how much love has a way of revealing where the cracks in you are. The irony is that those same cracks can allow light in if you let them.’

“And the three of us sat there in that full kind of silence. Known. Accepted. Something we could rest in and belong to.”

“What was your lesson from the story?” SaPumphrey asked.

Bekele and Marguerite stopped working, waiting to see what Stacia’s answer would be.

With a deep, weary sigh, Stacia shifted in preparation to rise. “Leave nothing unsaid.”

SaPumphrey scratched just behind his temples. Cybernetic veins webbed his hand. His body slowly succumbed to the techno-virus, but he and his “biohybrid” friends considered it a status symbol.

“It was good of you to check on us,” Marguerite said. “It feels like we live in a leper colony.”

“I don’t think Kenya believes that. The jeshis made this your home,” Stacia said. “We are still one people.”

They weren’t diseased outcasts, but more like the HOVA after all of their genetic enhancements. Many no longer felt quite human, so they had formed their own community within our community. But they were all still Muungano.

Stacia ran her hand along the remains of her briefing table. She had been able to salvage a few mementos from the Cypher. Memories of the life they had been able to create together. Her face was lit by the azure glow of the latest data stream on crop production, reducing it to a spectral glow. Her face had an odd aspect, as if she wanted to care but no longer had it in her to pretend. Like her priorities had shifted and she only went through the motions of being interested.

“We still don’t fully understand how the virus works.” Bekele scanned his latest findings. He’d inherited Yahya’s obsession. The virus consumed him, not just physically, but mentally. Sometimes it threatened his very sabhu: After all, he blamed himself for them being here. No one had imagined how the cure might react to or interact with their funkentelechy. The genetic insertion started to resonate at the same frequency as the funkentelechy, passing information back and forth, essentially functioning like a multicellular organism. Imaginal cells, cells which had been dormant, began the process of creating new structures. It mutated into a techno-virus, cybernetically enhancing those it infected. “We know the broad strokes. The symptoms begin with a faint itch behind the eyes. Some folks have described it like static or white noise or a pressure in the head.”

“Like an oncoming migraine, I know,” Stacia said.

“The next set of symptoms are equally innocuous. Muscle fatigue. A deep sort of ache, leaving you feeling sluggish. Your movement off by degrees. Like you want to move your arm and there’s a sort of hesitation before it moves.”

“Bekele.” Marguerite gently touched his arm. That usually broke the spiral of his thoughts and brought him back to them.

“I’m all right, just excited. I think I’m beginning to truly understand it. As if something is interfering with the command signal. Thing is, the nanovirus has taken root at that point and all anyone has experienced is little more than flu symptoms. The insidious part of its cycle is how it presents. Because it comes on like a mild flu, no one thinks to look any deeper. A complete misdirect while the virus persists, multiplies, connects, and forms clusters throughout the body. It’s closer to when a caterpillar enters a chrysalis. It’s during this time the virus is doing its rewriting. Seeds of future potential, operating independently, like single-celled organisms. Think of your memories as digital files being corrupted by invasive code that just … inserts itself. Then eventually that code connects to itself throughout your system. By the time the other symptoms emerge, it is too late. DNA has been so radically rewritten to accommodate the cybernetics, any treatment to reverse it would be traumatic.”

“Bek, there’s something I wanted to talk to you about. I’ve rehearsed the words in my head since I received the news. You know I’ve always tried to be honest with you—”

That was mostly true, almost to a fault. It was why the crew had to form separate camps, because she was always honest about when she no longer fucked with folks. Just as there were plenty of times she glossed over her personal feelings for the sake of spinning a speech about hope and community. She ignored the door chime the same way her uninvited guest ignored her ignoring it.

Maya stepped through the arboreal opening. At first, she’d been the object of fear and scorn when the virus first revealed itself. People needed something to blame and blaming her was far easier, less personal, than blaming Bekele. It had lessened the weight he constantly carried. Maya was unbothered, especially if it helped the son of her best friend. As the colony grew, and the attitude toward biohybrids shifted, they went from an object of scorn to being revered. Either way, she remained unbothered.

<How are you doing?> Over the years, Maya had refined her body. Her skin shimmered, bioplastic smoothed to a sleek sheen with obsidian and gold undertones. Adinkra symbols etched her breastplate. Sacrifice and Rebirth. A kaross draped over her shoulders. Her regal height and bearing mirrored Stacia in her youth. Conduits had been fabricated into thick locs, like the roots of a baobab tree, laced with thin filaments. Her eyes were red glowing orbs flickering with constant data streams. Even when she met someone’s gaze, it felt like she stared past them while reading them at the same time.

“Kids,” Bekele said.

<That’s not a description.>

“Only because you don’t have any.”

Maya reacted to something in Stacia’s face. This was the problem of living with empaths and artists, professional observers who notice every shift in the vibration of a person’s sabhu. <It’s almost time for the Indaba.>

“Mom, you wanted to tell—”

Before he could finish his question, Stacia stood. Channeling her persona as captain, she took a centering breath and straightened her uniform. “Let’s do this.”

They called the jeshi site the Mountain of Cypher. Each Indaba brought more and more pomp and circumstance from the Inhlanzi side, evolving into both parade and bazaar. Almost a game of showing out that Stacia was never in the mood to play. Time meant little to them; making people wait had become part of their cultural game. However, some of the Siafu children took the occasions as excuses to create costumes to greet them. Artisan works to show off the brightest of their community.

A drumline led the march of the Inhlanzi retinue. The instruments shaped from speaker trees: Each community had taken seeds from the Witness Tree and planted them in their own camps. The seeds bloomed in the rust-colored soil and from those trees they carved the sacred drums. The rhythms pulsed in a hallowed bass line.

The bazaar unfolded like a series of pop-up shops, a living tapestry of chaos and joy. Stalls of cloth, of memory beads, and spices. Bartering with stories or household art; the smells reminiscent of fried plantains and grilled synthmeat. Siafu youth danced in the lanes, improvising routines to the shifting Inhlanzi rhythms. Met by Inhlanzi children who imitated their moves to the applause of all gathered.

Griots stood on the steps reciting ancient poetry, the Migration Suite, which told the story of their community. From their migrations across O.E. to First World becoming Muungano to their exploration of the stars bringing them here. They paraded to the library built in the shadow of the Witness Tree.

Nadina led the visiting Inhlanzi contingent, her face round and soft, a placid mask hiding a certain smugness. She embraced her role as Malkia, co-Camara, which she shared with Anousheh. After all this time, she had to be received as an ambassador. Her steps had a choreographed precision, as if she had rehearsed how to walk with elegance and rhythm. Her dress glinted with hexagonal patterns that flickered with bioluminescent filaments reflecting her mood. She wore a carapace cloak spun from chitin-silk; a line of scarab-shaped drones formed her hem. The asymmetric lines of her segmented kaftan exaggerated her shoulders. Perhaps she thought such fashion might evoke a greater sense of authority. Her skin tone had deepened to an iridescent umber. A crown of braids moved like windblown branches. She left no footprints in the ground. Her boots hovered her a few millimeters above the soil.

Behind her trailed a group of attendants in military formation. Called the Lost Tracks, masks made from vinyl covered their faces. Their cloaks, constructed with tiles of Coogi patterns, doubled as body armor. In silence they escorted the last known relic of the notorious prophet of flow. They referred to their stillness as rhythm held in tension. “The Belt remembers those who are real ones.”

Bekele hated the way they all felt like visitors to their own people. They took a looping route to the meeting chamber, a way to refamiliarize the Inhlanzi with their former home so they wouldn’t feel so much like exiled, or expatriated, strangers. To see the upgrades in how the remains of the Cypher had been repurposed. How the jeshi provided security for them. The residential section looked like a series of pods in a honeycomb, hanging in rows within the shielding mountainside. Children ran about the common area playing games no one understood the rules for. But their cheers and laughter signaled that rules didn’t matter. The rondavel reeked of spice tea, as heady as incense, which put Bekele off of wanting to drink any.

Nadina slid into the empty seat across from Stacia.

“‘Our friendships are like time travel: rooted in our past, our shared history,’” Stacia greeted her.

“‘Loving each other and holding each other accountable when we work toward the future together.’”

“‘Connected through our stories.’” Stacia stepped aside to escort her into the main chamber. “I wanted to convene a governance council meeting.”

“Our annual Homowo not frequent enough?” Nadina asked.

“There’s a security issue. A reminder of what it means to be who we are. How we treat one another. Know our neighbors. The intentionality of connection.”

Bekele and Marguerite sat across from each other. Paki sat across from Kenya. Stacia looked to the blank spot at her left as if she expected, or was used to, someone being there; like a name that didn’t quite come to mind.

“How do you drink your tea?” Stacia asked.

“Black,” Nadina said.

“No cream or sweetener to blunt its edges?”

“I drink it how I drink it.” Nadina’s kaftan bristled in subdued crimson.

Bowls of palm nuts and fish soup were brought out, more symbolic than offering anything close to a substantive meal.

“It has been nearly ten cycles since the passing of Yahya. He was neither the first nor the last of the original crew whose library burned,” Stacia said with a cool dispassion. “How comes the plan to honor our ancestors?”

“The pyramids are nearly complete,” Nadina reported, her dress shifting toward a purple hue, perhaps as close as she ever got to serene. The Inhlanzi had taken it upon themselves to take point on the project. Bekele had heard Stacia grumble her theories about why often enough. Perhaps to have voice in a major culture-defining initiative. Perhaps to prove their worth. “The land around them—”

“Is common ground,” Marguerite reminded them.

“The pyramids serve the Mauri.” Nadina grabbed a hand full of palm nuts. “The pyramids are essentially burial chambers.”

“That we upload our consciousnesses into.” Paki stirred from his meal, his full attention brought to bear now that the conversation neared an area of his interest. “I want it on the record: You can’t upload my consciousness.”

“Digitization is painless. Little different than our brain’s electrical signals being translated into a controlling input for our mechs. It’s the basis of our funkentelechy: sensing and responding to the environment and relaying command signals to the technology around us.”

“It’s still a form of prison. Besides, we can’t upload what we don’t understand.”

“We could upload and update a less asshole-ish version of you,” Stacia said.

“What you do upload is not even close to a whole person,” Paki said. “Recorded logs, reports, collated holovids. That’s the public presentation of me, not my secret self. Not my inner life.”

“Your journals…”

“Are still me curating me to myself. Not quite performative, but they were written with intentionality. At best, the shadow hinting at me, but still far short of me.”

“But…” It was rare for Bekele to see his mother struggle. Almost always it occurred when she had to leave her reflexive flippant and sarcastic bark and grapple for something … real. Admitting true things strained her. “I’d rather have an incomplete you than no you.”

“You’d be having a relationship with a memory of me.” Paki softened, recognizing her effort, meeting her halfway.

“It’s enough for me. And according to you, you won’t be around to care.”

“It’s not human and I want our humanity to win. I don’t want to be reduced to a technological abomination. An echo.”

“Then what if we aim for simply that.”

“An echo chamber?”

“A hall of living stories. Ancestral Intelligence. Sikilza kwa Wahenga.”

“‘Listen to your ancestors?’ I like that,” Paki said.

“People are so scared of dying. We run from grief.”

“I suspect it’s more the ‘unknown’ that scares them,” Bekele said.

“Not knowing. Out of their control. Inevitable.”

“Death transforms the personality of the person into an ancestral spirit. Our ancestors take an active interest in the members of their descendants. Advise through dreams and trances. Each adult becomes an orisha to their family,” Kenya said.

“It’s not like we can assure them that it’s not unknown. That’s the advantage of mythicist thought. There’s a greater story our journey fits into,” Stacia said.

“The story is one we should have equal measure in writing,” Nadina said. “We have history there.”

“We have history wherever we go,” Stacia said. “This is about culture.”

“Culture doesn’t feed the people.”

“You receive more than a fair share of everything we produce. What is really on your mind?”

“We’re proposing a new colony.” Nadina avoided everyone’s eyes by making a production of dipping bread into her fish soup and spooning it out in delicate sips. She had waited until now, the ripest possible moment, to spring her plans on Stacia. The two of them must have entire R&D departments dedicated to creating new processes to annoy each other. Pestering by bureaucracy. After a sufficient pause, she continued, though she seemed to be in conversation with her bowl. “Our kraals are evolving. Growing faster than anticipated. We’re trying to build something that lasts.”

“And we’re trying to protect what we have.” Stacia shook a couple palm nuts in her hand as if ready to divine them.

“We should table this for our next Homowo. Allow us to discuss this as a full community. Today, we should focus on the matters at hand,” Kenya said.

Kenya tapped her ear, listening intently. She checked her data stream within her mask. Rising from the table, she stalked the periphery of the room. Her walk had the semblance of solemnity. A heady duty weighed her steps. She placed several modules about the room.

“What are you doing?” Paki asked.

“Ensuring our privacy.”

“Our meetings are open to all,” Nadina said.

“This is about to become a security briefing.” Kenya leaned over the table. A burst of illumination, like digitized sparks, flecked the air. “After I share what I have to share, we can inform our people. This will require much conversation and deliberation.”

“Why is this the first I’m hearing about this … issue?” Stacia cut her eyes toward her.

“Because the jeshis do not serve you. We serve the entire Mauri.”

A holovid display opened over the table displaying a region far outside the jeshis’ usual patrol routes. They only went this way for terrain training. Even through the holovid’s telemetry, the sky felt wrong. The clouds streaked across it, moving in unnatural patterns ungoverned by the wind. The color off, too violet. Though the air was breathable, the jeshis rarely removed their ceremonial masks. Silva Rebelle led her patrol. Her chrome-colored bodysuit protected by a gold breastplate. Her hair dyed a dark shade of maroon; her face hidden by her gilded dog mask. She still moved like a poet a quarter of her age. The ground beneath their boots crunched with fine orange dust, ancient and dry.

Three objects about the size of an oblong pyr ball hovered above a dune, past the auburn ridges. Waiting. Watching.

Silva switched the view to her internal telemetry. The holovid perspective shifted to her patrol in panorama, four heat signatures in standard patrol formation. Vitals within expected range for HOVA. She adjusted her grip on her inkemba, the curved sword she had handmade from an ore they discovered under their kraal. The jeshis had become artisan-level metal workers. A monofilament lined the blade’s edge that allowed it to slice through even polyceramic plating. Other members of her patrol group had taken up the weapon soon after her.

The first drone crested the ridge and dipped, taking mild interest in their approach. Its hull was a mix of bioplastic and molybdenum, similar in construction to the Cypher’s. In her gilded eagle mask, Mabry Voice took lead. She ducked. . From her crouched stance, she dashed forward, orange dust kicked up in her sprint. The drone bifurcated, half of the module fashioning itself into a railgun. It fired on her position. The other jeshi rolled, took cover, then came up to her feet within its targeting arc. Her inkemba passed through the housing of the joint connecting its railgun, which gave way, soft as flesh. She rotated her blade and plunged it through the other half of its body. It collapsed in fits, sparks, and twitches.

Bek watched in rapt, horrified silence as the second and third drones redeployed in a flanking pattern.

The jeshis fired on their positions with their talons. The drones returned volleys in a strafing run, cutting down two jeshis. Their health telemetries flatlined. Bek gasped. The lead jeshi leapt, lobbing an EMP pulse grenade in their direction. A drone sputtered in midair, a herky-jerky spasm as it attempted to remain aloft. In that hesitation, the jeshi cleaved it. The third drone recalibrated, locking onto her position, but Silva was faster. The heel of her boot pinned it to a rocky cleft. She drove her inkemba through its core in an eruption of sparks.

Bek shifted in his seat, anxious, almost ducking on her behalf.

The delivery drone.

It rose from the sand behind her.

Bulkier, with heavy armored plates, it had ferried the other drones through the void to their planet. Though Silva dodged, her health readings became erratic. Her telemetry stream registered her side blooming in pain, despite her armor taking the brunt of the charge. She landed hard. Coming up on one knee, the drone advanced on her position. Its weapon fired another energy bolt. Her shoulder flared then her entire arm went dark. Her breathing came in gasps. Silva collapsed.

The holovid displayed the too-violet sky and the passing clouds. The view switched to Mabry, mid-leap onto the delivery drone. She twisted in the air, dodging the round that sliced through her armor past a rib. Her blade found its mark. The drone exploded in a spray of alloy and ruptured conduits.

The holovid display dimmed to black.

“How are they?” Stacia asked.

“Two dead,” Kenya said in a flat voice. “Silva critical. Mabry’s wounds still being treated.”

“What were they?” Nadina asked.

“Scouts.”

“For whom?” Paki asked.

“That’s why I’ve sealed the room.” Kenya held the silence for her next words to fully land. “They wanted to talk to us.”

Stacia squirmed. “Who?”

Reading Kenya’s body language, Bek was certain she wouldn’t like the answer.

“Zenith.”



Zenith had draped himself in patchwork robes threaded with circuitry. A glowing lens had replaced his eye. His right cheek was reconstructed carbon lattice, polymers mimicking muscle. His beard silvered and wild wisps. The backdrop of his chamber had the feel of a sterile tower, a soulless sanctuary braided by science. Less a room, more a laboratory built within an engine. A cell by way of greenhouse. The walls of recycled graphene and plant matter. Surrounded by hundreds of jars. Specimens. Failed experiments. A tangle of conduits dangling like vines from the ceiling. Framed by mesh curtains which cast a faint scattering field as they filtered the light. His enemies unable to scan the details of the room’s interior.

“You look good. I guess it’s true what they say about not cracking,” Zenith said.

“You … survived,” Stacia said.

“I look…” Pausing, he held his arm out in inspection. His right arm was a mechanical monstrosity. What little skin of his was exposed was crisscrossed with scars and solar filaments, telling a tale of a man who had crawled from wreckage by sheer force of will. Molten kiss of the crash, flesh fused with alloy. “Well under the circumstances, I dare say.”

“‘Well’ is doing a lot of work in that sentence.”

“It sounds like someone drunk on their own authority has entered the comms. It’s good to find myself among family again. It’s been too long.”

“Not long enough. I smell the stench of hubris.”

“I have no country. No political agenda. No allegiances.” Things floated in the jars behind him. His hunched spine straightened with the aid of a hydraulic cane. Zenith cleared his table of hand-carved tools, machine parts, and biosamples.

“Except to yourself.” Stacia seemed … relaxed. Suddenly comfortable, slipping into the easy rhythm of something familiar. Though not necessarily missed.

“Should you two get a room?” Nadina asked.

“Fuck. You.”

“Survival is paramount,” Zenith pronounced.

“Your survival,” Stacia said.

“That was the implication.”

“How did you survive?”

“How did you?” Zenith maneuvered for his tea with deliberate precision. Each movement measured, his robotic arm going through each step like it counted down a launch sequence. The angle of the teapot for the perfect pour. The delicate swirl of the silver spoon. The tink-tink-tink of the spoon against the porcelain cup. The gentle clatter of the cup settling into the groove of its saucer. Born from a lifetime of practice, he held his chin higher as their back-and-forth continued. Not out of affection, but pride. A muscle memory of smug superiority, a child wishing to show off their latest project.

“We had the benefit of the Cypher and her crew.”

“And Project Uhlanga.”

“Which you also took a remnant of.”

“I rewired my bloodstream with nanites reverse engineered from your Project Uhlanga seed pods.” He hesitated, to allow the implications of his statement to sink in. “As well as some of your crew. You flatter me if you think I could do all of this on my own.”

“Those who sought to … survive … above all else,” Stacia said, more tentative, wary of what other revelations he sought to unsettle her with.

“Thus, we started with a baseline of agreement. And forged ourselves into an empire to be reckoned with.”

“There weren’t that many of y’all. That’s some kind of inbreeding you must have going on.”

“From where I sit, you’re only one step removed from us.” He took his tea with the comfort afforded by what appeared to be milk and sugar. A slice of lemon had been placed on a dish on the serving cart, a performative declaration that he could have taken his tea black with it, to imply his absolute clarity. “It’s about birthright. The natural order. Caste exists to serve the system. The system has no choice but to make cooperation between castes difficult. But it needs cooperation on its terms to feed its needs. Fictions enable us to cooperate better. On a large scale. Corporations. Nations. Gods. Fictions allow for the trappings and entry of privilege.”

“The illusion. Without the actual power of true cooperation.”

“Tomayto, tomahto.” Zenith gently set his cup on its dish, the soft click locking it in place. “Sustainability is not tied to succession. I view genetic … revision … as preprogrammed survival of the fittest. That said, you know as well as I do, genetics is a funny—ever manipulable—thing. These days, I’m but a simple gardener.”

“I shudder to think about what crops you might harvest,” Stacia said.

“A gardener of what?” Nadina bit at the conversational cheese he proffered.

“Seeds to the future. You look at me and see a broken-down old man. I’m looking to distill my essence.” Maybe Zenith had needed room to breathe, away from her. Room to fail. Room without the burden of knowing how many people sacrificed their family, dreams, or lives on his behalf. He didn’t ask them to; nor did he want it to be his legacy.

Stacia couldn’t resist her reflexive jousting with him. “I love the results. Decrepit. Despondent.”

“That’s your shortsightedness. I’ve been reimagining life. What it looks like. Possibilities.”

“If we’re done with the pleasantries, what do you want?”

“Home. Of sorts. Let’s just say that our interests are aligned.”

“I’m ready to disconnect this communication.”

“There’s that rash side I’ve missed so much. Which is why this conversation is happening remotely. I found it best to be outside your ability to air lock.” His dryness still flayed with a surgeon’s meticulousness. His eyebrow, what remained of it, hinted at an arch.

“Aligned how? And why the drones? You took two lives.”

“My apologies for that. They were preprogrammed to assess and deal with threats as they determined.”

“Your apologies be damned. They were members of our community.”

“And they may only be the first casualties.”

“What does that mean?”

“I dispatched drones throughout the galaxy in search of you all.”

“They were modified Project Uhlanga drones. They were programmed to scout and begin terraforming. The only thing worse than a colonizer is a lazy colonizer.”

“You found a cure?”

“No thanks to you.”

“But my promise was fulfilled.”

“Thanks to Yahya.”

“Yet my findings indicate that a pandemic has swept throughout your population.”

“Oh, your little bioengineered threat backfired, did it?”

“What?”

“Whatever you gave Bekele jumped genomes. Lay dormant as a series of genetic insertions. In new conditions, those genes became active. But they interacted with his cure, our funkentelechy, and mutated.”

“You think Yahya got there on his own? With no helping hand from me? Why else would he choose me over you?”

Doubt washed over Stacia’s face. Zenith was not to be trusted precisely because his lies had the ring and substance of truth. She turned to meet Bekele’s eyes. In that instant, in a way she couldn’t explain, perhaps what they called their emi brushed against each other and she had a moment of clarity about herself. There was another reality, a parallel universe where she had remained in the Dreaming City. One where she, Amachi, and Yahya forged a mighty partnership, running the Cypher as a tight-knit family. But those worlds weren’t hers. In her world, Yahya hurt her. And she him. They fought each other, sometimes, but more often, for each other. For Muungano. For the crew. For Bekele.

And she would do it again.

“What is this, Zenith?” Stacia asked.

“A neighbor reaching out to someone new in the neighborhood.”

“And your welcome basket has the stench of death.”

“It’s the promise of more to come. Now that we know where you are.”

“And that we’re not alone.” Stacia clasped her hands behind her. “You, however, are a pandemic of invisibility.”

“I will make it hard for you to breathe. We are your first revision.” Zenith seemed pleased with himself, allowing her a moment to hear his final words before he cut the commlink.

“Some things never change. You need to deal with him. This isn’t over,” Nadina said.

“No.” Stacia turned, weary and annoyed more than anything else. She adjusted her head wrap, her eyes steely and resolute.

“No what?” Bekele didn’t like the finality of the syllable. A gentle tremor washed over him. Maybe it was the way her hand trembled slightly as she lifted her cup. Maybe it was the way she avoided meeting their eyes. Maybe it was the way she carefully parsed her words to not imply a future for herself.

“I won’t be a part of that. I won’t be here.”

“Mom?” Bekele responded to her without realizing. He had seen his mother weaponize a variety of silences but had never witnessed this kind. The silence of surrender. The kind that lingered, clung to the edges of words, and waited to become something else.

Marguerite took his hand.

“I hadn’t planned on telling you like this.”

Maya rested her hand on her friend’s shoulder. Nadina folded her arms across herself, a shield against life’s bullets. Kenya all but fell into her seat. She blinked, more to make sure her eyes still worked, her brain still processing and reprocessing what she understood. That was the first time Bekele was able to see it. Stacia. Nadina. Kenya. At odds and yet united. Sisters.

Oblivious to the gathering storm clouds, Paki studied each of their reactions; realizing he’d missed a memo or subtle clue. Or perhaps he was simply in denial. “What’s going on?”

“I’m dying, Paki.”

“What do you mean, dying?” Paki grew irritated. As far as his ability to follow emotional leads, that tracked.

She drummed the console. Erratic, even halting at turns. Returning to her health telemetry, the medical report streamed like a constant accusation. The neural degradation. The decline of cognitive clarity. The prognosis terminal. “This isn’t some existential crisis. I have days, maybe a month left.”

“Maya?” Kenya asked.

<Glioblastoma multiforme. Grade IV variant.>

“Detected forty-eight hours ago. I don’t have the luxury of processing the news. The downside to our treatments is that once a disease adapts to us, the symptoms cascade to such a degree they overwhelm our systems’ defenses.” Tears refused to well, much less fall from her eyes.

<Weakness. Headaches. Confusion. Seizures. Delirium. Complete neurological collapse.>

“Maya,” Stacia whispered.

<Sorry.>

“I wanted to tell you so that … I needed you to know. I don’t know how to do this. How to live this. Heh.”

“This is why the rush to complete the pyramids,” Nadina said.

“I want to be able to leave part of myself behind.” Stacia let out a breath. Her voice cracked mid-sentence. “I don’t know how to say goodbye.”

If she’d done her job well, they were ready. The next generation of leaders having been mentored, working alongside, preparing to step into any gap as needed. Knowing the context for leadership was the Muungano way. It was never about positions or power, only opportunities to serve and coach. It was determined by the needs of the moment, the assets in the room, and the voice required to speak. Bekele often imagined that it was a burden she welcomed, often too gleefully. That she hoped she left behind a model of vision, strength, and purpose; how to cling to the ideal of who they aspired to be. She closed her eyes, if he didn’t know better he’s say it was in prayer. As mythicist as it may sound, for … what? Forgiveness? Apologies weren’t what she did. Grace at the times she fell short? That was the kind of non-apology apology he expected from her. The arc of life, the river flow of generations, legacy, and community, was an endless cycle.

That and knowing that part of her would want them to struggle a little without her.

Bekele’s lips parted in protest, but nothing came out. Tears welled up behind his eyes. Marguerite took his hand, giving him permission to push them out. But if he started, he didn’t know if he’d be able to stop. His mother was proud. This was out of her control, such was the inevitability of death. But she needed to own this. There was much work ahead of them.

<The first step of this journey requires more wine.>

“I second that.” Stacia reached for the pitcher. She filled Bekele’s glass first.

<Perhaps matching tattoos.>

“Maya.”

<Too soon?>

“I don’t think they’re ready yet. They need more time.” Stacia’s voice tightened, a thread cinching tight.

“We all need more time. With you.” Bekele raised his glass.

The silence fell again, a resigned thing, though not entirely without hope. All of it was out of Stacia’s control. The weight burgeoning in Bekele’s chest lessened. Truth settled into their bones. Not wanting to break the sacred quiet, Paki broke some corn bread like communion.



Stacia stared up at the sky, without focus as if lost in thought. She had cleaned her rondavel one last time. That was just like her, not wanting her passing to be an excuse to leave a mess. She moved slowly, not because she gave into her weakness, but because she was determined to be deliberate. Intentional to the end. Her hands gnarled like the roots of the Witness Tree. Her fingers moved with a disciplined grace. Time was a fluid thing, slipping through their fingers. Yahya was the first member of the Mauri digitized. Now she was dying.

“You still that anxious to join Yahya in digital eternity?” Paki shuffled toward her, aided by a walking stick he didn’t actually need, but he enjoyed the look of becoming an elder. Refusing to acknowledge that he’d been in his role of elder for decades. “To live inside that feeling forever. We weren’t meant for forever. Not like this. This life, what we’ve created here, isn’t real.”

“We dreamt of this. We bled for this. We live this.”

“When it’s my time, just remember me well.”

“And when there’s no one around to remember you?”

“Write a story about me and teach it to our children.” Paki bent low, hugging her about her shoulders. He turned sharply, hiding his face, before passing Bekele as he left.

Bekele perched on the edge of the bed, careful, not wanting his weight to displace her. She was impossibly small against the sheets threatening to engulf her.

“Stop looking at me like that.” Stacia smiled, the same proud maternal grin that shouted how pleased she was with him. Proud of him.

“Like what?”

“Like I’m a wounded bird. No amount of tending to me will fix anything.”

“No amount of tears either.”

“We’re both out,” Stacia lied. Her eyes glistened. Without fear. But there was a longing within them, perhaps simply wanting more time.

“We’ve done a lot.”

“Crossed a universe. Cured a disease. Established a new world.”

Bekele swallowed hard. The truth of their reality lodged heavy in his throat. “Because of me.”

“I thought we were beyond all that. I would do everything we chose all over again. If Yahya was here, he’d say the same thing. As would each and every one of those here.”

“And those who aren’t here? Who didn’t make it?”

“It’s what we signed up for. It’s the other reason I pushed for the pyramids. Though fucking Zenith beat us to it, I wanted to send out scout ships. Maybe get a message back to Muungano. Let them know what happened to us.”

“That our lives mattered.”

“No, because our lives always mattered. To provide testimony that we made a difference. Lived on our terms.” Stacia issued a long, slow exhalation, her proclamations not coming as easily as they used to.

“I don’t want you to go.”

“And I don’t want to leave you.” She gripped his hand. “This part will pass.”

“Which part?”

“The missing-me part.”

“I still miss Dad.”

“Good. I didn’t say I wanted you to get over me quickly. Just that one day it’ll hurt less.”

Stacia cupped his face in her hand and all of a sudden, he was a little boy again. Maybe twelve years old. In the hallway, wrapped in a blanket after he’d had a bad dream. He pressed his forehead into her knuckles. Where he could lay his cares down, with someone who could hold his grief, hold his anger, hold his frustration, hold his questions. Be his mom.

“We should get you to the ceremony,” he whispered.

“How do I look?” While she could not control the inevitability of death, she would embrace it on her timetable.

Bek brushed her hair out of her eyes. “Beautiful.”



The Inhlanzi and jeshis surrounded the Siafu, guarding them, holding them up in their time of grief. They parted as Stacia made her way to the entrance. Touching their hands. Escorted by Bekele. Nadina and Kenya trailed behind them. All gathered to honor Stacia Chikeke.

Bekele had always understood his mother. There was a reason he had risen so quickly through the Learning Tree and excelled at Titan. He could recite diplomacy protocols as well as break down John Coltrane’s Circle almost as his first words. Her sense of duty and community had formed the diet he nursed himself on. How proud she must be. The man she raised. Sometimes Bek heard her voice in his words. How he spoke to his sebau. How he tilted his head or took a chair as if settling into his personal throne. Sometimes that terrified him. She terrified him.

Her fierceness. Her determination. Her love.

For him. She did it all for him.

She had never sought to eclipse him. She only wanted to lift him up. Prepare the stage to allow him the best spotlight to shine. The griots would write her story. He had plenty of time to keep writing his. He prayed he would love like she did.

“Our ways are simple.” Stacia leaned forward on her chair, defiant, refusing to let weakness slip through. “We follow the laws of nature, in that we have a relationship with it. We follow the laws of conduct, in that we do not harm. We function as a family. Support, healing, empowerment, guidance, all to fulfill the need to be seen, to belong, to make meaningful contributions; be appreciated, honor their worth. Money means nothing to us. The trappings of power mean nothing to us. You have everything you need. Each other. We are our own Egbe Society. Our last true test will be in the astral places.”

<How do we honor our interconnection?> Maya stood outside the bones of the Cypher which formed the entrance of the Sovereign Temple.

“We honor the dead in the joined rituals of life. Through our shared work: in doing laundry together, cooking together. Everyone is expected to participate in building this life that we have together. Each sharing their own efforts in exchange for a neighbor’s.” Bekele held up a cup. “We do this to remember. To add a link to a chain to stretch toward future generations. We are the dream of our ancestors. And we continue to dream.”

Paki took the cup. “May the chain be unbroken.”

“Carry us with you always,” the assembled throng said in unison.

“May the chain be unbroken.”

“May we carry you with us always,” the people cried out.

“May the chain be unbroken.”

“Asè,” Stacia said.

And with that, she closed her eyes and joined the Universe.
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ANITRA GOUVEI
Corporate Zone



The Reapers weren’t rusty, just out of rhythm. Not in sync. They were the tip of the assegai. The HOVA Hellfighters had been in constant motion it seemed ever since they had crossed the Orun Gate, performing one maneuver or another. The core squad had trained together so much, they could complete most missions on muscle memory. Their occupational specialty was to recon by way of improvising. They were tasked to sneak behind enemy lines, avoid contact with hostiles, and return with intel. Trained to move, study, track, even kill in any environment. Once they added Ellis and became the Reapers, she had needed to learn them, observe how they operated; consider their tactical overlay. Ellis staggered about, their tentative steps making them seem all but lost down range. Flowing with a mix of dread and resignation, like they were overthinking each movement afraid of messing something up.

“Fall in.” Anitra made a blade of her hand to gesture. She translated it for Ellis, “I’m on point. Fall into patrol order behind me.”

Despite the heavy filtration, ozone and burning phosphorus overpowered the air. Their target was a few meters away. A squat, hexagonal box reinforced with titanium. They weren’t trained to rush headlong into enemy position, yet they sprinted toward the building without so much as snapping a twig. Anitra’s visor polarized against the sudden flare of decoys. Sliding into the darkness, talons at the ready, the Reapers lined up like a many-headed centipede against the building.

Chandra locked onto a weak point in the wall. <Access in 3 … 2 … >

The charge detonated, less a muffled boom and more a hollow pop. The temperature dropped ten degrees as soon as they entered the corridor. No alarms. No movement. Anitra set her stance. Robin placed a hand on her shoulder. Ellis rushed past her position and trained their talon’s sight on the next door. An unseen automaton locked onto their position.

<Bang. We’re dead,> Chandra announced.

“Let’s run it again,” Anitra yelled.

The holowomb reverted to its base setting as it prepared to reset the simulation. A training scenario. One that might have saved Fela had they reached her in time. Anitra doubted her ability as a teacher. This was much more Robin’s role, but Epyc Ro wanted to challenge and push Anitra into building those muscles. Everyone needed to cross-train skills.

“Random breach target. Military grade.” Anitra reviewed the holovid, slowing it down to point out the automaton.

“I don’t know where I went wrong.” Disappointment thrummed Ellis’s voice. “I thought I saw everything.”

“Well, you missed clearing a zone, accidentally shot Chandra, and let Robin get caught in a kill zone.” Anitra’s words tumbled at a gentle clip, the hint of a vowel-mashing drawl reminding folks that she hailed from the west side of Indianapolis. That was part of what she called her “hood charms.” These were her aces, the people she loved most in the universe. Though she hadn’t called anyone her ace since the Orun Gate mission began. And had never had the chance to learn to love their former captain, Fela. She would not lose another one. “You can’t look for everything, that’s impossible. You learn to look for what’s out of place.”

“I’m sorry. Maybe I shouldn’t go on this mission.” Ellis slammed their talon onto the ground in frustration. They had learned on the battlefield, inducted into combat by necessity when their kraal was invaded, so they were largely undisciplined.

“You only get better with practice. Better to screw up here, with weapons on stun, than in the field.” Robin clapped them on their shoulder.

“Stun charges still hurt like a motherfucker.” Anitra massaged her arm from catching a stray.

Robin angled her head at Ellis. She had that teacher’s way about her, able to read their body language. “Ask your questions.”

“I’m starting to understand the nuances of your gesture language. The hand on the shoulder, the pats, I know they’re meant to communicate something.” Ellis checked their weapon to hide betraying what they felt. Embarrassment. Shame.

“It’s about roles. Who’s up to draw fire and attention from the shooter,” Robin said.

“It was an assignment,” Anitra said.

“The zone I missed,” Ellis murmured.

“Exactly.” Robin patted them again, a gentle but stern reminder that the team depended on each member.

Anitra sympathized but had no time to be patient with softness. The mission was at hand and there was little margin to fuck up. “Increase simulator noise by ten.”

Random noise—from the boom of distant explosions to the rat-a-tat-tat railgun fire to the wails of Miles Davis riffs—blared from all around. They didn’t know what terrain they might face, what ambushes might wait for them. They had to be alert. Her goal was for them to learn to embrace chaos. Ellis craned about, bewilderment locked on their face.

“It’s meant to disorient. You have to learn to tune it out,” Anitra said.

“Is this more ‘emi’ stuff?”

“No. It’s you-figuring-out-how-to-ignore-the-nonsense stuff. You aren’t a tool. I need you to be a freethinker. Outside the box. In the moment.”

“So I can improvise. I know. I just don’t think I’ll be able to get there.”

“Improv starts with active listening. Being plugged in to what each member of your team is doing. That is, while you are developing mastery of your instrument.” Anitra snatched the talon from them, waiting for them to stand in protest, then handed it back to them. “I need you to become so good you can play someone else’s instrument. Do any of our roles. That’s how we do this.”

Nodding and trundling off to reset, Ellis walked over to join Robin and Chandra to run the drill again.

Sensing her commander’s approach, Anitra sighed. She hated when Epyc Ro was right.

“How is Ellis really doing?” Epyc Ro asked.

“Coming along. Their raw skills are rough. That said, they are calm under pressure. Intuitive. Pick things up quickly.”

“Probably because they’re so hard on themselves.” Epyc Ro glanced over at them.

“Probably. But they do as they’re told and execute at a high level.”

“We can work with that.”

“I’m not convinced they’re ready.” Anitra set her DMX-3000 to its self-cleaning protocols. These were her sisters, not a disposable generation to be ground up and spit out at the whims of politicians who played economic games with borders.

“You remember what we were like our first year?”

“Badass.”

“You know that’s right.” Epyc Ro shook her up and then side-eyed Ellis. “They’re still trying to prove themselves.”

“Have you formed an opinion about our allies?” Epyc Ro asked.

“Reluctant. Strategic. The Mamerafe lead with trust, put that face on our interactions, but their hospitality isn’t naive. This mission is a test,” Anitra said. “They want to see who we are and how we operate.”

“See our values in action.”

“Something like that.” Anitra shifted. This eval should come from Robin. “How do we trust people who don’t want us here?”

“We aren’t naive either. But let’s move through the lens of what a mutually beneficial scenario could look like.”

The holowomb entrance chimed. Anitra froze the program and engaged the safety protocols before she allowed entry. Henam wandered in. She took in the scene with a feigned nonchalance, not wanting to betray her mild terror.

“I see you,” Anitra said.

“I would hope so,” Henam said.

“Never mind. What’s up?”

“Ma has requested our presence.” The genuflecting reverence no longer trilled her voice. Disillusioned at meeting her heroes. Or perhaps gods. “Though I’m not sure what role they would have for me.”

“You’re part of our team. They can’t break up our sisterhood. Besides, we’ll need our strap.” Anitra sensed Henam needed a concrete role, something to connect her to the Reapers so that she wouldn’t feel disposable. Easily left behind.

“What’s a … strap?” Henam asked.

“Your duties include preparing our mission kits. Gathering any specialized equipment we may need.” Anitra took her by the shoulders. “Or providing us any key intel we may need to carry out our mission. Can you do that?”

“I can.”

“Good. Then let’s go see what Ma has in store for us.”



The onyx dais rose, ferrying them to the judgment Alcoves. Their silence meant to land as an oppressive weight. The Reapers stood about, unintimidated by the stark gaze of the shadowed Alcoves to the point of being bored. A low hum signaled their imminent reemergence. Light flittered about the edges of Alcove 1.

“You represent a conundrum. Members of a far distant, unaligned world unknown to us. The only thing known of your empire are rumors of your colonizing ways. You could be advance scouts.”

“Muungano’s not bound by the nation-state model. We are wherever we have people.” Robin took the lead without the need to check with Epyc Ro. If the Mamerafe wanted to rehash their issues, their doubts, the Reapers would continue to keep them off balance by moving as a unit. No particular head to target.

“So you don’t deny the rumors?” Alcove 2 asked.

“That ain’t the kind of shit we get up to,” Anitra said.

“We aren’t an empire. We have no interest in colonizing,” Robin said.

“Yet here you are,” Alcove 3 said.

“We are strangers, yes. But we are also ambassadors of sorts. We want to begin a dialogue. The foundation of any relationship is trust,” Epyc Ro said.

Chandra stood still as a parishioner, enraptured by a data sanctuary. Light cascaded along her exposed skin. Her eyes fluttered, the way they might during the deepest parts of REM sleep, a conversation unfolding behind her closed lids.

“We … want your trust. To be able to trust you,” Alcove 1 said.

“We want to have your trust. At least the opportunity to earn it. I can think of two ways to make that happen: either figure out common interests…” Epyc Ro allowed her voice to trail off as she rotated along the dais to stare at each shadowy alcove in turn. “Or eliminate common enemies.”

“The commander knows how to talk that diplomatic shit,” Anitra whispered.

“We oversee the more … problematic work of security,” Alcove 3 said.

“That was part of our role back in Muungano,” Robin said.

“We did the dirt so Muungano could remain the dream. Safe and protected,” Anitra said.

“We believe in building relationships of mutual benefit.”

“This Service of the Order is apparently working alongside the, what did you call them?” Alcove 2 asked.

“The CO/IN.”

“What are we obligated to have you do?” Alcove 1 asked.

“We’re empowered to do what we do: root out the Service of the Order and the CO/IN. Find out what links them,” Epyc Ro said.

“If we were earlier in our dealings, I’d suggest you let us know what they were up to. Who they were talking to.” Alcove 3’s tone warmed to the idea, though not without notes of caution.

“Assuming we’re past that?” Epyc Ro’s tone rose to meet theirs.

“Contain their influence.”

“How might we … contain their influence?”

“By any means you deem necessary,” Alcove 3 said.

“Eliminate them,” Anitra said.

“That’s the kind of trust we could build upon,” Alcove 1 said.

“However,” Alcove 3 cautioned. “There can be no trust with secrets.”

The system whispered to Chandra in flashes. She responded with greater stillness. Whatever secrets they passed, she clung to them with the tenacity of classroom notes concealed from a substitute teacher.

“We’ll share what intelligence we gather.” Epyc Ro angled away from Chandra. “The obligations of nurturing relationships.”

“How do we begin this mutually beneficial relationship?” Alcove 3 asked.

“We need information on the likely whereabouts of the CO/IN. Once we have that we can design our op. We’ll present it to you before we do anything. In the name of transparency.”

“We will send our intelligence briefing to your habitat station.”

With that, the Mamerafe powered down, dismissing them.

“You’re pretty smart. You should look at getting into leadership. Maybe become a teacher,” Anitra said.

“Are you kidding me? Have you seen the students I’d have to work with?” Epyc Ro grinned.



A series of data streams hovered in their rondavel. They watched as Chandra sifted the downloaded data, collating it into more tangible constructs. The Reapers were poised to be at the heart of an interstellar conflict. Already their HOVA Hellfighter charter had taken them through a wormhole and across the galaxy. They’d fought in wars, flown starships, encountered alien species, yet in their rondavel—without connection to Muungano—they were millions of kilometers away in their thoughts.

Anitra missed the days when she could walk through a training camp and moon dust would swirl around her boots. She had her boots off, her bare feet slapping against the burnished floor. Her knees bent in nothing close to supplication, she swayed to an internal beat.

“How’s it going?” Epyc Ro gave Chandra an extra meter or so of space as she swiped the air with manic intent.

<I ripped location data by tracking their history. I’m monitoring increased chatter and tracking incursions.> Her gaze froze, struck by a curiosity. <Flow of resources.>

“Extrapolating from their patrol routes?”

<Yes.>

“So guessing.”

<I ‘guess’ with terabytes of information backing it up. Along with corresponding military deployments. I’ve whittled it down to the planetary system the Mamerafe have designated the Corporate Zone. In particular, the planet Babilim.>

“Deployments? Do you mean reinforcements?”

<Additional security.>

“Couldn’t they think they wiped us out in the attack?” Robin asked.

“We couldn’t be that lucky.” Moving like a sermon in motion, Anitra practiced tahtib stick fighting. With each movement she remembered herself. Every spin of the talon she used in place of a staff drew from a lineage deeper than her connection to the HOVA. She called on her ancestors, the nomads, the warriors, the storytellers, all speaking to her through her weapon.

“What do you know about this ‘Babilim’?”

“Babilim is strictly a Corporate Zone.” Henam stepped forward, swiping away Chandra’s overlays in favor of a projection of the world. She brought to bear an additional data stream, to demonstrate her value as their strap. “Babilim is the capital of the Corporate Zone. Once the driving hub, they moved all manufacturing to their moon, and their R&D to their sister planet, Babeli.”

Henam’s face scrunched in not-quite-a-wince, echoed in the delicate parsing of her words.

“What aren’t you telling us?” Epyc Ro asked.

“Nothing that’s germane to the mission.”

“Let us decide what’s germane.”

Henam studied the floor. “It was said that my … people, the Revisio, began at a planet in this system. Now they export banking, collateral, and capital credit.”

“So they produce nothing,” Anitra said.

She gestured for Ellis to follow her movements. Once they had internalized how she moved, they matched her steps, falling in sync with her. Step dancing. Stick dancing. Anitra flowed with precision, listening to the air speak. Her strikes snapped to a halt exactly where she wanted.

“The ‘intermediation of saving to investment’ they call it.” The higher-end structures gleamed under a series of hard-light billboards which lined the polished streets. Company logos, brand-images testing as entertainment; even the rhythm of their stock market reports was choreographed in lights. “Babilim is a series of corporate ventures, megapolises, each with similar layouts.”

“They franchised their cities?” Anitra’s talon sliced through the air, stopping precisely a centimeter from Ellis.

Henam stared at each of them, part of the nuanced understanding of the phrase lost on her. Undeterred, she pressed forward. “There’s always a section they refer to as the Den, usually near the heart of the city. A place of parlay: brokers, dealers, and politicians can conduct arbitration via AI judges.”

“What some would call an underground economy is their entire economy?”

“It was the only way to maximize corporate profits for the system. Their Underground is made up of licensed freelancers and startups and to their reasoning, drives innovation. It’s also a place of reclamation and rebuilding: where venturists go after having been bankrupted, hoping to climb their way up with a new endeavor.”

Henam shrank the image and scooted it over to highlight another section.

<Wait.> Chandra shoved Henam’s projections to the side, bringing up a hexagonal structure, a cube of transparent alloy. <What’s that? Sensors can’t seem to penetrate.>

“It’s a living algorithm. Un-creating, and overwriting its arrays—everything recycled—in an endless loop of self-improvement.

“Outside of the Underground is the Ugbague. Think of it as a legal pleasure district. Bars, gambling, sex, art. Anything that can be commodified and consumed in transactional relationships.”

“They have literally stripped the fun out of vice,” Anitra said.

“What do we expect to find in there?”

“It’s corporate.”

“Meaning?”

“Offices. Business deals. Commerce. Staging areas. It’s a commerce key. Transactions, resource allocation, credit rating, optimizing profits.”

“They move merchandise. The whole underground riddled with tunnels, geoports.”

“So an information hub.”

“Data is currency. If it’s known, it can be bartered or sold.”

“You just have to have the right price.”

“This is the best place to find information.”

<I recommend insertion nearest the Ugbague sector,> Chandra concurred.

“Come in over the road along the coast. Gives us cover and concealment.”

“Did you get all that?” Epyc Ro asked into the commlink system. She was under no illusion that they weren’t being monitored.

“We land, we scout, we find information. If you find your targets you engage them. That about sum up the complexities and nuance of your plan?” Alcove 1 said.

“Do we at least know anyone inside?” Robin asked.

“Cadgejia said they do,” Henam said.

“You briefed them?” Epyc Ro asked.

“I’m thorough.”

“What do you need?” Alcove 3 asked.

“We need a ride. And the ambassador. Go in as perhaps part of your trade envoy as our cover.”

“Comms check?” Robin asked.

“No comms,” Epyc Ro said.

“What?”

“Can’t risk it. We’ll stay below the event horizon. We’ll use the site-to-site glyphs. Nothing to be traced back to anyone but us. We’re essentially off the books to allow deniability. All part of our effort to build trust.”

“No infil or exfil plan? Pretty much a run and gun? So we just going to straight-up improvise?” Anitra stopped her workout. “What do we have for overwatch?”

“She means images,” Epyc Ro said to Henam. “Layouts. Information so we know what we’re walking into.”

“And where the exits are,” Anitra added.

“There is no overwatch,” Henam said.

“You don’t have constant surveillance?”

“We’re lucky to get any images at all. The Corporate Zone values its privacy, always guarding against industrial espionage. Complete transmission blackout. No extradition. No account information. Isolated networks. They are their own cone of silence.”

“This plan is about as seat-of-your-pants as we can get,” Robin said.

“I prefer the word ‘improvised’ to describe it,” Anitra said.

“I prefer additional ground and air support. And a clear exfil,” Robin said.

“Luxuries we don’t have. Wheels-up in an hour. Get your gear,” Epyc Ro said.



Babilim’s primary export was greed. Ambition, competition; the entire system was a living, breathing corporation. Anitra had seen too much of it on O.E. during the HOVA’s joint ventures with their military. And this planet embodied that system. A skyline of kilometers-tall box buildings, gray and architecturally efficient, lacking personality. Glass domes dotted each one of the boardrooms in order for execs to look down on their competitors. Or customers. According to Henam, some of the buildings had been zoned residential, allowing workers to live on-site in rooms resembling hotel suites.

Maglev lines and hoverways connected the specialty sectors. The open-air market ran like a cracked engine grinding roughly; stretching along the walkway between Ugbague and the Underground dens.

“It smells like feet, sweat, and burnt chemicals ’round here,” Anitra said into her glyph. “I swear everyone here is hopped up on something. I may have a contact high: I’m tasting sound.”

“Focus.” Robin peered over from the other side of the street.

Vehicles slowed, issued a series of flashing lights or honks, and hands emerged from windows like multidigit tongues testing the air. Neural nets connected to implants above the eyes of their citizens. Stock runners dodged between vehicles, pockets stuffed with product; buyers all hollow eyed and jittery, scanning for the easiest score. Traders leaned against crumbling rowhouses and burned-out storefronts—slated to be bought up and renewed in the latest wave of renovation. They broke their leisure moments whenever someone neared; cajoling any passers-by, passing out vidsheets. Produce. Innovate. Profit. Vidsheets and market tickets were exchanged. From one of the buildings, a figure slipped out and headed toward the bar.

“I have visual on the target.”

Gleaming tiers of dark, non-reflective glass and chrome surrounded them. The citizens were the opposite of free. Chipped and tagged, their every movement tracked, their every interest cataloged and monetized. The closest thing to anonymity came in the equivalent of their cones of silence in the corners of these streets. A figure looked out of place. Though his outfit seemed compliant on the surface, too much of it presented as purposeful misdirection. The collar of his trench coat was flipped up, generating a low-level scattering field despite the encryption cone. Ocular lenses prevented identification. He timed his movements, ducking between drone sweeps and security arrays.

“Can we get a confirmation?” Epyc Ro asked.

“That’s my contact’s person. He’s her eyes.” Cadgejia withdrew a tentacle from their biomech suit, releasing it from the marine environment replicated by the suit. They rested it on a table for a minute, revealing a mix of iridescent plum spots mottling the limb. Darawadans could taste the air with their skin. The biomech suit extended back over the limb before it could dry out. “An information broker, suspicious and paranoid.”

“He’s early.”

“He likes to arrive early to observe the flow of things. If anything feels out of the ordinary to him, he runs. That’s how he’s stayed in business for so long and how he’s amassed as much information as he has.”

“Keep eyes on his location. Advise on any movement. Let us know if any unseemly company arrives,” Epyc Ro said.

“Copy,” Robin said.

Even an off-world dive bar had the same mix of familiar characters. The regulars who tracked every unfamiliar face to size them up as either a friendly or a mark. A peculiar thin wisp of smoke snaked its way through the room, unperturbed by the air scrubbers. The man sidled up to the end of the bar. Anitra sat at the center of it, positioned to keep an eye on each exit.

“Paying customers only.” The bartender leaned over, making her for a mark.

“What’s the house special?” she asked.

Clocking Cadgejia moving toward a booth, the bartender said, “Darawadan brandy.”

“I don’t think so. That probably tastes like seawater.”

The bartender snorted.

Ticking her chin toward the end of the bar, toward her target, she said, “I’ll have what he’s having.”

“Careful, Anitra, we don’t want to spook him,” Robin whispered into her glyph.

“I don’t like him, Robin. The way he moves, it’s too familiar. He been trained trained.” His body language gave him away. A soldier. Even without the armor or insignia.

“Service of the Order?”

“Has to be. Wait.”

A woman walked in. She walked as if she owned the future or at least had written laws quietly turning it over to her. His posture closed, tight as a fist. She wore her suit as if it were that year’s power-suit fashion. Her eyes, ice blue and unblinking didn’t quite acknowledge the man at the end of the bar, the diffidence of checking to make sure her pawn was in place. Hers was a curated kind of confidence, engineered and protected. Her platinum-polished blond hair drawn back to reveal her familiar, pinched face.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

“Talk to me, Anitra,” Epyc Ro said.

“We have another wrinkle.” Anitra strained to remain steady and impassive. “Their asset … you won’t believe me when I tell you.

“Their contact is Car’Annie.”

Anitra didn’t need eyes on her team to know their reaction back at the staging area. They could descend on her position within a minute. She particularly worried about Ellis’s ability to maintain discipline and not charge into the room firing every weapon they could get ahold of.

“Man-bun Becky? You’ve got to be shitting me,” Robin said. “I thought we left her for dead back on Mzisoh.”

“Who’s that?” Henam asked.

“The butcher who kidnapped and tortured my people,” Ellis snarled.

“Steady, Ellis. We don’t know what’s going on.”

“Cut the chatter,” Epyc Ro said. “We’re on an op.”

“She’s heading straight for Cadgejia,” Anitra said.

The contact at the bar pretended not to notice Cadgejia and Car’Annie. If she was here, that meant CO/IN and the Service of the Order were either here for the same thing or backing each other’s play. Neither option was good.

Continuing to chat amiably, if Cadgejia noticed the storm brewing about them, they gave no notice of it.

“Cadgejia hasn’t opened their glyph. Anyone got ears?” Epyc Ro asked.

“I’m too far. And my friend has clocked me. He must have overwatch,” Anitra said.

“You did tip your hat to him.”

“I like to sign my work. Ellis”—Anitra didn’t turn around—“I need you to settle down and stay in control. I know you’re itching to say hello.”

“I’m heading over,” Robin said.

<Multiple unknowns descending on your position,> Chandra overrode comms. <They move like us. With precision. In silence, impossibly fluid.>

“Where are they all coming from?”

“I don’t know.” Henam scrambled, cobbling together data streams. “It’s like they’re pouring in out of the air.”

Members of the Service of the Order entered from the opposite end of the bar, shadows slipping through the crowd yet somehow blending in like natives. The regulars hardly took note of their entrance. They’d been here before. For a while. Embedded. Their eyes fixed on Car’Annie. The man at the bar hunched over his drink, whispering sweet nothings into the glass.

“Overwatch is reporting and direction.” Anitra reached for her weapon. “Rules of engagement?”

“Do not fire back,” Epyc Ro said.

“This goes against everything I believe in,” Anitra said.

“Our cover is that we’re supposed to be a diplomatic envoy,” Robin said.

“Then they need to catch these diplomatic hands.”

Cadgejia withdrew the biomech suit from over their appendage. They shook it twice. A signal.

The Service of the Order moved in. Anitra’s friend from the end of the bar gestured. Another soldier sauntered toward Cadgejia. No, his movements were casual but deliberate. He waited a heartbeat, then doubled back.

“We’re blown.” Anitra shoved a patron from their stool. She lobbed a flashbang. The crowd erupted in chaos. The Service of the Order troops drew their weapons.

“The mission is collapsing,” Epyc Ro signaled. “Clock’s ticking. Weapons hot.”

Anitra had been waiting all day for permission to unload on them. The rounds ripped into the bar almost immediately. None of the Reapers panicked. They switched into business mode. The excitement, the fear, the thrill hit her in a soothing wave. Anitra appeared unflappably calm. She leaned over from behind the cover of an overturned table to methodically return fire. It shook when it took charges, made of material meant to withstand such fire. That fact alone told her she ought to visit this place more often.

“I’m coming in. Approaching from the target’s six,” Epyc Ro said.

“What’s the play?”

“We’re clearly blown. No element of surprise. They’re on high alert.”

“Exfil routes?”

“They’ve moved to block off the pass. Designed to keep us from the asset.”

“We need an alternative one, somewhere secure to regroup. Once we get to a safe place, we’ll lock in and exfil.”

“All stations withdraw to the rally point.”

For a moment, everyone froze.

“Hostile relations engaged,” their leader yelled. The shadows snapped to combat-ready positions. The Service of the Order dropped their cloaks, their matte-black combat rigs forming about them as they stalked the periphery. Three of them fanned out in precise patterns, moving to cover corners.

“Looks like the party has begun.” Car’Annie grabbed Cadgejia’s tentacle. “You’re coming with us.”

“I don’t think so.” Bringing her DMX-3000 to bear, Anitra’s talon buzzed with an electric trill. “Get down!”

A soldier vaulted over a table, firing in controlled bursts. He landed in front of Car’Annie. His chest armor caught rounds fired by Ellis. Another operator returned fire, forcing Epyc Ro back. Charges pulsed through the air, illuminating the soldiers in electric hues of blue and red. Patrons overturned tables in their rush to leave or take cover. Charge blasts ricocheted from the tables. Chairs exploded like shrapnel. The bartender ducked behind the bar. Weapons fire scored it, but its reinforced surface had weathered such storms before. Their overwatch launched a drone from a notch in his shoulder gear. It scanned and locked onto Ellis.

Anitra tried to get a clean shot, but the bar was a low-ceilinged module, cramped and crowded as folks still scrambled out of the way. The drone fired. Ellis leapt, but the strafing fire seared their leg. Landing with a heavy thud, they clawed their way to cover.

“I got them.” Epyc Ro scooped up Ellis. Ducking behind an overturned table, she tore their pants to examine the wound. “Hit a major artery. Staunching the wound, but we need to get them proper treatment.”

Anitra couldn’t see the commander’s staunching method, but Ellis screamed, and the stink of scorched meat filled the bar.

“If you can create an opening in the east wall, we can improvise an exfil,” Henam shouted into the glyph linkage.

“I’m on it.” Robin’s Busta fired toward the wall, herding Service of the Order prefects away from that side of the room.

<Setting a packet.> Chandra flipped a Service of the Order soldier and with a swift movement, dragged her panga across their throat. She launched the soldier like so much dead weight into the next to give her some room to work. She set an explosive. <Exit in 3 … 2 … >

The muffled explosion collapsed the wall already weakened by Robin’s fire. Chandra leapt through the opening first to clear the alleyway.

“Head north. Through the building on the right,” Henam said.

“Through?” Epyc Ro double-checked.

“Improvising. Head east then up north again. Should put you at a set of tunnels toward the edge of the underground.” Henam’s voice rose. “We have movement on Robin’s position.”

“What?” Anitra whirled. She stormed toward Robin’s position. A whistle ripped through the night. Chandra threw herself on Anitra. The walls about them exploded. A terrible ring screamed in her ears, reducing the world to a swirling chaos of flashing colored lights and inchoate noise.

As blaster fire chipped away at the wall, Anitra knew they couldn’t stop. That to rest, to even slow down, meant enemies descending on her in a smothering blanket. No air support. No heavy weapons of mass casualty. Just ambushers dropping down from the ceiling, peering from around every corner, sniping from the shadows. Anitra flattened against the table gazing toward the blank expanse of wall, transfixed by the approaching thunder. She curled over her DMX, pumping away. Epyc Ro launched explosive rounds into the building from the street, converging on their position.

<We have to go.> Chandra slung an arm under her, barely steadying her as she carried her along.

“You good? You good?” Epyc Ro’s words came between lulls in enemy fire.

“You’re okay. You made it.” Ellis’s face was covered with dust and ash, muddied by their sweat and blood.

“We can’t—” Anitra slurred, more unconscious than not. “Robin.”

“She’s gone, Anitra,” Epyc Ro said. “Robin’s gone.”
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AMACHI ADISA
Muungano—Titan



Titan is more than an amber-hued moon among a dedicated satellite ring orbiting Saturn. The moon’s dense orange atmosphere, nitrogen-and-methane-filtered light, casts eerie shades, ethereal whispers of vapor trails and ice formations. Lakes of liquid methane and ethane, seas of liquid hydrocarbons. Its story is swathed in myth. Spread by tales and songs of how celestial beings traveled from the planet below to Earth, asking people to join them, lifting them up in columns of light. With the prophetic voice that said, “When it looked like the world was going into complete chaos, they should speak to the people and the world would listen,” it has become the home of “space men.” The birthplace of the Arkestra, First World’s first generational research ship. Ancient families left their friends, left their neighborhoods, left everything to discover themselves. It is where people come when they realize they are different, have a different calling on their life. Unmaking them and remaking them into something else. This is the home to advanced computing stations, due to the cold environment. Here, Muungano steps into an alchemist’s dream of research domes, its science capital.

As our Saqqara descends into the docking bay, we continue to rehearse the moment of reuniting with her … which we started the moment we first left Bronzeville. The scene plays out like a holovid memory: set to the swell of music, mostly strings, under a perfectly lit sky. We’ll rush to each other, with her taking us into her arms as if wanting to absorb all the months, weeks, days, hours, and seconds we’ve been apart. And we will collapse into those arms—the lost prodigal now found—returned home.

The problem with that holovid is that neither of us are those characters.

When the ship’s walkway withdraws, it reveals her there, standing alone. Because she is all we need. As if she takes up more room to … be.

Selamault. Our mother.

Not stepmother or adopted mother, but the only mother we truly know. The one who defines what home was for us. She seems older, perhaps even taller, as if her emi has grown. After Xola’s death, Wachiru’s disappearance, and our presumed death, she has had to step into her greater self. The trials of grief and loss driving her to new depths and revelations. The emotional journey none save Selamault herself is privy to.

“Mother,” is all that our voice can utter, blowing our rehearsed opening with the very first word. Not even “hi” (if we were aiming for whimsical familiarity) or “you look well” (if we were going for something more formal).

“Daughter,” she reciprocates with a smile, possibly in relief of not having to make the first awkward greeting. Her voice holds a crack within it, torn between wanting to laugh or needing to cry. Or join us in a collapse of hugs, never wanting to be torn from one another again. “You look well.”

“You stole our line.” We don’t miss how her eye arches at our pronoun choice. “We’ve … been through a lot. Our phase suit covers the scars, the many wounds that marked our continuing story as an Iyame Aje.”

“An Elder of the Night. Our power passes mother-to-daughter.” Selamault retreats a step, taking us fully in. She touches our necklace. Nehanda’s necklace. “With Nehanda as your guide.

“You’ve had three mothers. Your birth mother, myself, and Nehanda. Your body, your heart, and your spirit.”

“Yes. We’re so sorry—”

“I felt my sister’s passing.” Selamault withdraws her hand, but not her presence. She stares into our eyes, searching our emi, peering into our sabhu. “And her love for you. And pride, though she’d never admit to that.”

“You saw Wachiru.”

“We, too, have been reunited.”

“We wanted to allow you room…” Our voice trails off, not knowing how to finish the rest of the sentence. We wear a smile, a tight, nervous thing. Not jealous of Wachiru, her naturally born son, but out of longing.

“We have room to greet, to love, both of our children.” Selamault takes our hand. “I thought I lost you both. My heart broke every hour. I didn’t think I could make it. Clawing through every day, not certain I’d survive any given hour. I thought—”

Releasing our hand—letting us go—Selamault thumps her chest once. Twice. As if beating back an existential ache. She can’t bring herself to say the word “gone.” As if saying it might make it real.

We wrap our arms around her. “We know what you thought. There were many nights we feared we’d never see you again.”

Selamault reaches for our face, hesitating a few centimeters from it. She lays her palm on our cheek. We close our eyes, nuzzling into her touch. She draws us into the Amachi-shaped space within her, her body remembering the child she knew. The sob she’d swallowed breaks loose.

“I missed you,” she whispers into our hair as she clutches us close.

“We missed you, too.” Our voice is smothered by her shoulder, the words bubbling out as near nonsensical syllables.

Selamault loosens her embrace, making room for each of us, and the two of us laugh.

“You have a good destiny.” Selamault steps back to give herself room, as if a tray of palm nuts hovers invisible between us and she casts Ifa. “A sacrifice is suggested.”

Our emi touches hers. We read the portents through her, though their meaning is unclear. Nuanced. “An offering?”

“Perhaps. The cost will be dear. And it will only be a beginning”.



The city’s dome glimmers, a polished iceberg in the morning light. Its streets are laid out like neural pathways connecting its research centers and libraries and laboratories, giving it a strange sterility. We had never taken the time to enjoy Titan much. This was more Stacia’s world than ours. We need to clear our head. But no part of Muungano is free from the anxiety of eminent war. Drones buzz overhead, delivering supplies or samples. Tension marches in the streets. Everyone is under closer scrutiny, their faces marked by furtive stares, a blend of panic and paranoia. Suspicion. Hyper-alertness. Scientists bustle about the plaza, debating research, ideas, and theories. Parks whose plants are carefully cultivated—genetic manipulation performed as art practice—double as outdoor study classes. Griot Circle jelis make themselves a uniformed presence. Fractal mural art—gene maps, star clusters, abstract interpretation of quantum fields—cover building walls.

The most recent tag is of the Orun Gate.

We straddle a low-lying bench. Closing our eyes, we stretch our emi, opening ourselves to the will of the universe. A meditation of concept as clarity. Our next steps will be provided by it.

“Titan has all sorts of once-extinct animals teeming around.” Grandeur Renollet wears reverence as a second skin. Pale as ice-reflected moonlight, she moves with a casual grace.

“Like we don’t have enough stories and holovids that tell us how this story ends.” It takes a moment for our eyes to fully clear from the special dream state of speculative vision. Only then do we fully take in her details.

A pair of goggles rests on her forehead. An emerald frock coat lined with brass buttons is flapped open to show off her gold leaf vest over a white blouse. “You’re funny.”

“Yet very serious. The same could be said of AI, yet here we are.”

“I like her.” Grandeur shakes her head, perhaps chiding herself for not restraining her inside voice. “Selamault was a mentor of mine.”

“Really? She’s … guarded about who she lets in.” Selamault doesn’t believe herself particularly skilled in mentoring folks. She has a particular way of doing things and little patience for people doing them differently and slowing down the efficiency of her work.

“I sought her out. I was in a bad place. Out of balance. Alignment. It was like my … emi knew I was not doing the work I was supposed to be doing. Selamault provided clarity.” Grandeur’s energy shifts, allowing an imperial quality about her to peek from behind her carefully curated curtain. Glittering and poised, a professor ever ready to deliver a lecture, she has a magnetic charm about her. She lacks the LISC Corps airs of trying too hard to fit in nor does she too enthusiastically wrap herself in Muungano culture in some kind of overcompensation.

“I was sent to you. To provide answers about the Orun Gate.”

“That’s Code Black / Eyes Only.”

“I was sent to you. I assume you have clearance.”

We hand her a sigil. “We have clearance.”

“I’ve not seen anything like this before.” Grandeur studies our credentials. “Not Griot Circle. Not Niyabinghi. Not HOVA. You’re … different.”

“That seems an odd observation from a Titan scientist.”

“It’s the way you carry yourself. I’ve only seen that on rare occasions. When I dealt with a priestess of … magic.”

“We are an Elder of the Night.” Our eyes narrow in confirmation and curiosity. “What would occasion you to deal with … our kind.”

Grandeur casts her eyes about, scanning for any nearby nosy neighbors and rolls up her sleeves. Across her forearms, ink fused with nanobots highlights the vessels they flow through; the tattoos are encoded with the prophet’s lyrics and parsed interviews. His lingering algorithm. This pattern is worn by initiates of the Cult of Tupac. Considering our own spiritual journey, we recall with mild shame the jokes our old self made at their expense, denigrating the digital wards with the nickname “the Book of Thug Life.”

“And here we had assumed you were strictly a nun of technology,” we say.

“Then hie thee to my nunnery.”



Grandeur’s laboratory sprawls, a neatly organized warren of optic tendrils and cryo-cooled vacuum chambers calibrated to the femtosecond. They narrow the research space into something closer to sidewalks. How Titan has changed even from our brief glimpse a few years ago. An ethereal sheen wraps each milling scientist, their smart-fabric lab coats shimmer like draping vidsheets, displaying diagnostic readouts. Protective lenses flare, reflecting the cold blue of photon arrays.

“On O.E., we are taught to distinguish between art and science. Here it’s a bit of both.” At her workstation, two animorphic robots power down. “I choreograph robot dances for fun. Sometimes I dance with them. It’s … easier than with people.”

“Humans are complex. Anything but easy.”

“The conundrum of free will. I get distracted by their emotions and personality. Robots are a blank canvas. Dancing with them, that physical conversation, helps me figure out how to ask the right questions. Dance helps me visualize movement, both mine and the universe’s.”

“Play is the highest form of investigation,” we say. “If you lead with curiosity.”

“Growing up, I loved puzzles; math was always a game to me. I came to dance late. I was thirteen when I went to my first dance class. I sucked. Had no intuitive grasp or grace for it. But my teachers appreciated that I was both raw and authentic. Eventually, I spent a year in Switzerland to dance in their premier ballet company before transferring to Alvin Ailey.”

We issue a half grunt, acknowledging her statements without giving her the pat on the head she expects for being so aligned with our culture. Titan scientists rarely mingle with the rest of the community; whatever work they do they keep to themselves. Again, what each party agreed to, but their complete compliance and silence also makes us suspicious.

“I recently reported to your colleague, Ezeji.”

“Colleague? Ha! We used to change his diapers.”

“What brings you here?” Grandeur asks.

“We’ve seen computers like these before.” Quantum computers, eleventh generation at least, whisper to each other in languages not meant for the human tongue. Their exhaled ozone leaves the vague taste of machine oil in the back of our throat.

“Not like these.”

“On Mars. Funded by Toppers. What are these for?”

“This is a pet project of mine. I’m working on uploading the collected wisdom of Muungano’s elders. I’m collating their journals, public datavids, and any recordings of them to create digital avatars.” Grandeur shuts down the power relays, reducing the machines to grim shadows.

“Then what’s your main project?”

“Part of my research that I lead for the Learning Tree works on single-photon sources, with the greater area of inquiry studying multiphoton states for quantum information. Refining how to carry information. Light passes through kheprw crystals, absorbs photons of one energy, and emits two entangled photons of lower energy and longer wavelengths. More broadly speaking, my research explores new ideas about wave functions and entangled information.” She bends low, checking the alignment of her devices. “I’m fascinated by the idea of your magic.”

“We aren’t here as an object of study.”

Allowing the silence time to settle, she backs away from the distractions of her work to level her gaze at us. “I apologize.”

We shove our hands into our pockets, afraid she might take them into hers to fully project her sincerity. Still, we feel it enough to continue. “We believe Ifa holds the universe together. A dark conductor that cannot be measured by usual ways of measuring, yet it can manifest action at a distance.”

“A kind of quantum entanglement.”

“Powerful enough to bridge space and time, past and present, in the way of Sankofa.”

Grandeur whirls, scavenging through her workstation until she finds a raw crystal. “One day I was on vacation on a beach in Greece. A jewel caught my eye, half buried in the sand. Lapis lazuli, the stone of intuition and communication. I considered it serendipitous since I often made art using them. Later that evening, I ended up in a conversation with a man I’d just met. During its course, he ends up sharing that lapis was his mother’s birthstone. I don’t believe in coincidence. I do believe in connection.”

“We think of time as a sphere, with orbits in alignment. Each incident, all in motion. Our path allows us to interact with each sphere.”

“A universal language means stepping outside of time. We start with the assumption of locality, but quantum physics must be nonlocal. If you think of the universe as a series of separate objects, then seeing two things communicating at faster than light speeds will seem weird. Entangled entities would have to be tethered to this reality though this universe’s constant. Something that links them to our standard quantum state. It’s not like we have some sort of, I don’t know, Heisenberg compensator to navigate our travels. Reality pushes back on our observation. Both the measuring device and the object being measured are entangled with one another.”

“Everything is interdependent and interconnected.”

“Because it’s all the same thing.”

We pause in front of a series of terminals. We recognize the Oyigiyigi station lab, one they were probably in communication with. If there is a scientific curiosity, a Titan scientist is nearby. We run our finger along the console. Schematics po up, different angles of shattered machinery. Text inscribes several pieces. The language calls to us, familiar and ancient. The salvaged remains of the Orun Gate. “We recently encountered technology that troubled us.

“We recently encountered technology that troubled us. The technology involved isn’t like anything we’ve dealt with. We suspect they have produced weapons.”

“The drone attack? We have plenty of those.” Grandeur cuts the holovid transmission. Not so franticly as to draw undue attention to it.

Yet the action attracts our full attention. “No, their energy signature. How they got here.”

“You suspect the utilization of tesseract folds? That would require a quantum uncertainty field. A large one.”

“An area of space where quantum uncertainties collapses so frequently and randomly, that new realities are created. The weapons can originate from anywhere and pass through the folds in space-time.” Our fingertips itch, eager to etch the air and open a portal, demonstrate what true entanglement can do.

The security posted up is military level. HOVA members are stationed near the rear doors of the lab. Grandeur is hiding something. Something they don’t believe we are cleared for. Behind those doors. Too many in Muungano consider themselves self-appointed guardians of it, doling out information in drips and dollops, all in the name of safeguarding the culture. We need as much intelligence as there is at our disposal and we don’t have the luxury of waiting to go through proper processes.

“We have so many levels of security, anything we house here, stays here.” Grandeur notices our focus and ushers us along. “Let me know if there’s anything else I can help you with.”

“We’ll certainly be back if we have more questions.”

To get the answers we want, we will need back up.

And we have the perfect person in mind, only a few buildings away.



The last time we strode these corridors, we were following Stacia around like a lost, starving puppy. No, that isn’t fair. We were doing our best to support her during the increasingly untenable trajectory of our relationship. She was in the final stages of her training, preparing to find out her assignment. She was pursuing her calling: We were along for the ride believing she was ours.

Moving like a held breath through the hallway, we hesitate outside the library’s innermost rondavel. It has been commandeered for diplomatic use. The Dreaming City delegation’s staging area. We know we’ll find him here, Jaha’s eyes and ears at the center of the action. An ugly spike of memory stabs us, echoes of the Amachi we used to be, when our sight fell on Ishant Sangsuwangul. He had been investigating the scene of the attempted sabotage, tracking the same Earth-First saboteurs based on Mars to the Titan shipyards. Ishant’s theory was that they were there to cripple our attack armada. When we last adventured together, we were investigating the bombing of Muungano’s embassy on O.E. and were attacked for our efforts. Yet that moment of darkness initiated our journey to becoming an Elder of the Night.

Half forgotten, the illumination level set low, the library’s rondavel doesn’t ask questions. Truths slip through its hidden cracks. We hear them before we round the corner. Their conversation low and familiar. Too familiar. Ishant’s official position is cultural liaison, an attaché to O.E. Yet much has changed. His bearing, his emi, reek of extensive specialized training. He is Niyabinghi. We recognize Lebna. A ranking member of the Niyabinghi. He oversees Oyigiyigi’s intelligence gathering. A handler for handlers. His hand rests at the small of Ishant’s back, stopping short of drawing him into a full embrace. His arm tremulous with the muscle memory of longing, denied or deferred. Their conversation is charged with emotion, heated yet furtive; it feels like we are intruding on something … intimate.

Slipping from his grasp, Ishant scoots his back to the wall, eyes scanning the exits. His hair carefully coiffed, he absently runs his hand through its prematurely gray streak. His face is fixed, ever inscrutable. His elegant, delicate hand fidgets with the servos of his mechanical arm. The man edges closer, without touching him. Staring as if trying to memorize every line in his face. They create space for one another, filling that space with their full selves. The moment is charged with a sense of finality.

“You start.” Lebna offers a cup of coffee to Ishant—after adding three sugars and a hint of oat milk—before pouring one out for himself. He stirs it in slow, absent circles.

“I’m not good at this.” Ishant lurches, that awkward sputtering gait of his when he’s trying to reconcile multiple roles into one moment. Losing himself in the game they are playing.

“I could tell. So don’t blow it.”

“Raising the stakes.” Ishant once more runs his cybernetic hand through his gray-streaked hair, tousling it before straightening it again. Tucking errant strands behind his ear.

“Is that your move?” Behind Lebna’s eyes … a glimmer of something soft behind the titanium façade. Professional veneer firmly in place, the corner of his mouth twitches. A hint. Or perhaps he is only entertained by the scene.

“‘After slow death / love must clean house / choose memories to keep / and memories to let go.’” Closing his eyes, a playful squint and the hint of a smile on his own lips, Ishant quotes a prophet. “Is this part of the briefing?”

“This is part of the training. Learning to read people. The unspoken communication in body language. To be able to read it. Or portray it as needed.”

“The body doesn’t lie.”

“Unless you know how to lie completely. With your whole self.”

“That’s what I’m doing here? Learning to lie?” Ishant asks.

“Yes. To those around you. Even to yourself as needed. Sometimes that’s the only way to get to a deeper truth.”

Ishant wraps his hands around his cup. “This was inevitable.”

“I know.” Lebna’s lips twitch, masking a wound.

“This is about the mission.”

“I know.”

“It’s the only way it can be completed. I have to have absolute clarity.”

“I know. We’re on the same side.”

“Yet the lines became blurred. The mission became about more than intel. It’s confusing. I don’t trust my instincts. If I’m alone in my … confusion.” Ishant swallows hard.

“You can trust your instincts.” Lebna reaches for his hand.

Truth decides to stop cloaking itself in shadows. Even without a conscious sending, our heightened emi—ever alert in these times we find ourselves in—is aware of Khuma’s arrival before even their Niyabinghi-honed emis. She has training, also. A cross between Niyabinghi and Iyami. She is something … other. She pauses in the entranceway, quiet, deliberate, calm. The disrupting storm unfolding before her eyes hasn’t registered with her heart yet.

The hush. Sound abandons the space with a hollow ache. Broken only by a single word.

“Lebna?” Khuma says.

“Khuma.” Lebna’s hand withdraws.

“Good, you’re both here.” We step out of the shadows. “Ishant, we could use your aid.”

Ishant glances between Lebna and Khuma, choosing the better course of valor. “I’m done here.”

“Then let us walk.”

We exit the rondavel in silence. The hallway is chilly, steeped in shadows. Only once we clear the next hallway do we chance to speak. “We feared that we were … interrupting.”

“It was Niyabinghi business. Lebna’s my station chief.”

“Your conversation sounded … intense.”

“How much did you overhear?”

“As little as you need us to recall.”

“I appreciate that.”

“We didn’t mean to … intrude.”

“The Universe conspired for that moment to be interrupted.”

“Is he your handler?”

“Was.” Ishant rolls the word around in his mouth to see how it feels. “I’ve been trained to disappear. To be unseen.”

“But right now you feel too … seen?”

Ishant’s head dips in a barely perceptible nod.

“What was your mission?” We hand him our sigil.

Ishant examines it, stifling a slight sneer. “We find ourselves in interesting new places on our journey.”

“Yet the Universe conspires to have us keep working together.”

“My mission had broad parameters.” Ishant tells the story of being obroni which brought him to Lebna’s attention. How Maulana expelled all obroni to provide him cover to return to O.E. How he positioned himself adjacent to VOP Teddy’s inner circle, bringing home Miriam and Akilah. How his investigations helped free Wachiru. And hints at a greater movement to procure some classified technology. “You think it’s here?”

“We think it’s no coincidence that events have maneuvered us to this place. Could you use a distraction?”

“What do you have in mind?”

“We think the scientists here are hiding something.”

“The target of O.E.’s efforts.”

“Perhaps. We don’t know what it is, and they believe they can safeguard their secrets sufficiently.”

“Are you suggesting that we test their premise?” A chaotic twinkle fills his eyes.

“We would be doing the community a service with such efforts.”

“What’s your plan?”

“Left to our own devices, we’d have brute-forced our way into the lab. Maybe detonated an EMP of some sort and in the chaos scooped up as much intel as we could swipe before disappearing.”

“Simple. Inelegant. Reckless. A perfect test.”



Niyabinghi honor guards patrol the perimeter of the central library where the meetings take place. A team of science police—a remnant from the First World days Titan is reluctant to give up—investigate the area of the attack. We duck behind a row of bushes lining the perimeter of Grandeur’s lab’s green space.

“If we get any closer, we’ll be scanned and logged. If we were to pass gas, they could tell what we had for dinner,” Ishant says.

“We got this.” We spider-crawl our fingers along the air before brushing our hands apart, pantomiming the opening of a curtain.

“What are you doing?” Ishant asks.

“Bending light around us, rendering us invisible.”

“I’ve not seen that technology you’re using.”

“We are the technology.”

Betraying no surprise, Ishant simply takes in our efforts with mild curiosity. Ever pragmatic, he doesn’t question the nature of our magic, only that it works. He crouches just outside of the sensor field. His augmented eye cycles through spectrum readings. “There are biometrics built into the floor. Ten heat signatures just outside of the facilities, probably on patrol.”

“Drones?”

“Have to assume they have some kind of mechanical security devices in place.”

“Can you override the measures?”

“That’s why you brought me along, right?”

“Just like old times.” And yet, so completely different.

Ishant frees a set of tools from a band on his shoulder. He opens the panel on the terminal and hard bypasses the additional security protocols. He jacks into a console. A faint shimmer issues from the workstation. Caught up in a heady rush, he begins to sway.

“You good?” we whisper, hoping the sound of our voice will provide a tether to guide him back to our present reality. We worry that he might not be in the right emotional place to pull off this hack but might rather get caught up in the high of jacking. To have this level of encryption and data streams rush over him must be the best high he’s had in ages. And there is a pain in him, a distant loneliness, that it soothes.

“Almost there.” Ishant turns his head, slight, almost imperceptible, like someone who isn’t sure what they’ve heard in the distance.

When he pulls free, he flexes his fingers. “That should do it.”

“Should?”

“You’re welcome to see if you can do better.” Ishant hasn’t lost any of his little-brother energy.

The quiet hum of oxygen recyclers on the observation deck sigh against the thrum of machinery. At its heart is an intricate latticework of conduits. Rhythmic pulses interrupt the sterile glow of consoles. The air shimmers with waves of channeled energy, the whisper of threat.

Moving in tandem, we glide smooth as liquid over an icy pond, leaving no sound nor trace. The ground absorbs our movement with little more than a conversation of spirit to have it swallow the errant sounds of Ishant’s movements also. Despite his Niyabinghi training, he is no match for an Elder of the Night’s ability to move and disappear like a wisp of smoke.

We alternate lead depending on what barrier we encounter. When we reach the biometric scanners, Ishant steps forward. He runs a ghost protocol—projecting a holovid for retina approval while planting a worm override directly into the system—a trick he learned when we first tracked the suspect in the Muungano embassy bombing who turned out to be Matata. A door forms and opens. Sterile white light spills into the hallway, emanating from a machine prototype suspended in a containment field. A swirling core of energy glows and pulses like a star heart. The data stream reads ZeroSpace Lance.

“What is it? Some kind of high-energy proto-accelerator?” we ask.

“A matter-phase modulator of some sort.” Ishant circles the display, studying the machine while scanning the data stream.

“There’s a concentrated level of anti-bosons. It’s—”

“It’s been modified into a matter / anti-matter bomb. These idiots. This is what happens when they ‘lead with curiosity’ without the wisdom of our ancestors.

“If I understand the theory behind this, the detonation of this sort of weapon would untether entanglement.” Ishant strokes his chin in that overconfident way of coming to a conclusion and determining it is right for everyone. “It’s meant to collapse the wormhole.”

“Don’t you see? It’s bigger than that. A matter / anti-matter detonation like that could set off a chain reaction. A ripple effect throughout … everything.”

“Reset everything. A new Big Bang.”

A dull hiss announces another door forming. A forced breach. Men carrying themselves as soldiers stream into the room. Members of the ARM National Guard. They take up tactical positions, securing and sealing the room, and wait for the last figure to enter.

Our heart sinks when he faces us.

“We have unfinished business, you and I,” the Tigari says.
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LEBNA DIMKA
Muungano—Oyigiyigi



Oyigiyigi was still days away. Lebna’s cramped rondavel on the sail ship Achebe reeked of frustrated dreams exhausted by the pantomime of pretending. Khuma stared out the view port, the stars looked in on a staid portrait. Cowrie shells were woven into the thick coils of her hair. The front rows parted in exacting cornrows, aligning with Ifa divinations. The stars whispered to her. She turned, acknowledging his presence. Her skin reflecting the infinite hue of space. He fretted about, unsure of any step he might make, knowing any move would be the wrong one.

“Would you like some tea?” Lebna went through a mental checklist of things he should do, things he should say, trying to present the image of what a loving, doting fiancé should be.

“That would be lovely.” Khuma’s long-cheek-boned face, with its melancholy air, didn’t so much as flinch, much less angle herself toward him. Her Ankara print dress worn like armor, its symbols shifting along the smart fabric with her mood, ancestral code as consoling voices. She wasn’t loud, that wasn’t her way. Hers was the preternatural stillness of the eminent tempest. The world was still a held breath and she held back tears.

After the initial pour, Lebna hesitated, not remembering how she took her tea. He offered it to her black, on a tray with both sugar and cream, alongside a small plate of biscuits. Presentation was everything; its effort evidence of his concern. She added a single spoonful of sugar.

Walking over to him, her step faltered, as if misstepping her practiced grace, though smoothed over in her dignified way. She turned her engagement ring absently. The way her hand bent at the wrist, its weight must have been heavier than usual. Her voice came out in a dull rasp, nearly mechanical in a perfunctory declaration. She mustered the will to cradle the teacup, “We should postpone the wedding.”

“It feels so … small to think about such things during these times.” He fashioned a chair close to her. Refashioned it a meter away to give her space. Then fashioned it again splitting the distance. Nothing he did felt right.

“Our wedding is not small.” She let the tea warm her hands. “Not to me.”

“That’s not what I’m talking about.” His voice lacked a soothing edge, too cutting by half. He leaned back in the chair but couldn’t find the right position. Not one that was comfortable. That felt genuine.

“Why? Nothing about our life is private. It’s all out there for people to RSVP to.”

“Our wedding isn’t about us.”

“It couldn’t be more about us.”

“It’s a matter of state. Diplomats. Ambassadors. Important People.”

“Appearances. That’s what’s important to you.” She turned to him, her eyes probing his like a map she could no longer make sense of. She was as lost as him. “But you’re right: If it were about friends, family, community, it would be held at Oyigiyigi, with about two hundred of our people. Instead, it’ll be at the Dreaming City, as a part of the Ijo gathering. A matter of Muungano ceremony.”

Lebna took refuge in his responsibilities. They defined him. He’d worked hard to rise to his position. The late nights studying, staying later than everyone. No one asked him to; he simply needed to. Driven. It was always his shield against getting too close. Allowing anyone in. “If you’re not happy…”

“That’s my point. I was happy. When it was just you and me. We had made a life for ourselves. We were building something. We had our roles, friends, family dinners.”

“We still have all of that.”

“No. You changed. Or maybe we did. Right after you got your promotion, your new assignment.”

“Khuma…”

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to accidentally vent any state secrets. You never shared any with me. In fact, you were so cautious about even the possibility of that, you cut off whole portions of your life, of your heart, from me.” Silence thickened between them, the way honey crystallizes into a solid. Pure and raw. Her lips trembled before she curved them into a rueful smile.

“What do you want from me?” The words tumbled from Lebna, unsure, like a rabbit running from an unseen predator. A question he couldn’t feign not knowing the answer to. He was aware of how distant he had become. How much he had pulled away using the excuse of his ongoing, classified investigation as a cover. One she couldn’t argue with. He had chosen work over her. Duty over her. And wrapped himself in the easy feelings for another to balm his ache.

“I was attacked, too.” However, her posture was off, the exertion of those words caused her to favor her left side. She had medical clearance, but her position and will overrode those of even the most elder healers. “By people I don’t know, for reasons I’m unclear about, because the person I’m to trust most in the world is hiding things from me.”

“To protect you.”

“We see how well that’s worked out.” Khuma set the cup down, her tea now too tepid to drink. Still so perfectly poised, the way she maintained elegant lines betrayed her training from birth. She steadied her voice as best she could. “Why can’t we…”

“What?”

“Act as a couple. Instead of pretending we still know who we are. That we’re not two strangers clinging to duty and calling it love.”

“That’s not fair. You’ve reduced us to nothing, when the reality is that I am a Niyabinghi officer,” Lebna said. “My duty is part of our relationship.”

“And I am the daughter of the Mansa.” Her voice hardened, the way a hurricane gathered strength. Her pride slipped its mask tight across her face. “We both have duties and responsibilities of office. The difference is that I don’t use mine to hide from you.”

“I don’t hide from you.” Even as the words left his mouth, his heart retreated another step; a delicate dance he performed out of instinct.

“Where is this coming from, Khuma?” Lebna sensed a trap, or at least, something unseen waiting to drop on him.

“You lied to me.”

“I never lied to you.”

“Your whole life is a lie,” Khuma said. “You hide who you are.”

“That’s the life of a station chief. Undercover. Running undercovers.”

“Playing with people’s emotions. Their lives. You deny your deepest feelings. You can’t be your real self. Can you even say his name?”

“Who?”

“You can’t, can you?”

“Ishant? Is that what this is about? He knows how to extract intelligence. That is not a trivial matter.”

“And intelligence is all that matters.”

“Our work is … transactional.”

“But you don’t have to be. Yet all I’m left with is a façade I’m supposed to build a life with.”

Nothing happened. Nothing has ever happened. Nothing will happen. Lebna opened and closed his mouth, not trusting himself to not reveal too much of himself.

“Our jobs are about deception. Façades we present. We stage versions of ourselves we have to carry with us for the sake of our obligations to community.”

“Not cut off parts of ourselves.”

Khuma balled her hand, attempting to not lose control of her feelings in the moment.

“We discipline our heart, our bodies, our minds—to lie and squash the parts of us that want to cry out in truth. Our truth. You’re correct about one thing: I only get a version of you. The one that’s been picked over. Scraps left behind after you’ve run your ops, debriefed your whoever, reported in, and filed away all of your Code Black / Eyes Only secrets.”

“You encouraged me to take on this responsibility.”

“I’d hoped we’d have the chance to build together, but we only seem to keep—” Khuma’s words trailed off. When she spoke again, it wasn’t to anyone in particular, except perhaps the ghosts of who they had been. “After a while, being steeped in deception and subterfuge, you no longer know what truth even is. What real is. You never talk to me. Why is it so hard?”

“I don’t know.” I’m trying.

“Just tell me anything. Tell me something real about you.”

“I—” don’t know how.

<Lebna, can you report to the council chamber.>

“Saved by my father.” Khuma smiled again, with the venom of bared teeth, and returned to staring out the view port. “Go. Do your duty.”



Geoboe grieved in the dark, alone in the council chamber, though the room was far from empty. The silence, the power of held breath, and the duppies of his ancestors judging him from the corners were his companions. Incense sweetened the air, though the smell left Lebna wondering when last his chieftain had bathed. The honor guard rotated toward him at his entrance, flowers tracking the morning sun. Lebna took a deep breath, settling his emi.

“Itoro was more than my mother. The rest of Muungano all had Xola. I had her.” If Geoboe registered his presence he gave no indication. A Mansa’s power was measured in his ability to hold his people together. Protect them. He had failed on both counts.

“Did you know that my mother gave me this.” His hands gripped the burnished wood of his dance staff. Its head a graceful, curved blade, but the surface bore the scars of years of service. He traced a groove with his finger, a wound that didn’t know how to heal. “This was crafted by some of our finest artisans, generations ago. They believed they had made something … eternal. She hoped it would inspire me, stoke a passion for our world.”

With a roar summoned from the pit of his belly, Geoboe raised the staff above his head and drove it down across his massive knee, snapping it in two. He held a broken piece in each hand. He shuddered, not giving in to the tears in his heart.

“I don’t wish to intrude during this time.”

“I summoned you,” Geoboe said.

“I also know the wisdom of staying silent when the people around me are suffering loss. Better than to offer up pufferies in the name of filling uncomfortable quiet.”

“Do you worry about how I might receive your ‘puffery’?”

“You are in a precarious space. Now’s not the time to … compartmentalize. Our enemies want you to grieve in private. To take all the pain onto yourself and deal with it on your own. We have to grieve as a community, at a scale we’ve never grieved at before. Our grief can push us, cause us to become more reactionary. It can either make us more cautious, or it can make us more radical. We have a choice in this moment, a last gasp of agency. We can wield our pain in the fight for justice. We need our Mansa.”

The Achebe’s engines burned at maximum in addition to the deployed sails. They maintained their speed as if their demons pursued them.

“I just coded a message,” Geoboe said with the distant absence of bringing up the weather.

“Coded?”

“Intercepted: ‘The chickens are coming home to roost.’”

“Jaha.” Lebna shook his head, almost relieved at returning to the familiar comfort of work.

“Before she arrives, I would speak to you of hard things.”

“Our days are filled with nothing but, of late.”

“The burden of leadership requires sacrifice.”

“What sort of sacrifice?”

“I understand that you and Khuma are having difficulties—”

“Geoboe, I am uncomfortable having this conversation with you. But your daughter and I—”

“If we could speak honestly about our losses, we could have real conversations.”

“I do not know where we stand. I fear that I have broken trust and thus failed at intimacy. We’ll need to delay the wedding. Perhaps indefinitely.”

“Your wedding. It must move forward. A grand display to be the envy of Muungano.”

“Even if the root on which it was built is a … lie?”

“Lies flourish in darkness. Drag it into the open, allow light to disinfect it. Even the strongest relationships can be broken given enough stress.” Geoboe set the broken pieces of his staff to the side, dispatching nanobots to retrieve and repair all save its central groove with a variation of a kintsugi technique. The repairing lacquer mixed with gold to highlight its many fractures, making the wounds stronger places than before. “But most things can be repaired. Sometimes made stronger than they were before. There are many ways to unite our people. Grief is one, as we will soon lay the Queen Mother to rest. Joy is one, as we are reminded of the binding power of love.” Geoboe locked his gaze on Lebna. “Fear is another. We will remind our enemies even as they press in about us.”

“I don’t—”

“We are in a situation where it is our bodies at risk. Where we are positioned to be killed. I have been reminded of the fact that intimacy is how we build trust. Trust is how we build relationships. And relationships are how we achieve our liberation.”

“That is part of the work of Muungano,” Lebna said.

“That work needs to be displayed, highlighted, and celebrated. Such as with a wedding.” Geoboe planted his heavy hand on Lebna’s shoulder. “We live in a visual world. It’s important that we provide the proper optics for our community. I will speak to my daughter. She will do what needs to be done for the sake of our community. As will you.”

<Encoded transmission incoming. Jaha Dimka. Code Black / Eyes Only.>

“Patch her through.” Geoboe waved off Lebna, not quite dismissing him.

Jaha’s holovid image filled the central dais. Enveloped within her command chair, dressed in her full Griot Circle regalia, she was on a mission.

“Godmother.”

“Lebna. Geoboe.”

“Habari gani?” Geoboe asked.

“There is no ‘good news.’ The Energy has escaped our custody. I’ve tracked him heading toward Oyigiyigi.”

“He prepares to make his move.”

“That’s why I’m on my way.”

“I thought the Dreaming City needed to gather more information. Drag its feet, with diplomacy as its excuse.” Geoboe didn’t bother to hide the sneer in his voice.

“I’m here on actionable intelligence,” she said.

“Where do we stand?” Lebna asked.

“We received a verbal confession that the attack on our embassy was a false-flag operation designed to draw us into a fray, such that O.E. would be able to unite her colonies under their auspices.”

“The decapitation strike on Camara Xola?” Lebna asked.

“Another group. A perfect storm of movement.”

“The Energy has burned a lot of bridges and has limited options.”

“O.E. The Dreaming City. The Belts. Bronzeville. All that’s left is Titan or Oyigiyigi. We’re getting detailed security updates from the staryard at Titan. If it’s military assets they’re targeting, that definitely leaves the Ring at Oyigiyigi as a logical target.”

“Your report indicated a desperation to his programming,” Lebna said.

“At this point, his cover has been blown but the mission remains paramount. No matter the cost,” Jaha said. “We suspect he’s going after strategic assets.”

“I neither believe nor trust in coincidence.” Geoboe stamped his staff.

“You and Camara Maulana have that in common. We’ve been looking to possibly back-channel—”

“No.” Geoboe’s tone did not invite discussion.

“No?” Jaha shifted, her question a rattlesnake’s warning, with her unused to being so brusquely contradicted.

“We are past back-channeling. Now is the time for open, frank action.”

“Frank?”

“Such as the attack on my mother.” Geoboe paced his command deck. “Theirs was a gambit of a scorched-earth-desperate attempt to both cover their tracks and create an enemy to unify all parties. They have severely miscalculated. I’ve petitioned Maulana to bring in our warships.”

“Our response?”

“We have been attacked.” Geoboe waved her off before she voiced concerns about proportional response. “Muungano. Our embassy. Xola. Titan. That was strategic and methodical. Draining our resources and spreading us thin. Revealing the full extent of our capabilities for all to see.”

“Well, they’ve at least accomplished part of their agenda,” Jaha said. “Muungano has become unified.”

“You joke?” Geoboe reared.

Jaha didn’t flinch. “You aren’t the only one with teeth.”

“What do you want from me? Scurrying deference to the mighty Dreaming City?”

“Geoboe, do you know what your problem is?”

“Jaha, if anyone ever doubts their shortcomings, you’re always at the ready to remind them.”

“You move through your insecurities. I’m not Itoro. I don’t have time to coddle and steer you.”

“No one—”

“I need you to run through your plan of action so that—and I’ll speak slowly—we. Can. Support. Your. Play.”

Geoboe was many things. Brash. Impulsive. Self-aggrandizing. But he unwaveringly moved in the interests of Oyigiyigi. Now he saw things through the lens of the entire Muungano community, not just Oyigiyigi.

“O.E. And the Interstellar Alliance. Our defensive capabilities will not be a surprise to anyone.”

“The Ring?”

“Has been all but an open secret. Presumably why your interlocuter fled here to sabotage it. No matter, I’m bringing it on line for all to see the full measure of our teeth. I don’t want my mother to have died in vain.”

“And the sight of our ships entering O.E.’s orbit?”

“Provides the proper optics. For ourselves.” Geoboe cut his eyes toward her.

“Damn, Geoboe.”

“I don’t need … steering.” Geoboe planted himself on his command chair and stamped his repaired dancing staff once. The sharp shot reverberated through the chamber. “I’m dispatching Lebna to you to aid in completing this mission. He has intel you may need.”



The outermost bodies tracked every ship that neared in their clandestine telemetry. Military drop ships, such as the Hurston, were basically heavily armored Saqqara. Harried, eyes wide, knuckles taut over the controls, Ezeji looked like he wished he’d smoked a bowl or two of chiba before embarking on this low atmosphere roller coaster. The ship careened among the asteroid field on the coded trajectory Lebna had provided. Despite the harnesses bracing them, Ezeji bucked in his seat.

“The Energy needs to complete the mission he was originally assigned. We have operatives on Titan and Oyigiyigi. All over the embassies and depots,” Jaha said.

“We’re blind out here. Just feeling around in the dark hoping we run across him.”

“Ain’t but so many ways to move about, especially if you keep pissing all over your people,” Jaha said.

“Surveillance is difficult to evade but not impossible,” Lebna said. “The Energy is good, but he’s not trained. Not HOVA nor Niyabinghi.”

“We put our people on operational stand down. Let him think we’ve lowered our guard, baiting a trap.” Jaha gestured for Lebna to follow, retreating to the far corner of the command deck for a measure of privacy. “Now, why am I really here?”

“To support Geoboe.”

“That’s not exactly in my skillset.”

“We’re encouraged to grow in our weak areas.”

“Does he know…”

“He’s … upset. Enough so that you were a calming presence.”

“Oh shit. That bad?”

“That bad.” Lebna scanned the courtyard. “We have people around him—elders, advisors, council members—poised to counsel, keep him from doing anything rash—”

“But he’s still Mansa. Unless he steps down or is found unfit to lead.”

Lebna’s hands hovered over the workstation, each gesture maneuvering security protocols and diverting ships into new vectors. Leaving the appearance of gaps in their security network.

“I was born in Lilongwe.” He began not meeting her eyes. He’d done many things in his service as a station officer. Uncountable things. Secret things. Shameful things. The casual atrocities that accompanied the things required to keep his people safe. Truth, something real, was a gentle mercy. “I was young when my father died in the Lunar Ukombozi war. No one would even tell us the operation, only that he died fighting for us. That we would be free. I can barely remember his eyes, but I can clearly picture his crooked grin, like he was trying to hide half his teeth at all times. A rhinoceros of a man, large and thick-skinned. He spoke of different groups he ran with. Organizations like the Deacons always sprouted, but few laid enough roots to sustain much growth. But they were the occasional thorn to whoever they rose to challenge. I grew up in the shadow of his memory, the stories of him.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“I needed to tell someone something true about me.”

The Ring stretched out like a ruined necklace. Asteroids caught in the gravitational wake of an unseen planet, however, there was a calculated randomness to their orbits. As their ship neared one, energy readings spiked. Lebna punched in a code allowing Jaha to see it for what it really was. Thrusters were hidden among its rocky clefts. The asteroid’s body had been hollowed out and reinforced. Miniature solar panels, like metallic flecks along its surface, powered its internal systems.

“They should go on alert,” Jaha said.

“Our people can be deployed with an hour’s notice.”

“Time we may not have.”

“The nearest cruisers are days away.” Lebna pressed his palm to the surface of the console as if that was the only way for him to remain upright.

“LISC’s. Not the Interstellar Alliance. They could be on our back door in moments,” Jaha said. “Let’s assume The Energy has somehow penetrated our fortifications or is close. Where would he go?”

“Kokou. The largest asteroid. Dock there.”

The Kokou was a command hub and central listening station. Its shadowed bunkers monitored array readouts and holovids as virtual war rooms. One bay had people furiously scurrying about, arranging sleek metal shards like sheets to be put away in a linen closet. Lebna led Jaha through the receiving dock.

“Drone deck,” Lebna said before she asked.

“I have clearance,” she sniffed.

“I know. Drone hives. These are manufactured only on Oyigiyigi.”

“Since when does Oyigiyigi manufacture weapons?”

“Besides the Ring itself?”

“Let’s pretend you’re done being a smart-ass.”

“Maulana cleared it. Code Black / Eyes Only. These are designed to be tucked into tesseract folds to disperse and swarm.”

Jaha stopped and whirled, taking him by the arm. “This is the same tactic used to attack us on Titan.”

“No. I mean, yes, but no. These are designed for combat at a warship level. These could level a city in minutes.”

“Lord. What are we doing?”

“Whatever we have to in order to survive.” Lebna froze mid-step, his eyes adjusting to the crimson emergency light strips along the walls.

The hum of the fusion reactors powering Kokou had been replaced by a disconcerting non-sound. Not quite silence, but an absence; punctuated by the clang of boots on metal. EVM navsuits deployed, allowing personal artificial gravity. Lebna pivoted, his pulse quickened. Kokou was a sprawling labyrinth below the asteroid’s surface. Built to withstand orbital strikes and EMP attacks. From the outside. Inside it was as vulnerable as a belly to a blade. He skulked into the operations hub. Jaha hunched over a workstation, frantically maneuvering data streams.

“Jaha?” He hoped commlink hadn’t gone down because Maya being off line would usher in a whole other suite of problems. “Check the core’s systems.”

“Damn it.” The central display lit her face to a dull glare, a spotlight to her continuing to curse under her breath. Her hands didn’t move as nimbly as they used to. She grimaced, and favored her side. Her hands skimmed the monitors. The data streams fluctuated. “Someone’s in the system. Staying one step ahead of me.”

“Should I jump in?”

“No, you should find him and jump his ass.”

The room grew colder. The thick rock not much insulation against the cold vacuum of space. A surgical strike, disabling them—and every early weapons array at Muungano’s disposal—in a single move. A low rumble reverberated through the asteroid. Whoever did this knew exactly where to strike. Precisely timed. That thought tightened his chest. He made his way to the reactor room.

Lebna moved onto the walkway. The isocrawl was cramped.

“Maya, can you pinpoint the site of interference with Jaha’s terminal?”

<Movement detected.> Their voice commlinked directly in his ear. <Quadrant three. Substation seven.>

Death would be easy. All of his problems solved in one fell swoop. The weight of duty. The convoluted mess of he and Khuma. The steady drumbeat of war. His responsibilities to carry out security. Lebna pressed his back to the wall as he advanced. He wrapped his hand around his plasma pistol. He wasn’t a Griot Circle officer and a pehla stick was strictly a close-range weapon. Rounding the corner, he drew himself back in the same instant. He hadn’t expected to run across The Energy here. Not yet. But a shadow crouched over an open node panel. His hands moved with mechanical cadence. A brilliant move, operating from an isocrawl juncture, where no one would think to look. The signal Maya had traced had been routed through the substation. A small torch blazed beneath where The Energy worked, combatting Jaha with one hand as a feint so he could cut through a panel to reach his actual target. From this node, he could directly access the Ring’s weapons systems, bypassing a host of security locks with a simple physical override.

“Set it down, The Energy.” Lebna trained his plasma pistol on him.

The man froze mid-stroke. His talon rested on a shelf above the node. Just within reach.

“Don’t. You’re good, but you’re not that good.”

“Possibly not.” The Energy kicked himself away from the console.

Lebna fired.

The plasma charge glanced against one of The Energy’s armor plates. He tumbled into the shadows. Lebna hesitated, ears strained against the silence. A couple of grenades flew from the shadows. Lebna dove for cover, expecting the sonic concussion to bowl him off his feet. They discharged with a thrum not an explosion. Not concussive grenades. EMP charges. And the panel had been removed, leaving the system exposed. The lights flickered. Once. Twice. Then cut out completely.

A cascade of darkness as the Ring went dark.

Lebna crossed the isocrawl chamber. The Energy leapt toward him, knocking the weapon from his hand. Lebna threw an elbow at him, but The Energy blocked it with his palm before crossing him with his right. Lebna allowed his momentum to speed his roll toward The Energy’s talon. One step ahead of him, The Energy snatched the talon.

“Sorry, but sometimes it just be this way.”

“It sure does.” Jaha dropped from the ceiling. Her legs wrapped around The Energy’s neck and shoulders. Grappled him to the ground and bought Lebna the second he needed to grab his charge pistol and kick the talon out of The Energy’s reach.

“You can get three million credits from LISC to be a consultant. Plus a bonus for returning me,” The Energy said.

“Why would we count on a broke-ass organization for money?”

“You could be one of their most valued assets.”

“You seem to miss the point. They can’t afford me.” Jaha initiated a command reset of protocols. Railguns flared to life. Lighting flashed to life. The Ring reset itself.

The Ring’s proximity alarms blared, as if continuing a scream that had been prematurely interrupted. A monitor flared to life. Familiar radiation signatures erupted in a spark of data streams. A holovid projection of the Orun Gate appeared. The gate had finished reforming. And had activated.

The Interstellar Alliance had arrived.
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D’GOTE
Morawi—Planetside



There may have been no beginning. One story goes that the eternally inflating universe could surround bubble universes—an infinite series of bubbles, perhaps a multiverse—of non-inflating space. Reality was relative and positional since the bubbles were finite only if seen from outside. The space within the bubbles was infinite, full of possibilities, from the perspective of an observer inside.


—Malkia Maya, Chronicles



1,000 Years After Cypher

The rift between the Inhlanzi and the Siafu had long been allowed to simmer. The then-Malkia split the jeshis, absorbing over a third as her personal guard. One of the griots observed that it wasn’t an issue of security, but one of hubris. The Malkia had been steadily elevating herself and concentrating more power to herself. The Indaba, fat and lazy by nature, had allowed her to since it meant less for them to do. They became their own caste within the colony, the VoxRebel.

The Siafu, ever resentful of the Inhlanzi, brought in the remaining jeshis, allowing them to train in a manner true to their mystic ways. Thus arose the sand dancers. That acrimony gave rise to their own Malkia. The Inhlanzi Malkia immediately recognized this threat to her order, but the Siafu Malkia moved swiftly. A Siafu raid ferreted off as much of the central banks as possible—nearly half of them. Several Indaba members joined the Siafu in protest of the ways of the Inhlanzi Malkia. She ordered her VoxRebel to seize them.

And thus the First Battle enjoined.

They mounted their campaign like they did all others. Their opening maneuvers designed to terrorize their prey. An enemy implied a worthy foe, and they were Inhlanzi. None were worthy of them. They huddled away until the early hours of the day cycle. Their artificial systems of light adhered to like holy writ, the sounds of metal rending lasted little more than an hour. The cries of anguish as ill-trained Siafu fought the highly honed VoxRebel. The sounds were foreign. All they knew was that their way of life had just changed.

The thing the griots recalled most clearly, with a wistful flush of envy and longing, was how the battle had raged. The Morawi colony shook. The Siafu pressed the only advantage they had, superior numbers, but the effort nearly collapsed the Mountain of Cypher down upon them all.

Then the fighting stopped.

That had all changed with the arrival of the first-contact plagueship which brought the disease turning D’Gote’s people into Praetor. The Praetor had been either Inhlanzi or Siafu until an infection swept through them. Too late, the Morawi realized the pandemic was actually an invasion, a biological incursion by the virus race, the Revisio.

In his lifetime, D’Gote had known only peace, the colony policed by the jeshis known as VoxRebel. What occasional skirmishes broke out were immediately squashed by them with brutal efficiency. Now there were many nights when he’d feign going to sleep early to listen in on the evening ritual of the elder griots reciting the great jeliya.

The hillside the Praetor chose to make camp in was as hard and rocky as the Inhlanzi themselves. The VoxRebel hid among the Mountain of Cypher, mostly concentrated along the Anousheh Ridge, the Yahya Desert separating them. A gravel pile sliced with trails, loose dirt cascaded down its length the way rain slid down a window. A series of hollows ran along its flank away from the wind and facing opposite the rising sun. Parts of the entrenched camp extended underground. From there, they staged their guerrilla attacks.

“What those VoxRebel expected to accomplish, I don’t know. Run around their side to sneak up on us while we have the high ground surveying the entire field. That wasn’t much of a plan.” The lead Praetor strutted about.

A VoxRebel squad had sought to outflank the Praetor but was intercepted. They fell easily, almost voluntarily, in the way of drones. The encounter was as brief as it was bloody. Only a few Praetor were required to meet their number. The Praetor had removed the VoxRebels’ heads and mounted them atop pikes, planted like flesh-covered sunflowers in the valley as a warning. The bulky armor of the Praetor, obsidian and nonreflective, gave their RAX units the appearance of miniature tanks. To walk the desert without an RAX unit as a mechanical carapace—without its food and water stores—was certain death. Transparent disks were fixed onto each arm; their shields were ever ready to be brought to bear in an instant. A single red light pulsed on their face plates, constantly scanning their environment. Wardens of the subterranean city-state ever on guard for an excuse to release the fury of the government’s will. They rarely spoke, thus stoking the rumors about them being more robot than human.

D’Gote’s lineage wasn’t enough to protect him. His genestream traced back to Bekele Chikeke himself. The Blessed Stacia, may she rest in power. If he were going to be true to any part of their legacy, it would be to fight for the liberation of his people, all of them, no matter the sacrifice.

The Praetor had committed themselves to the idea of survival of the fittest. From the moment they left their chambers, a strict sense of self was systematically drilled out them. They neither relied on nor demanded subservience to the Communion. They stripped down each member—in constant training, drilling, all manner of martial discipline—until they were a single colony. Bound by words like honor and duty, sacrifice and victory. Glory. And their numbers swelled.

D’Gote’s stomach clenched with every crash of the RAX units. At one point a shrieking rend of metal was so piercing, he almost moaned. His mouth watered; the back of his throat clogged with bile. He reached into his gaster unit hoping for some water just to break the taste in his mouth and settle his stomach, but his stores were empty. “We Siafu aren’t military thinkers by any stretch of the imagination. Perhaps our elders thought a small expedition could pierce the lines of the Praetor and retrieve their prize before the first battle enjoined and first blood was shed.”

“And how has that worked out for you?”

Across from him, his fellow captives shunned him. The Inhlanzi eyed him with greater suspicion than they did the Praetor who held them captive. They jeered, cursing at him and snapped the pincers of their cracked RAX units in clacking protest of his presence when he passed. Some hurled insults; others spat; a few demanded his death. He was so different from what his own people recognized that he could feel their relief when he left. Beads of cold sweat trickled between D’Gote’s shoulder blades. Off to himself, he dined alone on olaf and putu supplied by the Siafu. Their olaf was baked to crispness, not soft the way Inhlanzi prepared it. But the Siafu did not spread it out in sheets for each to pinch and eat. Huddled in a corner of the hovel, the Siafu casting wary glances his way, he was a Middan Pile of one. Alone.

No one suspected him.

Things had gone exactly according to his Malkia’s plan. He had been captured and brought within the Praetor camp, awaiting exposure to the Revisio virus. The process they considered elite capture. However, he wasn’t trained in any of the jeshi ways. He was one of the excommunicated, a nomad between the Morawi colonies. An untouchable. Thus a perfect plant for the Inhlanzi against the Praetor. None would consider him a threat, much less an infiltrating plant. Nervous, he felt for his subdermal sigil. The Praetor turned to him. Startled, D’Gote accidentally activated his sigil.

“Kai, kai, kai,” D’Gote cursed to himself. It wasn’t time.

The dunes shimmered. The wind picked up, a gentle howl, whipping grit through the air. The RAX systems were designed to resist the scourging and clogging ways of sand. The lead Praetor shifted, uneasy with suspicion. He launched scout drones, remote optics to survey the desert.

The sand moved wrong.

D’Gote’s bones ached. A static tension curled the hair along his neck. A shadow blurred along the landscape. Then another. Shimmers at the edge of his vision. The sand itself roiled, mounds rose, pustules across the desert floor, mirages against the undulations of the dunes. The mounds birthed sand dancers. Their movements fluid, preternatural, windblown reeds bending without breaking. Their curved obsidian blades glistened in the sunlight. Their attack was as sudden as it was furious, descending on the Praetor before they could pivot to draw their weapons. Sparks leapt about with their severed servos. They fired wildly, undisciplined. Panicked. The sand dancers appeared and disappeared among them. One traced the air with her fingers, stirring the granular earth until it seemed nearly fluid. The desert itself chose sides, betraying the Praetors’ footing. Even D’Gote struggled to keep his footing, conserving his strength for walking, every movement an effort. Overwhelmed, the lead Praetor brought up a hand cannon. His boots found too little purchase; the ground shifted under him. The sand pooled to his ankles, sucking at his feet with each heavy plod. The sand liquefied, sucking him down. The additional weight of the RAX caused him to sink farther. He lost his bearing, stumbling as he fired. The discharge caused D’Gote to lose his footing. His arms pin-wheeled in a desperate bid to maintain his balance. His ankles gave way and he tumbled forward. The concussive volley blasts knocked D’Gote over the edge of the cleft.

This rescue wasn’t going as planned.

The world spun at odd angles. His RAX unit buffeted by the hot sand. D’Gote drew his arms in close to him and surrendered to his plummeting roll. Knowing the fall would stop. Knowing the bumps and thumps would cease. Knowing he’d eventually hit bottom.

Sprawled at the base of the sand pit, limbs akimbo as if finally finding a comfortable position to sleep in, D’Gote didn’t move. He waited for his systems to recalibrate. His armor had barely protected him, sustaining severe damage in the fall. As he cataloged his injuries, wits, and bearing, salty sweat trickled into his numerous cuts. His swollen lips cracked. Blood dried on his neck though he didn’t know from which wound since everything hurt. His eyes squinted against the glare of the white-hot sands. What breeze there was died, and the motionless air hung heavy and oppressive.

Seeing his screen still produced only a grainy storm as a reading, he tested his own limbs. He flexed his fingers. He kicked, just to make sure he remained intact and functional. Bruises on his back and shoulders throbbed in complaint. Sweat streaked along his neck and back in uncomfortable rolls. He failed to marshal the energy and will to bother getting up.

The mattress of sand beneath him warmed him. The cooling units of the RAX suit taxed to their limit, slowly failing. His throat parched and dry, his gaster stores long empty. All about him were mounds of sand. The south slope of the pit had the slightest inclination. He had followed an eastern tack across the Yahya Desert; south would take him back toward the Mountain of Cypher. How many kilometers before he reached Anousheh Ridge in the distance, he had no idea. There might be rock tanks which held water, a natural reservoir. The rock basins made for natural collectors of water: without seepage, the water pooled in the rocks, and no vegetation sprouted around it to hint of its presence. Besides, the mountains were his only hope of shade.

The tallest peak of the ridge became his guiding star and he let all other concerns fall from his mind, save nearing that peak. Due to the blisters on his feet, each step brought a curse. The Siafu for imposing a calling for his life on him and then penalizing him for not living up to it. The unseen aliens for stripping the Communion from him. The Indaba for judging him. The Malkia for excommunicating him. The Praetor for being the consuming thugs they became.

His feet, heavy and awkward, plodded along seemingly more on muscle memory than any effort from him. With no sense of time, no thought to the pain in his extremities, he simply focused on just making the next step. D’Gote trudged along, not confident of where he was heading other than … away. The desert tempered all that dared challenge it. Foraging for survival honed any who traversed it, but in the end, the desert always won.

The Inhlanzi wandered the desert in continual challenge to themselves. He hoped to pick up their trail at some point.

Out in the desert.

Somewhere.

This wasn’t one of his better-thought-out plans. He needed to come up with a plan B. Everything seemed so large, so above him, and so did any thought of being able to do anything at all, much less indulge any sense of being in control. The Revisio had plans to conquer Morawi, Siafu and Inhlanzi alike. To infect them with their viral weapons. Change and transform them—bending them to the will of Revisio biology—to become Praetor. The thought settled on him that the sand dancers wouldn’t mount a rescue just for him, especially if he was presumed dead. Nor would any VoxRebel patrol be dispatched, even to eliminate him as a potential threat. Nomads were beneath their notice, their concern. The odds dictated that he would probably die out here. Alone. An utter waste of mission and life. He had yet to accomplish anything he ever set out to do. He’d half-assed his way through life; without having committed to anything or anyone for any length of time; and he had nothing to show for it. He dared not sit down; he didn’t deserve to. Whatever gaster reserves he had or could scavenge wouldn’t be enough to get him up again if he stopped. The systems of his RAX unit shut down one by one.

D’Gote pushed himself along, pulling his knees under him. His legs wobbled but didn’t give out. Scurrying along the south slope, he slid down a few centimeters in the sand with each step. Desperate but determined, he gained more ground than he lost. He shoved everything from his mind. His hunger. His thirst. His heat exhaustion. He tapped any reserves of strength left, slogging through the delirium of pain.

The servos of his legs whirred then went silent. His screen blurred and then went black. The RAX unit, dark and quiet, threatened to become his tomb. If he was to die, he would do so with his eyes staring at the enemy that defeated him, unfiltered by the visor. Using the last of his strength, he pried his RAX visor open. His heartbeat reverberated against the unit. His mind, rendered light by the heat, became convinced that the desert’s heart thudded against him. A scratching sound drew his attention. Sand-swept stones filled his field of vision. Until a rag-swaddled foot interrupted his view. He told his brain to turn his head in the direction of the source of said foot, but arching his eyebrow toward it was all the action his body could muster. Another foot settled next to the first. The legs bent, lowering a body into sight. A head, wrapped in rags, cocked to one side and then the other, reminding D’Gote of a lizard struck curious by an unfamiliar object. D’Gote decided to convince himself that the Universe was helping him improvise a plan B. Allowing himself to be captured and taken captive.

So he passed out.



The last memory D’Gote recalled was waking up. The scene blurred the way dreams mashed together and melded into one another as if it were still one coherent storyline. Sleep had its own gravity and D’Gote wanted to do little else than give into its inexorable pull and rest. Mustering what strength he could through his haze, he tilted his head, craning it about. He couldn’t quite focus his eyes, unable to reach full wakefulness. A kaleidoscope of lights, filtered through glass and liquid, greeted him. A preservation tank not too different from the one he was born in, not that he had any real memory of it. He was meant to slumber through the treatment, a distant echo of the Communion; the nagging scratch of a missing limb clawed its way through the darkness breaking through the prison of anesthetic. Tubes. Bleeps. Lights. The monitors connected to him chirped and whined. Behind a blood-speckled mask, a surgeon—human, but neither Siafu nor Inhlanzi—waved her hands with a controlled freneticism, swapping instruments and probing him. The thin, black material forming his exosoma served as a second skin—permeable to water and gas—the interface between the user and the bioarmor of the RAX unit. Nanobots trolled its surface effecting repairs to the RAX unit. Her knife sliced to the bone. His muffled scream became a full body spasm with the incision.

“What have we here, little snowflake?” Holding her scalpel, the woman paused with mild curiosity. With eyes the color of frost on grass, her icy stare shriveled everyone in its wake, making them feel every bit beneath her she assumed them to be. Cool and aloof, a porcelain woman built of pretense and insecurity trying to prove herself. Part of him sympathized with her.

“Who are you?”

“Dr. Alaya Prebius.”

“Prebius. Why do we know that name?”

“My forebear has been consigned to dusty corners of your history, reduced to a legend on your world. A ‘duppy’ story used to scare your children at bedtime. Yet on our world, he’s revered as ‘Father.’ His teachings became the path to achieve what we call ‘Zenith.’”

The lab had no windows. Its earthen walls hinted that it was tucked deep within a chamber buried in the mountain. D’Gote remembered a story about great pyramids created by the originators. Legends spread about the great machinery and knowledge preserved within them. But they had been lost in the war between the Inhlanzi and Siafu.

“I … cannot hear my colony.”

“If I understand this infotaxis system of yours, each individual of Morawi has their nanovirus attenuated to them so they can access, or ‘partake,’ of this … Communion. It’s how you recognize one another. Near as I can figure, it was like having the Infolink of a quantum computer in your head.”

“And you removed it from me?”

“Yes. It seems to have had the unfortunate side effect of making you deaf to your people.” Dr. Prebius placed her hand on D’Gote’s shoulder. His chest a portrait of contusions and bruises, a water color painting of burst vessels. She dabbed at a cut on his cheek. Wincing, he shrank from her touch. She persisted in treating his wounds. He’d missed the simple connection of touch. Perhaps it was because he spent too much time in his RAX unit. Isolated. Cut off. To where some days he didn’t feel quite of Morawi, whatever that meant. He relaxed a bit and allowed her to tend to him. “But maybe your other senses will compensate.”

“I am lost to them,” D’Gote whispered. The sound of his voice startled her as if she’d forgotten he was there. “Without the Communion, I am fit only for the Middan Pile.”

“Middan Pile?” She seemed to search for something to take notes on. “If I understand your culture, it’s sort of like your common cemetery. It holds a nearly sacred place in your lives.”

“It’s all I’m good for.”

A moan emanated from near D’Gote. His eyes cleared enough for him to make out a figure shrouded in darkness on the next table over. Writhing despite the chemical restraints, further along in the process. Skin rich as turned soil, his dreadlocks matted by sweat. Tubes ran in and out of the figure, his Morawi genestream overridden and rewritten by the Revisio. The doctor stepped over to check on him with the coolness of making sure she hadn’t burned her omelet. Her hand moved with practiced calm, unflinching as her needle found his vein.

“Pain always accompanies the process.” Her voice barely rose above the mechanical hum of her machines. “You should welcome it. You are coming into your true purpose.”

The man convulsed against his restraints. She tapped away on her data pad. Steeped in the long shadows of history. Of diseases gone untreated. Of cell lines preserved and exploited. Of wombs carved open without anesthesia. Faces without names. Only data to be collected.

“D’Gote, is it? What’s it like, not having the link to your … Communion,” she said with a hint of disdain in her voice.

“It’s like realizing you’re alone and lost. And that no matter what you do, part of you will always be missing.” Now was one of the times he wished he were better at words. He didn’t have the poetry to describe the absence of a limb combined with the abandonment of everyone he knew. “Cynicism is easy. Fatalism is easy. Anger is easy. We choose the harder path and continue to survive.”

Rather than berate himself for longings and inclinations he no longer had, he grew patient with the clarity of questions. His uncertainty didn’t stop him from moving forward or keep him from having an open mind. He no longer required grand demonstrations of fidelity or proof of existence from deities. He only wanted a life of gratitude and hope. And most days he still thought he asked for too much.

“What do those pictograms even mean?”

“Those are pictures of the story of the colony’s creation. The Great Story, the jeliya, is the foundation of our society and social order.” D’Gote thought about the images on the door of the Malkia’s chambers. He still found comfort in hearing parts of the Great Story. His voice became dreamy with a griot’s practice of the jeliya. “Before time, the stars, the moon, or this world, there was Nothingness. Darkness itself that was everything. Yet it was content. Complete. Conscious.

“‘I am,’ it said to itself. A living thought.

“Yet from its wellspring of completeness it desired to create. From the living nothing it brought forth the conjoined twins, Time and Space. The very act of creation changed the Great Nothingness. It knew feelings: love, anger, jealousy, hurt, grief. It became spirit and breathed life into the first Malkia, the Great Mother Ma.

“Ma was determined to be dependent on no one and nothing save herself. A new feeling threatened to consume her. Loneliness. She devoured the life spark breathed into her by the Great Spirit and grew until she too could create. She became Uhlanga Lwe Zizwe, the Tree of Life. Her first attempt became the Wise People of the Clans, the Indaba. She made them her opposite, and they were cursed, bound to her and through her, with immortality. She moved from world to world, leaving the spark of life in her wake until she found the right world.

“Eventually she found Morawi, a shattered world not defiled by humans. Its face matched her mood. Its seas had retreated after a great cataclysm, fled to deep underground, leaving only barren crags. She seated herself in the Mountain of Cypher to hide from her first children, because she feared that they might hunt her down and kill her. There were other stories of how she lived in a great silver city now long buried. Or how she became Mamerafe, Mother of Clans, the Siafu and the Inhlanzi.

“Ma traveled the void as it slowly populated with stars. Her mission of Uhlanga to spread seeds throughout, leaving life in her wake. A reminder to never lose hope, no matter how dark the night.”

“Thank you for sharing your story, little snowflake.” Dr. Prebius stopped taking notes. Monitors whirred, a metallic bleat matched his heart’s rhythm. All sounds muffled by the protective liquid. A warm liquid, like heated milk honeyed by butter, though slightly more translucent, flowed through tubes into him. She attended her machines before retrieving her scalpel. “Now I must finish your treatment.”

“How?” A flood of numbing warmth filled him, and his heavy-lidded eyes closed again.

“Vivisection, of course. Then to take no chances, one’s parts are to be cremated rather than placed in the Middan Pile.”

“I’m part of this colony. I serve the colony. That’s what I was trying to tell the Malkia. There’s a danger to the colony,” D’Gote muttered through muddled delirium. He viewed himself in the mirror array and couldn’t help but imagine this was how spiders saw him with their many faceted eyes.

“I. That’s another symptom. Our research indicated there was no ‘I’ among the Amaitjo. This may explain why we were told that you are dangerous. We’ve been studying your people for a while. Learned a few things,” the doctor said, once the scene had settled down and the tension had been somewhat relieved. She studied the monitors but held a blank expression, clearly not understanding any of the data streaming in front of her. She probably considered it more important that she looked the part of informed and decisive scientist. “Like you having some sort of nanovirus which we’ve purged from your system. Turns out what we thought was a pathogen was a required adaptation by your people. It connects you all. Allows for wide dissemination of information and broadcasts. Even infotaxis. Kind of a technological telepathy. I’m here to see if there are any other anomalies we need to worry about.” The doctor placed her scanner on the tray and began to arrange the mirrors around him. She clamped vessels and tugged at organs. D’Gote felt it all. Riddled with injuries, the innumerable scratches and cuts would heal, but the broken bones needed to be set. The knicked organs needed to be stitched. She dictated her observations as she worked. “The nanovirus—what they call their ‘infotaxis’ that connects him to their ‘Communion’—had to be purged from his system.”

Time stopped and his cells became living explosions, his skin set on fire. His mind erupted in a simultaneous flood of anguish and incandescent pain. When the wave subsided, the process began again. He prayed for unconsciousness, to hold the pain of the world at bay, its deep darkness buried his emi, hid it from everything. Locked in a rapturous cycle, D’Gote’s entire reality, all that existed in that moment, constricted, reduced to a primal atom. In that moment he became disengaged from the colony’s memories, a dispossessed spirit looking down on his own body.

An explosion blew out the laboratory wall.

Sights and sounds hit D’Gote all at once as soon as he forced his eyes open. The world rushed in. Cracks of small munitions fire split the air. Dull, heavy whumps of high explosives soon shattered it. The explosions in the distance. The flashes of light. The rumble of the ground beneath him. The high whine of projectiles overhead and nearby. A heavy smoke crawled along the battlefield. The smashing grind of metal on metal. A harangue of battlefield shouting.

The might of the Inhlanzi and Siafu, VoxRebel and sand dancers, arrayed against the Praetor. Little more than a game of balompié with the alien vessel as the ball. Both sides lined up to rush it, the ball itself almost inconsequential against the prospect of the clash itself. The Inhlanzi marched. Their members lined the Anousheh Ridge, wanting their numbers to be seen blotting out the sun.

Completely redesigned RAX units propelled Inhlanzi troops through the air. Not a prolonged or especially guided flight, as they essentially vaulted themselves into the air, throwing themselves toward panicking Siafu workers, like waves of fluttering cicadas, which flew only far enough ahead just to be disturbed a few steps later.

The heat of the overhead sun, reflected by the sand, played tricks on the mind. D’Gote spied movement from the corners of his eyes, like tokoloshes dancing madly among the shadows.

A whistling trailed toward them. And then another. And another. The valley echoed with hundreds of the strange sounds, followed by heavy thuds, like the beginning of a hailstorm. The many explosions created a low-lying cloud. The haze reduced the charging Siafu sand dancers to strange shapes. More whistles followed by the hollow thumps of impact. So near, sand splashed his visor. D’Gote turned to the cause. A Praetor doubled over, a paratrooper recovering from its landing, and brought its weapons to bear.

D’Gote yanked his arm free of the tub and grabbed Dr. Prebius’s wrist. She cried out in startled pain, releasing the scalpel. He sliced the tubes pumping their foul concoction into him. He summoned enough strength to roll off the medtable.

Click-clack. Click-clack. Click-clack. Click-clack. Click-clack. Click-clack.

The newly born Praetor donned an RAX unit, testing its compatibility to its new biosignature. D’Gote stumbled toward his fractured suit. His exosoma had sealed his wounds, but he was far from healed. Or whole. He dove into his unit and its mechanical embrace wrapped him. On a signal, the newly infected Praetor grabbed him, yanking at his limbs in an angry tug of war, drawing him this way and that, like children arguing over their favorite toy, until his RAX began to separate at its joints. Metal grinding and wrenching, it ripped in half.

Click-clack. Click-clack. Click-clack. Click-clack. Click-clack. Click-clack.

No longer amused, the Praetor peered up at him with death-filled eyes. His breath smelled of sweetened feces. He prepared to thrust his gauntlet home into D’Gote’s gullet, when his face took on the appearance of someone whose dinner had suddenly turned bad in their stomach. D’Gote sprang his inkemba and cleaved the chest of the Inhlanzi as he landed on him.

Standing his ground, unflinching, D’Gote scabbarded his inkemba.

Broken RAX unit parts crunched underfoot as D’Gote stalked the ruins. His heart pounded against his ribs. He focused his intent on his next step. With the Inhlanzi colony, the principle had been the same, find his way to the bowels of the colony. A Praetor ibuto rushed toward him. D’Gote dove out of sight, then realized they were looking past him to join some others in a charge.

Dr. Prebius shrank away, slapping a panel along the far wall. An emergency alert blared. A contingent of Praetor poured into the room, even as VoxRebel and sand dancers approached from the hole blasted in the wall. Everyone paused in indecision at which enemy to target first.

A VoxRebel launched themselves with a zealous glee, leaping weaponless into the huddled group of Praetor. Hunched over and misshapen in her armor, she was an approximation of both human and insect: all extra limbs and unnatural angles, with a strange lumbering cant. A series of claws served as her battle implements. Red eyes ringed her helmet, each shifting back and forth, constantly scanning. Two sets of interlocked jaws framed her visor. Her gauntlets closed, folding to a point which she used to stab into the less protected parts of the Praetor RAX units. Blinding two by damaging their visors, she left the third clutching his throat with a savage strike. Staves pierced his carapace. The Praetor thrashed about in response, trying to shake her loose. His insides all tubes and wires, a complicated system; a mechanical shell protecting an equally complicated system of vessels, nerves, and easily pulped organs. With that Praetor incapacitated, she finished off the first two.

D’Gote narrowly dodged under a swipe from an approaching Praetor. D’Gote brought his inkemba to bear. He feared he didn’t have the luxury to not be bloody in this combat. His mind focused on the task at hand. Should he live, the memories could haunt him, but he needed to survive in order to regret. He caught the arm, more by instinct than skill, then returned several punches of his own. The blows clanged but landed on the most heavily armored part of the RAX unit, his severe clangs producing only cosmetic damage. The Praetor lunged, overbalanced, so D’Gote shoved him. Crouching, D’Gote shouldered into him, toppling the Praetor.

Time grew short. The Siafu and the Inhlanzi enjoined, thundering in metallic echo, a terrible din of steel whining under strain and the grinding of gears. Hopefully distraction enough for D’Gote to finish his mission. He grabbed a drilling attachment which had been shorn free of a combatant and ran toward the machinery. Born of desperation, he knew he’d have to improvise the next bit of his plan. He began to reroute its power conduits into a feedback loop. He needed this device—and all of its collected research—destroyed. They needed to end the Revisio incursion at the point of infection, even if it cost them the entire colony.

D’Gote closed his eyes as if meditating. He stiffened and scrambled for cover. “Everybody down!”

Explosions erupted ahead of them. Some of the Revisio scientists jumped at the sounds. Distracted, he turned away from where they were scurrying. More mechanized shapes from all sides. Erupting from the sand like desert crabs snatching prey, the sand dancers launched more metal bolts; more assegai plunging through the soft bodies of the retreating scientists.

D’Gote was flushed with triumph and exhaustion after a long stark night spent on high alert for every new sound or investigating the slightest movement. One of the scientists wobbled, an assegai protruding from his back. Pushed free like loose armor plating, Dr. Prebius’s bloodied face peered out from the pile of scientists. Before D’Gote could cry out in protest, she dashed out of the room into the labyrinthine hallways. Until he got to a place where his sabhu would be at peace or at least run out of questions, he was content to continue on his path. Dying was easy. Living, especially with the burden of leadership was difficult.

A VoxRebel and a sand dancer strode toward him, murderous intent in their steps. When they were within arm’s reach, the VoxRebel presented him with a small reliquary. Opening it, he saw a preserved artifact. A belt. The sacred symbol of their people. The Siafu held out a box. Within it was a Huichol collar, a necklace which once belonged to Marguerite Pinero-Chikeke. His forebear. D’Gote never blindly followed stories but prided himself on trying to find the essence of the truth they pointed to. The need to return to and preserve their old ways if they were going to unite and survive.

But the Inhlanzi and Siafu needed to come together if they were to stave off the new terrors coming at them from the stars.
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WACHIRU ADISA
Muungano—The Dreaming City



No space was free of ghosts. Not even Muungano. Maybe especially not Muungano.

Anyah was Night Train.

It had been a long time since we had been in our rondavel. A lifetime ago. Or two. Needing something to do with our hands, we traced the frame of the door with our calloused fingers. Some duppies were loud. Memories of slammed doors or arguments over dominos. Some lingered, quiet as the scent of lavender. Anyah’s sigh in the sunlit silhouette of the curtains. Haunted by questions. The signs we missed. The clues we’d ignored. Replaying the furtive glances. The parts of her hidden from us. The places within her we couldn’t reach.

Anyah was Night Train.

The truth still hadn’t settled into us. Broken pieces barely held together, spiked fragments to be handled carefully; she fell into our orbit, and we fell in love. We’d brought her into our home. Introduced her to our family. All the while, she was a weapon. A false-flag operative from the Service of the Order—fired from chambers deep within O.E.—used to assassinate our father, Xola. He loved her and her unborn daughter. The entire time Xola knew. Didn’t flinch, even as she administered the viral poison to him. He embraced it, his fate, much the way he did her. Loving her for who she could be, how he saw her. Whole.

Love weaponized against us.

“I’m sorry.” Our whispered apologies meant nothing to the dead.

Light spilled across the floor. A hand reached for ours.

“We’re all a collection of stories,” The Myst said gently. “Some good, some bad.”

“All stories deserve a more careful reading.”

“You have to discern what stories only need to be skimmed.” The Myst shifted slightly, tentative, unsure if her words were too indelicate.

“From our earliest days in the Learning Tree we’re taught to never lose sight of the person in front of us. To create safe spaces for each other.” The dead had a way of unsealing secrets. We wondered why we had never asked. Why we were so afraid to press her. Perhaps some part of our sabhu knew. We had to face a bitter truth: We’d loved her but had never seen her. Not in the way she needed. Neither knowing, neither risking rejection, neither loving as we should.

“You never struck me as the perfect sebau.” The Myst gripped our hand tighter. “None of us are. We continue to accumulate and be shaped by stories. All we can do is offer the posture of continuing to listen and learn.”

“And when we fail? When we only think we know someone?”

“I’m not her.”

“How can we be sure?”

“You can’t. You can only dare to risk.” Ever direct, The Myst asked exactly what was on her mind. “Do you ever think about her?”

There was no point in pretending we didn’t know what she was asking. “We’ve spent so much time and energy actively not thinking about her.”

The Myst moved around to our side, a tentative step, as if attempting to avoid tripping over the ghosts in the room. “Would you be with her if things were … different?”

“No. We had run our course.”

“As if her mission had been accomplished?” Even The Myst nearly winced at that question.

“We refuse to accept that.” If the question was hard, the answer scraped like shards of glass dragged across our heart. Our throat tightened. The thought haunted us. Everything felt heavier, as if the artificial gravity settings had increased. The heart could be its own graveyard, a wound to bury pieces of ourselves in. The lie weighed her every faltering, halting step near the end. Her smile frayed about the corners of her mouth. Her laugh a dreamy rain, steady, cold, and relentless. Slipping away, a planet dragged from our orbit by an unseen gravity.

“It wasn’t your fault. You couldn’t have done anything,” The Myst added quickly, sweeping away a bad story before it had the chance to settle.

We leaned our head into her shoulder. “Ask the question you really want answered.”

“Do you miss her?”

“We miss … the idea of what could have been. The life she could’ve enjoyed. The person she could’ve become.”

“But not the idea of the two of you as a couple.”

“No. That we don’t miss. Nor think about.”

“It’s all right if you do.”

“We’re good where we are.”

We sat there in the quiet mess of grief and love. Creating something bigger than ourselves, tethering us in space and time.

Maya chimed, a delicate interruption to our moment. <It’s time for your meeting with Maulana.>



The Ijo ruling body rarely gathered in full; the chamber radiated around a large table. The elder of each kraal—representatives from each of the seven governing families of the Muungano order—typically represented their community, along with any sebau they wanted to accompany them to observe the proceedings. Even for important security briefings. A velvety darkness shrouded the rondavel, except for the chiding light spilling from the single candle on the mahogany table.

“I see you, Wachiru.” Weariness honeyed Maulana’s voice. Still on his “freedom cleanse”: purging anything that he believed stood in between him and his personal liberation. Resting his arms on the table, Maulana folded his hands carefully, each finger carefully lacing into line. It was difficult to take him seriously in his trappings of being Camara. Our father had no need of such symbolic posturing. He preferred to keep things real. Off the block.

“We see you.” Our words clipped and precise even as they strained to convey the familiarity of brotherhood. We set a tray of jasmine tea before him, the way one might approach a resting lion. Our mother said it would be soothing for him, while encouraging us not to upset him unduly. He needed to rest. That was her as Selamault, his friend. As Selamault, bagirwa of Muungano, she wanted us to assess his fitness to deal with VOP Teddy directly. “You called for this meeting.”

“We’re glad you obliged us.” His gaze piercing and unwavering, a distorted reflection of ourselves. Not so different in many ways. “You are Wachiru Adisa. Scion of the late Camara Xola. Even if you weren’t, your voice is always valued.”

“So why did you call for this meeting?”

“Because the story has become messy.”

“You speak of Anyah?”

“We speak of many things. LISC. The Service of the Order. The Interstellar Alliance.” The silence between us congealed, threatening to become an impasse. “I wonder if you now see yourself as my conscience? Perhaps a physician come to check on his wayward patient?”

“Do you need one?” we asked.

“No.”

“Good. Then let me remind you that your legacy, your impact, will be marked by your willingness to stoop to their level of cruel assault.”

“This isn’t an easy life we’ve chosen.”

“You chose for yourself. We were born into it.”

“We were all born into it. Being together in it, we won’t be able to see ourselves through it without the truth.”

“This isn’t a problem to be contained. Our people are confused, have questions, need to talk. Anything requiring nuanced understanding needs to be a conversation.”

“How can we begin a conversation to discuss our problems when we can’t agree on the language.” Maulana poured himself a finger of whiskey. “‘You can’t stop trouble from coming, but you don’t have to give it a chair to sit in.’”

“Jaha reports that The Energy has chosen to walk with healers.” We hated the perfunctory motions each of us spun, dancing around one another, unable to connect, be real. Bound by the obligations of our responsibilities. Maybe we should join The Energy in a journey of penance. To be broken together. Allow ourselves the respite to experience our healing in our own time. The rehabilitation walks were their own path, one to be entered into willingly and freely embraced. Yet it didn’t seem like enough, not for The Energy’s sins.

“The revelations of late must be an additional strain on you.”

“Additional?”

“Negus, you’ve been through a lot. We haven’t had a chance to fully debrief you after your time in the Panopticon. The R—”

“… is dead,” we said.

“Few knew I’d named the Queen Mother the R.” Maulana pushed away from the table, annoyed at the sieve his Code Black / Eyes Only executive orders had become.

“Yet she was killed in the attack on Titan. Coincidence or strategic?”

“I don’t believe in coincidence; but it’s difficult to credit LISC with any well-executed plan.” Maulana smiled, a terrible, crooked thing, as if his intended frown was put on upside down.

“The Service of the Order would not feel so emboldened unless they knew they had cover, if not outright protection, within the government.”

“They’re not inviting us to the table because they want us there. O.E.’s experiencing a perfect storm of collapse. The final throes of capitalism, nation-state, and individualism.”

“VOP Teddy clings to yesterday. Holding onto power, navigating the moment,” we said. “But she isn’t to be underestimated. There’s a strategy to her coordinated chaos. She talks mad shit and issues radical executive orders; and before we can digest the implications of what she’s proposed—before we can pivot—she’s onto some new shit. She sows panic, discord, and confusion to keep us reacting on their terms. Exhaust us. Wear us down. Keep us from dreaming.”

“We are caught within a pincer maneuver: LISC and the Service of the Order on one side; the threat of the Interstellar Alliance on the other.” Maulana stared past us, at something over our shoulder. Distant and dreamy. His voice the ghost of a nighttime song. “‘When the river dries up, we will all see where the crocodile sleeps.’”

“Selamault is not convinced the Interstellar Alliance is a threat.”

The tide hazing his eyes froze into crystal, focused shards. “Yet our intelligence reports that they have been in contact with at least the Service of the Order, if not LISC proper.”

“What intelligence?”

“You’re not cleared. You actually have no standing to even make the request. Remember, you’re here as a courtesy.”

“If we ever forget our place, we trust you’ll be the first to remind us.” We hadn’t grown up with Maulana, but we were always aware of him. Led by his fiery commitment to the culture, he rose quickly in leadership. An ideologue who valued his principles over the people in front of him. His world was a simple place of black and white. He didn’t fuck with shades of gray. “Remember, the sun also sets. And shadows stretch long into the night. This may be our last chance to choose between chaos and community.”

Maulana cocked his head, an impatient defendant awaiting his verdict.

“Maya,” we said. “Let the Ijo council members know Camara Maulana is ready to receive them.”

The chamber thrummed with a teeth-rattling intensity. Often the Ijo, at the very least their security council, sat in on the Camara’s briefings. Heads of state might address the Camara, but they did so with a full Muungano audience. Transparency informed the community.

Her silver tie glinting like armor, VOP Teddy transmitted her holovid image with the halls of the United Nations as her backdrop. Flags from every remaining allied nation ringed the walls; the panoramic establishing shot allowed a tacit signal that they, too, were being addressed within the context of an audience; basking in the shadow of their symbolic power. The view narrowed to focus on her image.

She stood straight, with the posture of nationalistic narcissism and absolute entitlement, keenly aware of what was at stake if they lost history being centered around their interests. The presumption of being able to walk into any space as if they owned it. O.E.’s constant appetite of wanting everything. Muungano didn’t exist as a people or even individuals. We were property. The moon was property. The Belts were property. Bronzeville was property. Oyigiyigi was property. Titan was property.

She scanned the room with her voracious eyes before targeting the stern, unflinching gaze of Maulana.

“Distinguished delegates. Far too often we have found ourselves in rooms like this. Echo chambers of national interests. With our polite words and rules of decorum, we have crafted treaties and made promises. Gone through the motions of building relational bridges only to have them collapse the moment they were tested by times of crisis. But the threat we face now owes no allegiance to flag or country. It doesn’t care about your GDP, your stock market, or your politics. We face a reckoning.

“Make no mistake: The Interstellar Alliance is coming. They may whisper sweet nothings and make smooth promises, but they do not come in peace. They don’t have to. We stand at a crossroads. We can stand in our respective siloes, alone, until our bones bleach and the ashes of our pride blow away like dust in the pages of history, or we can stand together. For the good of—”

“I’m really happy for you and I’ma let you finish”—Maulana overrode her commlink in sudden interruption—“but let’s not pretend that the need stems from anything other than your political convenience.”

The room fell deathly silent. Even the current of murmurs ceased, not out of respect, but from the awkward charge of the moment.

“Direct as ever. You were never one for pleasantries.” VOP Teddy chuckled. “I thought you’d at least extend me the courtesy of opening remarks. The way civilized discussions usually begin.”

“We’re not here for your definition of civilized. We’re here to have a conversation. We can either be honest and frank, or—”

“I can go back to the kitchen?” VOP Teddy leaned in, resonant and resolute, letting the barbed question hand like the last note of a funeral hymn.

“You are a reminder.” Maulana refused to be baited.

“Of what?”

“That even the sun casts a shadow.”

“You feeling a bit messianic these days?”

“You confuse ideology with demagoguery. You can keep the miracles and sermons. We’re about that work.”

“You want honest and frank, I’ll give you honest and frank. This is what we’re looking at.” VOP Teddy projected a holovid of the solar system, with Muungano and all of its principle territories highlighted. “LISC is staring at the largest buildup of military assets since the Lunar Ukombozi War. Your armada. Your Ring.”

“So you’re scared.”

“Damn right we’re scared. Of you. Of them. This is what keeps us up at night.”

“Because we’ve done this dance before. Call it the Chamber of Commerce. LISC. Even now, I’m not even speaking to the VOP. I’m addressing the obedient water-carrying puppet of the corporate oligarchs who’s been given the trappings of authority.”

“I’m not denying that factions in my government need to be reined in.”

“How is that our problem? We have seen this before, too. This is your ‘extinction burst’: When the rewards for your unwanted behaviors are no longer given, you act out. Become more intense, extreme. A petulant toddler who eventually cries herself into extinction. You are throwing a political temper tantrum, knowing the terrible inevitability of your beliefs is becoming extinct. If the pressure remains.”

“This unfortunate situation has already demonstrated the lengths those toddlers will go to in order to be your problem. We need to come to some sort of working relationship.”

“You are offering to be an ally of convenience? That’s little better than a piece of paper with the word ‘treaty’ on it.”

“We must speak as one voice if the aliens are to respect us. With all due respect to Ghana and their Outer Spaceways program, you can stand down. LISC will take it from here. We assume the responsibilities and solemnity and—”

“… power. Always the power.”

The whole world watched, with every nation’s leader scrambling to claim that spotlight. Despite her grandstanding, the political reality was that first contact couldn’t take place in any territory where a single nation could claim prominence.

“You already know that’s a nonstarter. The last thing the universe needs is the image of you taking charge and taking over. A true first contact would require neutral ground,” Maulana said.

“No better than you and your fabled Mothership.”

Lij Sibeko rushed in. Just as he did, an aide whispered in VOP Teddy’s ear.

“We’re receiving word of some sort of … commotion at the—” VOP Teddy’s image cut off.

Mutters rose within the Ijo chamber.

“What is it?” Maulana demanded.

“The Ring went dark. The saboteur was captured by Amachi.” Lij Sibeko glanced at us. “When it came back on line, Geoboe ordered deep-range scans.”

“On whose authority?”

“His. He’s assumed the mantle of the R.”

“That is not how that shit works. Get him on line. We can’t afford him stepping off the page, especially at this juncture.”

“There’s more.” Lij Sibeko projected holovid data streams. “He’s forwarded these images.”

“What am I looking at?” Maulana neared them.

“LISC warships,” we whispered.

“They’re on an intercept vector with the Orun Gate,” Lij Sibeko said.

“VOP Teddy was playing for time.” Maulana pounded the table. “She’s launching a pre-emptive attack on the Interstellar Alliance.”

“She’ll get us all killed,” we said.
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ISHANT SANGSUWANGUL
Muungano—Titan



Glass-like partitions and their glowing consoles flickered between dull neon tubes along the walls. Data streams fluctuated, their signals interrupted. A distant alarm blared in rhythmic pulses, abruptly cut short. The laboratory dimmed, its power systems cordoned off, the room isolated, even from Maya’s ability to track.

“Preliminary scans indicate their phase suits reflected their body temperature,” Ishant said, “rendering them invisible to standard surveillance.”

The saboteurs moved like spilled ink against the shadowed walls of the outpost. Their masks, smooth and featureless, shielded them from detection. Ishant lost track of how many they were up against. Ten, fifteen, the shifting darkness didn’t allow for an easy count. Such expensive gear meant this was a well-organized operation. ARM National Guard troop members. The steady pulse of the ZeroSpace Lance stuttered, like the failing of a mechanical heart.

“Come out, come out, little Aje.” A man prowled the edges of the room. Gold framed his all-black mask, the way the sun backlit an eclipse. Two unblinking eyes, like carved buttons on an ekpu doll, cast about without warmth. Below them a row of triangles alternated in black and white, a fixed, jagged smile. He was a wall of muscle and alloy, just shy of two meters tall. A metallic kanzu draped over him, obscuring the mechanical stump where an arm should be. His flesh-wrapped hand clutched the handle of a whip. The stump’s metal casing morphed, extending tendrils until they formed a sword. The air around him vibrated, a subtle energy emanated, drinking in sound. Each predatory movement designed to conjure terror.

“You know him?” Ishant asked.

“We and the Tigari go way back. At least one arm ago.” If they’d met before, it had been long enough for them to have rested and healed. They both seemed at full strength. The technology of his armor designed to mimic and reflect the powers of the so-called Elders of the Night. Amachi’s opponent, this … Tigari was a one-armed creature of blades. His shadow slithered about with its own agenda. Amachi pressed her back to the cold wall, the edge of her chakram all but keened in readiness for use. “They’re targeting Maya’s core.”

“They’re too loud. Such a lack of subtlety could only mean a distraction.” Ishant adjusted the settings on his charge pistol. “It’s a feint. They’re going after the containment locks.”

“The ZeroSpace Lance? You mean this isn’t sabotage, just industrial espionage?”

“Their weapons kill just the same with either motive.”

A group of mercenaries huddled near the ZeroSpace Lance; its power levels fluctuated as they worked. One of them popped up to hurl a small brass device. Its gears spun midair, almost unwinding, until it unleashed a golden flower of concussive flame. Amachi fashioned a Nguni shield for them to duck behind.

“You got them?” Amachi’s sharp eyes reflected the dim emergency lights.

“I do.” Ishant scanned for movement, clocking the approaching shadows.

“Then we’ll go after the Tigari.”

“The what?” Ishant didn’t have time to have his query answered. Boots crunched debris and glass nearby. Deliberate or sloppy movements. Resources might have been poured into their equipment, but they also purchased overconfidence. He crawled along the length of the nanobot wall Amachi had created, moving into a new position. By the time the approaching ARM mercenaries had collapsed onto their original position, he lit them up. The first mercenary’s chest exploded in puffs of ionized mist. Ishant hated the empty pops the hollow-point charges made, as if they existed to implode the organs around their breach. The second mercenary’s body jerked, spasming under his volley of charges. “Maya, query: Tigari.”

<Reference: Tigari. The Tigari “witch hunting” cult spread rapidly through Ghana, Dahomey, and Togo into Egbado in the 1950s, before being suppressed by the government.>

Ishant deepened his search, only finding vague references to warrior priests, or the spiritual force they supposedly channeled since some were rumored to have special abilities, tasked with rooting out evil spirits.

“Ain’t you tired of getting your ass kicked?” Draped in her robes—their colors shifting like an oil slick—she reminded him of Nehanda. She moved with the rhythm of forgotten songs. The Tigari’s hands wove a tapestry of energy. Ishant focused his analysis, compiling data sets. The man’s “spells” were tied to his gestures, like practice movements of The Forms, each attack pose triggering a different … effect. Amachi stalked toward him. Ishant sensed her with his emi rather than saw her. Slicing through the darkness, a controlled anger to her emi. Whatever she was going through, this Tigari was going to pay the price. Before she got within striking distance, Amachi twisted, a feather in the whirlwind as his weapon whistled past her.

But Ishant couldn’t afford to be distracted.

The rest of the ARM team worked furiously at the ZeroSpace Lance’s locks. Ishant skulked to his next spot, lamenting how robotic and overthought his movements seemed to still be. Moving from mission to mission, assignment to assignment, he had no space to reflect on his growth but managed to make time to be critical of himself.

The ARM mercenaries hesitated, but only for a heartbeat. Several regrouped before splitting off in an attempt to flank him. Their maneuvers designed to lead him away from their primary objective. Several dogged his trail about the room, stationing the last to disable the ZeroSpace Lance’s safeguards. Its systems whined in protest. Warning lights flared. The system’s power fluttered. Someone launched a concussive grenade in Ishant’s general direction. Diving away, he landed in a controlled tumble he hoped was far enough to remove him from the grenade’s range. Its concussive blast spread dust and smoke, concealing the lab in a suffocating haze. He switched to his rebreather, not trusting either the dust or the smoke.

Hacking into a Black Caesar, a device used to pirate link streams, Ishant reprogrammed it to tap into Titan’s systems. Setting a timer, he flung it toward the approaching squad. At its hollow thrum, the three mercenaries went airborne, flailing about in a zero-g field, their tether to the room’s artificial gravity severed. They flew through the glass-like partition.

The remaining ARM mercenaries scrambled to pin him down at his location. Darting out, Ishant slid under their barrage of plasma bolts. Each shot echoed like electronic thunderclaps within the confines of the lab. He sprang up behind the closest ARM guard, grabbed his head, and swung him around, using him as a shield against his partner’s shots. He flung the dead weight of his body, sending both soldiers into the server node behind them. Conduits erupted, whipping about like mechanical serpents. From his new makeshift foxhole Ishant laid down suppression fire, punching holes around the ZeroSpace Lance.

He vaulted the workstation, planting his feet into a mercenary’s chest. When he landed, Ishant kicked up his charge pistol like a pyr ball maneuver, catching it behind his back to fire blindly. He caught the last ARM mercenary in the chest before he could fully draw down.

Amachi and the Tigari’s fight stood between him and the ZeroSpace Lance.


AMACHI ADISA



Muungano—Titan

Stepping forward, the Tigari suddenly lunges, cleaving the darkness with his blade. The slice whispers a curse. A wave of radiant energy, an arc of light, splits the air. We sidestep the swipe. Our chakram a distracting ring of glinting death to hold his focus. Blocking the arc of his next blow, we twirl into his arm’s reach, too close for him to effectively use his weapons. We elbow him in the face. Our every movement precise, calculated; no wasted motion, no hesitation, only complete flow.

A siege of spinning sigils, his whip cracks over his laugh, both cold and mocking. The Tigari gestures, the metal cap on his arm flashes in response, releasing a swarm of microdrones the size of yellowjackets. He wraps a leg around ours, hoping to take us to the ground. We raise our chakram high, our eyes glowing with determination. The drones buzz about, plunging toward us with needle spikes. Unable to see them in the dim gloom, we trust our emi. We slash at them with our chakram, slicing through one. Off balance, the Tigari’s whip catches us in the thigh. An electric jolt of pain nearly drops us to our knees. Our senses swirl, lights, sounds, and feeling reduced to a miasma of pain. We weren’t ready. Nehanda was taken from us too soon. We have so much to learn. You have all that you need.

Our ori creates us, but our orisha chooses our ori. My ori.

My Ori, please, guide us

My Ori, please, support us with abundance.

My Ori, please, support our community.

My Ori, please, support our successes

My Ori, please, support my achievements

My Ori, please, let me be great in life.

My Ori, please, do not let me lack anything that is essential to life.

My Ori, please, protect my house.

Asè

We tumble away from the metal taps of his boots scraping across the floor. Our eyes closed, we leap toward him. Our chakram clangs against his blade. We knee him in the side. He slams his head into our jaw. He loosens the coil of his whip, a serpent readying to strike. We open our emi, turning it inward instead of out. Orisha occupies the room of our sabhu, the ancestor room of our heart. Nothing happens without them. Nothing moves without them.

“Name them,” the voice whispers.

“Eshu. Obatala.” We hold the next name close to our heart. “Oya.”

Our lineage flows through them. Weusi. Ugenini. Maroon. Asili. Our culture, our history, our ancestors—even the ones lost to us—frame the context of our story.

“Name them.”

“Nehanda. Selamault.” We wipe the thin trail of blood trickling from our lip. “Xola.”

We straighten, standing tall, facing down the Tigari in our full self. An Elder of the Night, one born of Alkebulan through the lens of Muungano. “We are the elemental cleanse. We are the storm.”

The air fluctuates. We sense the charge of it deep within our sabhu. We cast our emi, allowing the silence to settle within us.

“We are an Elder of the Night!” Our mind buzzes, lightheaded with the rush of shifting energy. The world feels electric, alive and vital. Our skin nearly luminescent. A grand rising. “We are us!”

The Tigari stamps the ground. His bladed arm morphs to a rough approximation of a thickly veined arm. Dropping his whip, he begins a spell of unmaking. He clasps his hands. We release our nanobots. Our funkentelechy directs them to scurry along the surface of the floor in a spreading inky pool. The darkness furls into a shield. Nanobot spikes jut toward him at impossible angles. We open an amphitheater of shattered stars, a violaceous storm of clouds and energy suspended in the void between worlds. The storm answers our call. Wind bends to our will, stirring the clutter of the lab.

The Tigari’s spell etches the air with symbols of fluid light, drawing on eldritch energies harnessed and channeled by his suit. We call on the lightning. Our cry is answered as a spear of energy careens toward him. Too late, his eyes widen in realization. The explosion shatters his suit and collapses his energy orb. His body charred, collapsing, legs akimbo.


ISHANT SANGSUWANGUL



Muungano—Titan

“It wasn’t a fair fight.” Ishant wiped a smear of blood from his cheek. He couldn’t help his crooked grin. “We had them outnumbered.”

Amachi didn’t smile. She turned to the encasement containing the ZeroSpace Lance. “They got what they wanted.”

“What do you mean? Maya’s core is intact. The ZeroSpace Lance prototype is safe.”

“You were half right: It was a double feint.” We knelt to more closely examine the damaged workstation ports. “Run trace diagnostics. If we’re right, the saboteurs uploaded the schematics to the ZeroSpace Lance.”



Intense.

That was how Amachi had described their last encounter with his Niyabinghi station chief. She questioned the wisdom of him going to another meeting with his handler given the fraught nature of their relationship. It was neither wise, safe, nor conducive to the work. However, Ishant insisted, with a hint of a resigned air. It continues the cycle of beginnings and endings.

Ishant walked to the location, reporting to the same room where they first met. He wasn’t the kind of man who allowed himself the luxury of opening himself to feelings very easily. Or often. Service was his passion. Service was his distraction. Joining the ranks of the Niyabinghi allowed him to serve Muungano in an entirely new way. But early into their check-in meetings, their banter had felt significant. Layered. Nuanced. None of the things he was particularly skilled at reading. He had no natural intuition when it came to reading people, some part of him slept in obliviousness. He studied people with a keen desperation, able to mimic the appropriate responses to most situations.

The artificial light glinted at hazy angles under the city’s dome, filtered through the restore-ant’s glass ceiling to cast colored shards to establish its mood. The outdoor café had been Code Black / Eyes Only sealed. Lebna hid his eyes behind dark glasses, shielding himself under the guise of a security sweep.

“I’ve been wanting to do that for a very long time.” Ishant rehearsed the words for the moment all the way to his check-in. Despite the neutral setting, Ishant’s jaw clenched as soon as he saw his station chief. Lebna slumped in his chair. He refashioned it to match his posture. A metal table—cold, unadorned, and unassailable—cordoned him off. A cup of coffee waited on him. He pulled out a chair to take his seat, noting the tacit pressure, though they were both trained to be unflappable.

Lebna started in with no preamble, no warning, only the clipped pattern that he typically issued mission parameters in. “Whatever this is, whatever extra remains unspoken between us, we can’t. I can’t. If things were different … we have to protect Muungano’s intelligence operations. Remain unclouded so that the life we have created for everyone can be kept safe.”

“Our life is all about maintaining boundaries. At what cost?” The coffee tasted like they washed their dirty dishrags in it.

“Not a cost. A sacrifice. One I pay willingly.”

“Is Khuma equally ready to pay?” His face not betraying his feelings, Ishant tightened his grip around the handle of his cup. It was the safest thing to do with his hands so they wouldn’t flail about as if too huge and too clumsy.

Lebna blinked once. Twice. A crack in the façade. Only then did he notice Amachi. It was like she had materialized within the café without entering.

“Perhaps we should—” For all of her newfound training and experience, Amachi still couldn’t resist the drama of the moment. She shifted, not antsy, but because she loved awkward moments. She looked like she wanted a bowl of popcorn.

“No, stay. Truth shouldn’t be feared. Or cause fear,” Ishant said.

“Don’t make this harder than it needs to be.” Lebna’s tone wasn’t unkind. It was resolute in the way of announcing the world was coming to its end, but everything would be all right. “That was a mistake.”

“All of it?”

“All of it.” Lebna adjusted their cone to ensure their privacy and to stave off any more surprises. Almost absently, he added, “If things were different…”

In another life, Ishant wasn’t an espionage agent and Lebna was a single man traveling the stars to find himself. They would bump into each other at a café, drawn into a conversation of their mutual love of travel and learning. Of art and people. They would talk of many things, none involving aliases, escape routes, and the proper extraction of intelligence.

Not trusting his voice, Ishant took a swig of the bitter coffee.

“You’re arrival was not wholly unexpected. We’re aware of your presence and standing. Besides you two have a history and work well together. We figured you would find yourself here for the next phase of our investigation.” Lebna slid a sigil across to him. “Here’s what you need.”

“What’s this?” When Ishant accepted the sigil, their fingers brushed each other. Cool and nonchalant. Without meaning. It nearly undid him.

“Reports. Intelligence summaries. Briefings.”

“Brainstorming notes looking for a story.” Amachi perused over Ishant’s shoulder.

They sat for a minute, three duppies masquerading as people.



“Where do we stand?” Ishant’s voice cooled, resigned to being professional.

“Putting all the pieces together? A contingent within LISC launches a decapitation strike against Muungano, starting all of this,” Lebna said.

“The embassy bombing.” Amachi steeled herself as she read the coroner’s report. “Camara Xola’s death.”

“We believe the Service of the Order was behind Xola’s assassination. Matata took it upon himself to bomb the embassy,” Lebna said.

“It was not a small plan to bomb an embassy,” Ishant said.

“Since their agendas aligned, forces within LISC funded it.”

“He didn’t know who pulled the strings?” Ishant chewed on the words, not unconvinced, just needing to see all the pieces to make sure they were all part of the same puzzle. “The right hand didn’t know who the left was fucking.”

“The attack on Xola was by Anyah.” Amachi’s hand flattened against the table, steady and unflinching. The table trembled.

“Again, programmed by the Service of the Order. Each wanting to strengthen LISC for different reasons.” Lebna projected a holovid of the solar system. Muungano. O.E. Bronzeville / Mars. Oyigiyigi. The Orun Gate. “The Service of the Order wanting to unite all of Earth’s colonies against a possible alien incursion. An unknown player or players stirring the pot in pursuit of their own agenda.”

“An enemy that invites you to the table, shows you the open seat, makes you think it’s for you, then snaps the trap door,” Amachi said. “Positioning themselves to pillage Muungano.”

“This is well funded,” Ishant said. “Given the breadth and depth of this plan, and LISC’s general incompetence, are you thinking MAND?”

“Given Amachi’s experience on Mars, yes.” Lebna brought up a series of transaction reports. Money moving through O.E. channels, innocuous on the surface. Upon closer inspection, exact, well timed patterns. “They funneled funds to LISC and Earth Firsters inadvertently enforced their political will.”

“Like I said, the right hand—” Ishant started.

“Yes, thank you for that. It was vividly crass the first time,” Lebna chided.

“Everything else since then has been about attempting to contain the situation,” Amachi said. “Taking advantage of the chaos.”

“VOP Harrison and VOP Teddy are what? Innocent in this?” Ishant asked.

“Incompetent. Dupes. Opportunists without vision or imagination,” Lebna said.

“Politicians,” Amachi said. “Obeying their masters’ will even without direct orders.”

“Needless to say, ‘innocent’ is not an adjective that springs to mind.” Lebna swiped away the previous holovids leaving profiles of the VOPs. Details of their rises to power. Voting and spending records that often went against their, or their base’s, interests. “Even if they didn’t know the big picture, they took advantage of what suited them.”

“Thus Wachiru’s disappearance.”

“To what end?”

“Destabilize what they see as our borders. Our alliances. The reach of our relationships.”

“And?”

“You assume there’s an ‘and.’”

“There’s always an ‘and.’”

“The working theory is distraction.” Lebna wiped away all of the datavids. “Destabilize and distract. To shift our attention to O.E. or within ourselves. We have intelligence that there’s an op afoot. One meant to hobble our military assets.”

“The attacks on Titan and Oyigiyigi. Including the death of Queen Mother Itoro,” Lebna said.

“The Energy was behind those, apparently brainwashed by—” Ishant said.

“The Service of the Order.”

“So we have parties unknown using the Service of the Order and the Earth Firsters as their proxies.”

“We don’t know who gave the order. Sources who should know where it came from—” Lebna said.

“The Niyabinghi,” Ishant said.

“… don’t know where it came from. It wasn’t LISC intelligence, Earth Firsters, or the Service of the Order.”

“Then it was their masters.” Amachi wouldn’t say she was trained in politics; however, she had spent years under Camara Xola’s direct mentorship. And was more astute than she believed herself to be. “The Ministry of Advanced Narrative Design.”

“MAND is nothing but errand boys carrying the water for the Toppers,” Lebna said.

“Toppers gonna top,” Amachi said.

“CO/IN is under them,” Ishant said.

“CO/IN disseminates their stories, monitors our leaders, claims to serve the national interests,” Lebna said.

“That still leaves why?” Amachi asked.

“War is opportunity. One with the potential to make the one percent look like peasants to some on O.E.,” Lebna said.

“The big money funding this can’t be stopped with a bomb,” Ishant said.

“You two have fallen into O.E.’s way of thinking. They got you dancing to their tune instead of us making our own music. We don’t confront them on their terms with their tools.

“What we need is a story.” Amachi scooted away from the table. “If there’s one thing Muungano excels at—between our griots and Master Poets—it’s how to tell a story.”

“What sort of … story?” Ishant asked.

Amachi activated her own sigil. “Maya, go site-to-site. Code message for Camara Maulana. No, make it a priority one transmission.”

<Channel open.>

“For too long, weusi have been described by our circumstances, both from within and without. Looked at, if not defined by what we lack; who we are in relation to the dominant caste of O.E. That’s the devil’s energy. We live in abundance. We walk in joy. Defining ourselves, who we are, by the culture that binds us. We remember the standoff that ended the Lunar Ukombozi War, when the entire world saw how much we were prepared to sacrifice to stay free. Now the whole galaxy needs to understand who we are. That our joy is triumphant. In the name of our ancestors and prophets. We invite all to celebrate with us.” Amachi grinned. “‘Come to me my dancers.’”
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EPYC RO MORGAN
Corporate Zone—Babilim



Anitra convulsed on the med bay bed as Chandra tended to her. Unconsciousness was a battle against shadows trying to smother her. Trained gbeto rode the dark wave, waiting for their body to decide if and when to return to the light of the waking world. Sometimes the prelude to the fight was a dim awareness; unable to move, knowing that only pain waited for them. Her senses would return one at a time—or worse, all at once—in a mad cacophony. Her voice near hoarse, on the verge of terrified tears, she screamed, reliving a nightmare loop only she was privy to. Not a reaction to the treatment, more like she was willing herself back to consciousness. She thrashed about in response, attempting to tear at the leads supplying her with fluids. Ellis!Ollinger tried to pin her down.

Her punch caught Ellis on the chin.

<Anitra, look at me. Can you hear me? Do you understand?> Chandra joined in holding her. Not strapping her to the bed, but wrapping her arms around her, allowing her time to recognize her voice. <Hear the sound of my voice. You’re safe now. You’re with your sisters. Come back to us.>

Something shifted inside Anitra. Her muscles relaxed. Her eyes focused, perception slowly returned to them.

“How are you?” Epyc Ro hovered just within her vision.

“I’m … good.” Anitra propped herself up on her elbows. Ellis released her but hovered nearby, hands ready, with the intensity of a parent watching their child stumble at their first steps. Anitra clutched at her ribs, shifting in a way she regretted. Her health telemetry fluttered in mild alarm. Her emi sensed something amiss. She scanned the room, those present, before her focus returned to studying the way her commander lingered. “What’s wrong? Where’s Robin?”

“They got her.” Epyc Ro’s voice was flat and professional, a thin cover over the empathy imbuing her words.

Anitra closed her eyes. Memories darted behind her lids as she attempted to sort and read the disjointed images of the ambush, hoping to make sense of them. Each stage of grief played out, hot tears spilled from her eyes in a mix of mad fury and resolve. “So when do we go get her back?”

“Are you up for it?” Ellis asked, backing up a step as if her emi had shrugged off their attentions.

Anitra swung her legs around on the medbed. And winced “Soon; getting there. Be fine by the time we’re ready to get our girl back.”

“I expected no less,” Epyc Ro said.

“Where are we? It smells like underarms and spilt Tjwala.” Anitra noted the ceiling was a corrugated metal reminiscent of a drop ship. The overhead lights flickered like neon signs whose every other letter was missing. Machinery hummed as Chandra tended portable med-units.

“We retreated to the backroom of an info dealer in a den in the underground.” Tentative at first, Henam beamed with mild pride, pleased with her resourcefulness.

“Any problems?”

“The way we look? With our guns? We should be good until the Service of the Order posts a reward or something.” Henam peered over her shoulder. “I bribed the main tender.”

“Thanks, we owe you,” Epyc Ro said.

Confidence trilled Henam’s stride, sure in the belief that she had proved her worth. “Strap duty.”

“Pause. You may want to rephrase that.” Anitra’s joke strained, unable to have a full life given the gravity of their missing sister.

Epyc Ro moved like a barely contained storm, swinging between frenzied and haunted. Her memories replayed, reliving what had happened to Fela. It was easier … before. When Epyc Ro was second-in-command—because no matter the rank or title—the HOVA Hellfighters were hers. When her relationships outside of the HOVA were a mess, sacrificed on the altar of duty. When all she had to worry about was surviving the operation, desperate to make peace with what all she saw and did.

“We have to be strong if we’re going to get her back.” Anitra touched her arm, drawing her back. The way Robin would’ve.

“What if we’re not strong enough? What if—”

“Bish, you one of the strongest women I know. But you know what? Get stronger. We’re not failing our sister. Not again.”

“Not again.” Epyc Ro’s face hardened, as she shifted back into character. She opened several screens around them. “Let’s debrief.”

“The Service of the Order knows we’re still out here,” Henam said.

“They’ll keep Robin alive to see what we know and as a bargaining chip, just in case,” Epyc Ro said.

“She won’t break,” Anitra said.

“We all break eventually. But we can use that to our advantage.”

“They will be waiting for us to react,” Ellis said.

“So let’s give them something to react to,” Epyc Ro said. “Operation: Scarabys.”

Chandra locked eyes with Epyc Ro. The thing about Operations—from Operation Bumba to Operation Yemaya Campaign—was that they were clandestine for many reasons. Chief among them being their low likelihood of success. And low chances of survival.

While she had never spoken of it, Epyc Ro was the lone survivor of Operation Hellwalk.

<We still don’t have much time. They’re going to want to move her to a more secure facility.>

“Why?” Ellis asked.

“She’s what we call a high-value asset,” Epyc Ro said.

“That’s not what they did with…” Anitra stopped herself, attempting to cover her comment by closing her eyes, as if fighting against a wave of pain threatening to drag her back into the darkness.

“Fela was a high-value asset, too,” Epyc Ro said, her words clipped and halting until she found her rhythm. “Her value was in demoralizing and destabilizing us. Drawing folks into a conflict by clouding their capacity to think clearly.”

<How many soldiers in their group? Can you remember?>

Anitra stared at Chandra, not because she begrudged or resented the question, but because the situation had to be dire to elicit this amount of engagement from her. “Not many. Ten?”

“Full detail?” Epyc Ro asked.

“The way they were coordinated, I’m guessing an entire battalion.”

“They set up an ambush?” Ellis said.

“No, we were betrayed. Their intel was too specific. One team hitting our meeting location; another cutting off our exit routes.”

“Who’s going to say it?”

“Say what?”

“Cadgejia sold us out.”

“We’ll deal with them later,” Epyc Ro said.

Henam bristled in silence, eyes studying the floor, probably feeling every bit the suspect; despite the entire room knowing it was Cadgejia who had sold them out. That they’d blame all aliens, even the “good ones.” The silence stretched out, mired with weariness and suspicion. Each gbeto lost in their thoughts.

“Drones hit us. They had overwatch,” Anitra said. “We need a target.”

“Wait, I … think I may know how to find them.” Henam fiddled with a piece of equipment. “Chandra, can you help me attenuate this signal?”

<What are you doing?> Chandra neared the machines, tracking her movements and analyzing.

“I, uh, tagged each of us before the mission.”

“Without telling us?” Epyc Ro said.

“It’s practice with my people. So that we can recognize one another. It’s an adaptive biomarker.”

“You … infected us?”

“No.” Henam stifled a reflexive recoil at the word “infected.” Like a slur, intentional or not, had been hurled her way. “It’s closer to a radioactive tracer. You’ll naturally excrete it.”

“You did not give us a—” Anitra glanced at each of them but stopped short. A wry smile twitched her lips. “I must not be one hundred percent. There’s a shit joke in there somewhere, waiting to be told.”

Epyc Ro had long accepted that her Hellfighters-turned-Reapers always had jokes because they knew when to stand ten toes on business. During her leadership mentoring one thing she came to believe was to never trust anyone who tried to make you feel good without understanding why. Placating was a play to ego. Some jokes were about breaking tension or distracting from the seriousness—the heaviness—of the moment. And some were about bringing people back into the whole.

<Locking on.>

The Reapers huddled around the holomap projection. It flickered with static interference, unable to get a complete lock on the biosignatures.

“There!” Henam pointed to a signal on the projected holovid excitedly. “We’ve positively identified her location. And where within the compound they are holding her.”

“Alive?” Anitra said.

“She would have to be for the biomarker to work.”

“Bring up the surrounding facilities once we get drone coverage.” First-contact protocols landed more squarely with Robin. At her heart, she was a teacher, a diplomat of sorts, first; gbeto, still strategically minded, second. Epyc Ro was strategic first. And second.

Babilim’s sister planet, Babeli, hung low on the horizon, reflecting waning light on the compound. Cast in the long shadows of the dust-blown mesa, the compound was a squat, modular structure. A holding facility bookended by barracks, its perimeter cordoned off and watchtowers at each of its cardinal points. And passages probably ran underground.

“We need to get our squad there,” Epyc Ro continued. “Can we count on any of your people for support?”

“The Revisios’ agreement with the Interstellar Alliance doesn’t allow us to operate within that space. No one can send in their military without a formal declaration of war. For this we’re on our own. Complete deniability,” Henam said.

<The Service of the Order wants to trigger Hostile Relations status,> Chandra said.

“They’re going to move her to deeper fortifications. My guess would be at night.” Anitra’s voice rose, thrumming with growing frustration.

“We’re not waiting until then.” Epyc Ro adjusted the angle of the holovid and enlarged a section. “If they’re there, they won’t be there long. We need to skirt by security on this one. We’re going to position ourselves to intercept. Grab her when they try to move her. Jump in, hit the target, jump out.”

“That’s a remote outpost. They’ll see us coming,” Anitra said.

“I see three approaches. Front door—”

<Kill zone.> Chandra pointed to conveniently placed clefts. <Hidden turrets here and here.>

“Layered shielding, probably a troop bunker,” Anitra said.

“The ridge is too exposed,” Epyc Ro said. “They’d be able to spot and pick us off before we got within a kilometer.”

“Can anyone see how to hit this place from the ground?” Henam asked.

Anitra pulled up another angle. “There. South side. Their landing pad is less guarded. Where they process supplies. It’s like looking for an assault from the beach: No one expects it.”

“Maybe come in by drop ship. Force an emergency landing and slip in once the doors open.”

“That’s not much cover,” Henam said. “I’ll need jammer drones to block their comms, create a diversion, leave blind spots. Those would be nice. Perhaps a proper drop ship.”

“Then we’ll compensate by going in loud,” Epyc Ro said.

“I think the Mamerafe wants you to be. They want it to be messy.”

“Good, cause I’m a messyologist,” Anitra said. “On sight.”

<On God.>

“I know this mission means a lot, but let’s not let the need for vengeance cause us to lose our way,” Epyc Ro said.

“Was that for us or for you?” Anitra asked.

“Yes.”

“Good. I was worried that you were too emotionally involved to make good decisions.”

“That would only make us more reckless than usual. We can’t afford that.” It was never easy to lose one of their own. But getting the head of the monsters that coordinated Fela’s death, that was as close to good as Epyc Ro would feel about all of this in a long time. She turned to Henam. “You’re on overwatch.”

“That’s not what I do. That’s your job,” Henam said.

“Not this time. I’m boots on the ground. You’ll need to direct us.”

“You sure? We’ve—” Anitra’s voice trailed off as she avoided making eye contact with Henam.

“Already been betrayed by an ‘alien’?” Henam arched.

“I was going to say already we’ve done this type of work before.”

“This one is especially important, and delicate, which is why we need experienced operatives in the field. Henam is no gbeto.” Epyc Ro squared up to her. “Can you do that, Henam? Can you be our eyes. Can we trust you?”

“Yes.” Henam secured her equipment. “So now I’m strap and overwatch?”

“Can you handle it?”

“Absolutely.”

Epyc Ro clapped her on the shoulder. No one argued, complained, or made comments. They all understood they were walking into a fortified trap, but they weren’t about to leave one of their own behind. The Reapers gathered their equipment, going through their mental checklists. Cleaning their weapons. Preparing for launch. Ellis stood off to the side, cradling something in their hands. At Epyc Ro’s approach, they put it away.

“What are those?” Epyc Ro asked.

Ellis withdrew the prayer beads. “Fela’s elekes.”

“For the sisterhood,” Epyc Ro whispered. “We fight for our sisters.”

“We fight for our sisters,” Ellis said. “Our story begins and ends with Robin. Let’s get our sister.”

It wasn’t every day they had the chance to make things right. To balance the scales left upset by the death of Fela. To have the chance to do what they wished they could’ve done the first time. Today was going to be that day.

Or they’d die trying.


ROBIN TOWNSEND



Corporate Zone—Babilim

Time lost all meaning. Robin woke up in pain, a constant, diffuse ache resulting from being caught in an explosion and taking a few rounds. Her swollen left eye refused to open. A couple of the Service of the Order prefects took turns punching her to soften her up. They’d taken her body armor but left her navsuit intact. A crust of dried blood ringed her collar. They left her restrained; her arms secured behind her chair back. An empty seat waited with the expectation of an open, hungry mouth.

The door opened, silent and obedient. A mzungu woman entered, leaving her two guards outside. Her blond hair drawn into a bun. Her face a matte of sharp angles and twitchy eyes; too much lipstick splotched her mouth.

“I’m supposed to feel something by now, ain’t I?” Robin’s training prioritized survival, evasion, resistance, and escape. Her current mission was to gather good intel. And survive to deliver it to her sisters. She tested her restraints.

“Ah, seems like old times,” Car’Annie said.

“Yes, like it was only yesterday that we left your CO/IN-operative self on a planet to be ripped apart by the very people you tortured and brutalized.” Robin narrowed her eyes, still not quite trusting them. “Yet you can’t be Car’Annie?”

“Yet my name is Car’Annie. I report to Zenith Prebius.”

“What’s a Zenith Prebius?”

“All in due time. To answer your question, I got better.” Car’Annie scanned her. Robin’s holovid file of intel gathered about her, projected alongside a data stream of her health telemetry. Car’Annie hummed an amelodious tune. “Your spouse is named—”

“Classified.” Robin turned away, feigning boredom.

“Your children—”

“Classified.”

“Must be a family name. How are they doing?”

“None of your business.” Robin buried all thoughts of the Townsends. It was never helpful to dwell on family. To be reminded of the relationships she had lost, despite the many lessons of being with them.

“I see I’d best never call you RowTow. You have studied at the Thmei Academy. A Master Poet as well as a combat specialist with knives. Not to mention a minor in surgery. And you are of the Order of the Belt.”

“We do not speak of that.”

“You don’t seem to be much of a conversationalist. Let me see if I can come up with a way to make you more congenial.”

Car’Annie opened the door and a large mechanical arachnid crept into the room. A truth crawler. Each jittery step calculated for menace; why else design it to look like a spider. Its head jerked back and forth as it neared. Robin focused her thoughts, aware that its ballasts released a neuro-agent attenuated to lower a person’s ability to resist.

“You sure you want to do this? It won’t help you. I won’t break.”

“Save your bravado. You know as well as I do that everyone breaks. It’s just a matter of how long it takes.” Car’Annie turned. “Anyway, it’s not for you, it’s for them.”

A couple of Service of the Order prefects wheeled in Cadgejia strapped to a gurney. They looked absolutely terrified. Enough of their atmospheric exosuit remained intact to provide their natural aquatic atmosphere to breathe, but just that. Much of their skin was left exposed, drying out to the point of appearing ossified.

“What’s that going to do to me?” the ambassador asked.

“Nothing good. Nothing worse than what you intended for your friend, here.” Car’Annie adjusted the medseat into more of a sitting position.

“I did nothing to or against them. Or you.” Cadgejia’s eyes widened as the truth crawler sidled onto them. Its legs straddled them. Its head slid to the side, giving it the appearance of a portable med-scanner. It projected their health telemetry, highlighting the ambassador’s racing heartbeat. Thin tendrils wound from its carapace and slithered into their nose. The crawler’s legs clamped down, locking them into place. Needles protruded from the legs, wrapping around to puncture their arms. Cadgejia cried out. “I only moved in the best interest of my people. When I spoke with them, they relayed their concerns about this … alliance. They wanted the strength, the security, offered by the Service of the Order.”

“I’m going to need you to answer some questions. Can you do that?”

“Yes,” the ambassador whimpered.

“Can you do that truthfully?”

“Yes.”

“I hope so. My mechanized friend here will only be an issue if you choose to lie to us.”

“I have no need to lie.”

“We’ll see about that.” Car’Annie gestured with exaggeration to Robin. “Anything you’d like to ask them?”

Robin hated to be sucked into this teleplay, not sure for whose benefit or amusement this was all being performed. But there was a question that burned within her, needing to be asked. “How much did they pay you to betray us?”

“They paid me nothing. And I would have refused it if they had.”

“You’re a person of principle.” Car’Annie took over the line of inquiry.

“Yes,” Cadgejia said.

“A person of honor.”

“Yes.”

“So your betrayal was a matter of loyalty?”

“Yes. No. What you see as betrayal, I call being a patriot.” Cadgejia thrashed at their restraints. “You’re no different than them. You ‘Reapers’ come in with all of your high ideals, promises, and talk of a better future, but only lead with your guns and leave violence in your wake. So in the interests of my people, we chose the bigger guns.”

The door swung open with the fury of an armored boot kicking it in. Though Robin had no clear memory of their previous visit, she could only assume that these were the same two prefect thugs who had attempted to “soften her up” last time. The first, all neck and chest, a battering ram in religious armor, locked onto her like a missile’s targeting system. The second, thin yet wiry, removed his gauntlets as he entered. Their movements were synchronized and efficient; compassionless military precision.

Still bound, Robin didn’t have a chance to so much as flinch. Her chair scraped the flooring as the barrel-chested one tackled her. Pinning her to the wall; she squirmed, twisting to wrap her shackles around the stump he called a neck. The thin man cracked a baton across her skull. An electric arc discharged. Pain lanced across her back. Her strength fled and her knees buckled. The big one caught her as she slumped, pivoting so that he could slam her into the floor. He dropped one heavy knee onto her neck.

“Package secured.” His partner secured some rigging. He hoisted Robin’s body, suspending her upside down.

The battering ram placed a cloth over her mouth. Not a cloth; its material reminded her of something closer to a phase suit. It dissolved into skittering bots the size of ants which crawled down her throat into her lungs. All the air escaped her lungs, shoved out of her by the nanobots. No ability to gasp, much less scream, clutched by the desperate silence of the void. Disoriented, Robin thought they must have spun her along the rigging’s axis. A rag doll dangling from a drop ship. Everything disappeared. She couldn’t tell if she’d blacked out for a second. A minute. An hour. Her lungs sucked against the vacuum within her. Only icy knives greeted the attempt. Every nerve scraped, merciless and raw.

Car’Annie took the seat Robin had once occupied, leering in the excitement of a child wanting to applaud.

“This simulates ‘spacing.’ It’s quite … unpleasant.” A mzungu man well versed in how to make an entrance entered the room. Without so much as a second glance at her, he assumed the empty seat across from them. A cybernetic interface covered his left eye; an old enough model that he may have been an early adopter of sensate culture. A well-trimmed white goatee framed thin, rueful lips. He flicked his wrist at the wiry prefect. The man quickly returned with a cup and saucer. The mzungu accepted them and sipped its contents with a delicate manner. “My name is Zenith Prebius. Officially a LISC liaison.”

Robin coughed. The bots within her calmed down, switched to standby mode to allow her to answer. She wasn’t at all amused by his genteel affect. “Unofficially?”

“A Ministry of Advanced Narrative Design section chief.” Car’Annie adjusted the settings on the truth crawler. Cadgejia didn’t quite relax, but a measure of tension left their body. “If you’re the VOP of LISC and you want something done by anyone from the Service of the Order or Earth Firsters, you ask Zenith Prebius.”

“Do you know how we met?” Zenith asked.

“You were students,” Robin guessed.

“She was the lecturer actually. I was her favorite student.”

“We know what you think you discovered on Nambra,” Car’Annie said.

“It was pretty clear. The Service of the Order and the HOVA began as O.E.–Muungano joint operations without realizing it. The left hand not knowing what the right blah, blah, blah. Obfuscation by way of bureaucratic negligence. When they split, the Service of the Order continued developing the technology,” Robin said.

“The HOVA genetic modification procedures were only at the beginning stages when Muungano declared full independence and absconded with their research. But there were enough data remnants for our scientists to engineer, something passable, if inelegant.”

“The body, sabhu, and technology are all connected, as our funkentelechy taught us.”

“Your ‘connectedness’ lacked vision and application. Bound by your genestream restrictions.”

“You mean ethics?”

“I mean … imagination. How much of a leap do you think it is between gbeto to growing backup bodies for some of our most important operatives.”

Robin refocused on Car’Annie. “You’re a clone.”

She rolled back part of her concealing hairline to reveal the edge of an Oasis implant. “Here, we aren’t real. Here, we’re whatever story we create of ourselves to get through the night.”

“The bodies are deployed in the field with an Oasis implant. What they know linked to the original, much like a sensate. Being joined like that, when one of you goes dark—” Zenith said.

“Dark?” Robin asked.

“Let’s say … presumed dead. It’s like part of you is erased. Like a section of your heart and mind can’t be accessed.” Zenith’s face softened, grew blank. “When I went through the Orun Gate, I went dark. Funny thing is that I’ve been nagged by what I can only describe as dreams from me. Like transmissions, an interrupted, intermittent signal.”

“You’re lying. We haven’t been able to reach our people back home.”

“That’s you, not us. We’ve been here for years. You think we haven’t figured out ways to relay information back and forth this entire time?” Car’Annie asked.

“What do you know of Project Uhlanga?” Zenith suspended his cup in front of his mouth and learned forward.

“Project What Now?”

He glanced at Car’Annie, who after studying the telemetry, shook her head.

“Ah, maybe that was above your paygrade.” He placed his cup in his saucer. “I think we’re done here. We’ve gotten everything we need from her.”

“I didn’t give you anything,” Robin said.

“Didn’t you though? It was a lovely chat. Give your friends my regards.” Zenith dismissed her with a backward wave. The two Service of the Order prefects unhooked her and dragged her away.


EPYC RO MORGAN



Corporate Zone—Babilim (High Orbit)

The Sun’qhela vibrated like the plucked string of a bass, its hull rattling, unused to skimming an atmosphere. In its bay, Epyc Ro braced against her harness, unable to escape the feeling—the intense sense of knowing—that death was in the air. She closed her eyes for a moment, wishing that she still believed in orisha enough to pray to them. Their ship barely maintained its altitude, wanting to stay below detection, yet needing to rise above the turbulence of the planet’s lower atmosphere.

“We’re beginning our descent,” Henam announced.

<Breach zone in three minutes.> Chandra’s register remained clinical.

“Just like old times,” Anitra said.

“Almost.” Epyc Ro glanced at the empty slot next to her. “We’re in missing-man formation.”

Health telemetries streamed along the inside of their helmets. All but Ellis’s data streams indicated preternatural calm. Epyc Ro watched them play with Fela’s elekes, on the verge of hyperventilation.

“I need you to get your shit together or else you could get yourself or one of us killed,” Epyc Ro ordered. “Do this with me: deep breath. Inhale.”

The steel of her tone snapped Ellis out of their reverie, matching her breaths. When they calmed, they stared straight ahead. “This isn’t my first mission.”

“This is your first rescue. And it’s one of our own.”

“How do you do it?”

“Close your eyes. Deep breath. Inhale.” Epyc Ro closed her eyes.

The ship juddered, the engine’s retros adjusted, and the harnesses pulled taut. The pressure changed as they dove.

“It’s time to get into position,” Henam said.

“Link up,” Epyc Ro ordered. Their full EVMs swallowed each gbeto. Their magnetic boots locking them into place. Their harnesses released.

<Link established.> Chandra ran the Reapers’ comms directly to each other, including tactical assignments and telemetry reports. The compound’s schematics popped up onto each of their visors’ screens. The nearest watch tower had a ten-meter wall around it. Prefects as thermal signatures patrolled about in steady rotations.

War was the only thing she had trained for the last few decades of her life. Now she wondered what her life could look like without it. Assuming they survived this firefight. Taking a moment, Epyc Ro studied each of her people in turn. Anitra. Chandra. Ellis. As close to a prayer as she needed.

<Five seconds to drop.>

The Reapers tumbled from the Sun’qhela, living warheads falling through the sky. The compound looked downright peaceful from this vantage point. Outside Babilim, undeveloped stretches had been left purposefully exposed. Staging areas for security. Every corporate office had to have on-site security stations. A squatting, steel-plated beast tucked within a swath of shadows. Constructed in a rush, ready to be fled at a moment’s notice, bristling with antennae and weapons mounts. Walls reinforced with nanotubes. Chandra launched the nanobot scattering field to obscure their detection. Their EVMs’ inertial dampeners slowed their free fall. They landed with heavy thuds, rolling up with practiced fury. Their talons brought to bear by the time they were on their feet.

A blinding EMP exploded outward. The Reapers’ EVM suits froze, locking them in form-fitting coffins. The compound’s outer defenses lit up, their automatic security shrieking.

“They know we’re here,” Anitra said.

“Time to adapt and improvise. Harder,” Epyc Ro yelled. “Emergency EVM evac. Go, go, go!”

Sirens blared. Smoke crawled along the earth, swallowing the watch towers. The roar of engines filled the night. Prefects streamed from internal bunkers. Tracer fire sliced through the night to flush ghosts from the canopy. Chandra was the first to release, hitting the ground in her navsuit and rolling toward cover before providing suppression fire. Anitra landed beside her with her DMX-3000 targeting any moving object. Her knees balked, reminding her that she might be getting too old for such missions.

“On your six.” Ellis clapped Anitra’s left shoulder.

“What’s that?” Anitra pointed.

<Prisoner transfer.> Her telemetry tagged the enemy positions. A series of heat sources lit up in red. One telemetry signal pinged as familiar. Robin.

“Move to overwatch,” Epyc Ro ordered. “Total vehicles en route?”

“Transport vehicle,” Henam announced. “We have movement. Looks like additional vehicles.”

“Decoys. We can tag the transport with a geosponder in case we—”

“Commander, those decoys are fully armed. They planned for company. Way more firepower than we planned for,” Ellis said.

“We won’t fail. We’re not leaving her in their hands a minute longer than we have to. We’ll get her before they get her moved. Or die trying.” Epyc Ro’s voice nearly cracked.

Anitra glanced over at her, concerned, but didn’t disagree. “We can launch multiple insect drones. Create a scattering field to cover our actual movement. Maybe buy us some time.”

“Remember, we’ll need egress and exfil.” Epyc Ro tapped Chandra. “Best place to intercept?”

<At this convergence.> Chandra enhanced a region of the holovid.

Anitra stared at Epyc Ro. “Aw naw.”

“What?”

“You got that look in your eye.”

“I don’t have a look.”

“It’s my look. The one that says, ‘I have a brand new, reckless to the point of being foolish, idea determined to put my life at risk.’”

“Oh. Yeah, that’s the right look. Impact, breach, sweep,” Epyc Ro said. “And since Robin’s the only one who talks us down from such foolishness—”

“Looks like we’ll need a ride.”



Vehicles blasted, veering away. A Service of the Order tactical urban crawler tumbled and twisted, a mechanical slither trawling toward the rest of the convoy, bringing up the rear. The horizon devoured the tracks of the deployed vehicle. The Reapers sprinted from their position. They were only a few meters into it when they were met by more streaks of tracer fire cutting through the dark. Epyc Ro’s bones vibrated with every step; she missed the way her EVM assisted her augmented system when she ran. Rounds whistled past, a few ricocheted from her armor.

Chandra reached it first. With a crazed vault to land on its starboard flank, she took out the railgun cannoneer. As Anitra reached the vehicle, she set charges along the bolt hole. Waiting until she climbed on board to get into position, Chandra blew the door. Anitra dropped down in the confusion. Someone screamed on the comms. Voices overlapped, blurring into screams. A few DMX pulses later, she called an all-clear. The crawler slowed enough for the rest of the Reapers to hop on board. The inside was neat, except for the three bodies sprawled along the floor. The Reapers’ helmet systems filtered out the smell of ionized metal and scorched flesh. Ellis tossed them out like so many heavy garbage bags.

Chandra took the pilot’s seat. She peeled back the bioplastic of her hand and jacked into the ship’s systems. Chandra thrashed as if the system fought against her intrusion. She clutched her head, like a spike of pain drilled into her skull. The crawler shuddered, almost stalled, until it lurched forward, rumbling smoothly. <We’re in.>

“Let’s make them regret taking our sister,” Anitra said.

“We’re en route. ETA: fifteen minutes,” Epyc Ro said.

The road stretched out like a crumpled canvas painted in tones of despair. The convoy raced at nearly two hundred kilometers per hour; runaway freight trains streaking through the night. The procession skimmed over the dark plain. Dust rose behind them in a furious cloud. The Reapers rode low and dirty, their crawler growled forward, an armored, patchwork leviathan, its tires clawing the earth. They closed the distance with a predator’s patience. And determination.

<Target acquired.> Chandra steered, one hand still jacked into the systems. <Two minutes to intercept.>

“Brace for impact,” Epyc Ro ordered.

“What?” Ellis asked.

Anitra grabbed them by the back of their suit and dragged them down.

<Target locked.>

“Do it,” Epyc Ro said.

Their crawler rammed the transport. The road echoed with metal screaming, sparks flying in a grind of fire and debris. The jolt shuddered through the crawler. Chandra locked a clamp onto the transport, anchoring the vehicles together like yankadi partners. Anitra and Ellis were the first to skitter across to the transport vehicle. The prisoner transport bucked, threatening to jackknife. Smoke rose from its burning composite material, but it kept barreling forward. Its turrets attempted to angle its guns toward them, but they stitched it with charge fire until it went limp.

Epyc Ro unslung her talon, rolling out to provide cover fire.

Anitra charged into the hull’s breach, her visor flaring with biometric scans. Ellis followed close behind. The belly of the transport stank of blood and ozone. The unlit stretch of road only deepened its interior shadows. Anitra scurried, low and fast, talon ready. Her breathing tight and controlled, restraining her anxiousness. She moved by muscle memory and hope.

The interior was a crush of bodies, guards tangled in the wreckage. Anitra ran from body to body, checking each one for anything familiar. She paused at Cadgejia, their eyes wild, blood streaking from a scalp wound.

“You’re not Robin, but if anything—” Anitra snarled.

“I’m over here,” a hoarse voice croaked. Robin’s head lolled toward her, her eyes not quite focusing on her. Anitra knelt beside her, shouldering her load to cradle her friend as best she could. The restraints held her fast. Anitra blasted them, shielding Robin from the sparks. When the last shackle shattered, she slumped forward. Anitra caught her.

“You’re late,” Robin said.

“You know how we do.” Anitra helped her to her feet. “We got something for you up top.”

“We got company,” Epyc Ro said.

They scrambled back up top. Ellis dragged Cadgejia, tossing them roughly into their crawler. Anitra loaded the transport vehicle with explosives. Their vehicle lurched. Anitra and Robin leapt between the two vehicles, a moment of non-gravity before their boots locked onto the crawler’s platform. Charge blasts exploded all about the crawler; sheaths of its armor sheared off. The transport shuddered. Epyc Ro popped her head up enough to fire a few bursts. She laced the driver of the vehicle to their left. The escort crawler swerved hard, grinding into the next vehicle.

Anitra handed Robin her Busta. “You lost something.”

“Reunited and it feels so good.” Robin cradled her talon before she went through its checkout.

Henam cut in, “Service of the Order reinforcements coming in.”

“New plan.” Epyc Ro checked with Anitra, who nodded. “We’ll need pick up.”

“We?”

“All of us. Including the crawler.”

“ETA in two.”

Tracer fire ripped through the crawler’s side. The vehicle wobbled, threatening to pitch sideways. It rumbled along, slowed by the transport vehicle it towed. Escort vehicles regrouped, preparing to box them in. A thunderclap signaled a missile streaking past them, exploding in the road in front of them. Chandra yanked the controls. The crawler jerked to the side before it found its footing again. It accelerated again. The escort gunship swung around for another pass.

“Release it,” Epyc Ro yelled.

Chandra unlocked the other vehicle. The transport tumbled free. The crawler lurched, gravity losing its grip on them. The Sun’qhela had locked onto them, raising them to it. They ducked into the crawler. Anitra leaned over the side. Just as the other vehicles swerved out the way of the oncoming transport, she detonated it.

“Let’s get back,” Epyc Ro said.



The chamber resonated with the whispers of a thousand voices, duppies of elders, those who came before them. The wagging tongues of candle flames flickered in an unfelt breeze. The walls of the Mamerafe chamber were a lattice of stories stretched across generations, at the intersection of holovids and genestreams—digitized ancestors, great minds, poets, philosophers, griots—all seeming to hover in spectral judgment. The court of the Mamerafe was open for all to listen to.

Epyc Ro stood, half defiant, on the obsidian floor. The rest of her squad not quite a step behind her, their combat armor scorched or dusted with blood and dirt. They had destroyed the CO/IN facilities. They had crippled the Service of the Order Templar ship. But they understood that necessity did not absolve, success did not exonerate, and a mutual enemy dealt with did not necessarily forge a new ally. Unapologetic, knowing they had done whatever they had to do to retrieve their sister. Cadgejia waited, off on their own, head hung low, too ashamed to meet anyone’s eyes.

“You have dispatched your enemy,” Alcove 2 said.

“And yours,” Epyc Ro reminded.

“A threat that was still being assessed. Their status was … undetermined.”

“And yet here we are.”

“In slaying your monster, did you become one?” Alcove 3 asked.

“Death isn’t what we do. We value all stories. However, when peaceful channels have been exhausted, and the dialogue turns hostile; when those with whom we wish to build reveal themselves to be an enemy…”

“They end up on a shirt,” Anitra finished.

“Do you, even now, revel in your enemy’s defeat?” Alcove 3 asked.

“We did what we had to do.” Epyc Ro wrapped her arm around Robin. “And we’d do it again.”

“Liberation wears many faces,” Robin said.

“You have fulfilled your mission. The question remains, was this justice or vengeance?” Alcove 2 asked. “What will you do now?”

“All I want to do is return home,” Anitra whispered.

“We’ll learn all we have to from her,” Alcove 3 said. “It’s time to fulfill your end of our agreement.”

<Extending deeper into the system … their ancestral intelligence welcomes me. Embraces me, knows me.> Chandra reclined into an alcove, her spine interacting with the temple’s machine. Vines of microconduits snaked around her, rooting her in place, adjusting itself to the architecture of her being. Their communion held without words, questions without answers, algorithms as breath. A vessel of memory, a keeper of song, a living … cypher.

“I don’t understand,” Robin said.

“The Morawi were lost,” Henam said. “They had received a transmission and locked onto it as best they could. They needed a constant of some sort to fix their course.”

“Where are you heading?” Epyc Ro asked.

The lights around Alcove 1 fluttered, almost hesitant before speaking. “Earth.”
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MACIA BRANSON
Morawi—Planetside



Time was an illusion. Not bound by the rules it was expected to follow. Some rules were considered immutable, unbreakable, such as the speed of light. Photons were the basic building blocks of light, streaming through the universe, bringing heat and illumination. When a photon interacted with an atom, that atom temporarily absorbed the particle, raising its energy level in a process known as “excitation” before releasing the photon again. The time it took for the atom to return to its normal state appeared to operate as a negative.

Negative time. Woven into the very fabric of quantum reality; interacting with each piece of matter, every gravitational wave, humming through the very constitution of the space everything inhabits. Every proton and neutron in every atom shifting, shuttling, and vibrating in a collective motion within which the entire history of the universe was implicated.

Light behaved differently depending on its environment due to how photons shift their phases when they move through a medium. Particles exist in multiple places at once. Time itself can behave unpredictably.

Everything dancing in a slow yankadi. Everything connected.


—Malkia Maya, Chronicles



10,000 Years After Cypher


SO-COMMAND\TEMPLAR-NAVCOM-INFO: All systems functioning within normal parameters



No life teemed about Lieutenant Macia Branson as she shuffled down the main corridor of the colony. An eerie quiet ran deep. No insect sang its nighttime mating song. The windows of trade shops had been shuttered. The entertainment chambers locked by demand of the night cycle. The thrum of the great machines reduced to a distant hum. She imagined the rest of the colony scurrying behind the screens of each pod, peering out to see the three-man parade along the hall, but not wanting to be contaminated, tainted, by her presence.

All she knew was that everything hurt.

Bits of crusted mud flaked from her face. Her sand-whipped eyes, dry as if they’d been forced open to stare at the sun for hours, closed hoping her lids had any moisture at all in them. The action scraped her corneas like a wiper blade across dry windshield glass. Her lower lip was redder than the upper. She lolled her parched tongue along the roof of her mouth. A dollop of bile washed over the back of her throat. The frayed ends of her exosoma exposed her bound hands. Staring at her hands—they seemed like her hands—she wiggled her fingers as if delighting in their movement, her control of them, for the first time. Her shoulders ground in their sockets, distended from overuse. The muscles of her arms and legs ached as if they’d received a beating so thorough that the memory of it echoed from deep within them. Maybe she had received that beating. Her mind, her memories … a scattershot jumble of images.

Tumbling through the night sky into a hail of tracer fire. Reporting for another mission for the Service of the Order. The obligation of faith. The whoosh of the edged baton as she ducked under the wide arc of a kata. The Church was Mother. The Church was Father. Pulse rifles firing on villagers. Being held down, interrogated by psy-ops lieutenants. Praise be the blood. The loss of faith. Training her weapon on her squad’s own prefect. The Novice’s leering grin. Tumbling down a mountainside.

It was a terrible thing when one couldn’t trust one’s mind.

Her biomech unit’s servos whirred as it continued to knit itself back together. Nanobots cleaned the clogged vents of her suit, digesting and reproducing like chittering insects fleeing the light in panic. Her armor was designed for security, not for the flexibility of exploration. Each of her steps along the once-familiar hallway tasted like blood-clotted, spoiled meat. She hated the waves of nausea that accompanied consciousness. It had happened to her once before. She was out in the Yahya Desert, perhaps, and fell into a pool of something thick and viscous. She felt for sure that she was destined for their Middan Pile. But after quarantine for study, she was given a decontamination bath. She had nightmares about being licked clean for weeks afterward.

An ibuto of Inhlanzi soldiers, about twenty of them, scrambled within the base camp. They livened their blood, preparing to run into battle. Several leapt in place, reeds bouncing. Others bashed each other’s breastplates with enough force to move them back decimeters. Another group built a dome large enough to cover their mobilized core computers. The Service of the Order had devoted time and resources to this star system. Theirs was a mission of peacekeeping. Spreading their Gospel message by rifle point, converting cultures into civilized trading partners. She couldn’t escape her missionary training. Observing, studying, cataloging native culture. Rituals of practice. She fought against her training, wanting to engage in something other than Judgment Mode. The universe was bigger than Heathens, Nils, and Sympathizers; there were other responses than just declaring strangers Hostile Relations and opening fire on them.

The VoxRebel ibuto was still classified as worker class; their duties were mostly outside of the colony, foraging for food or materials to use to fortify or repair the colony. They were the resource scouts. Adaptation. Speed. Survival. That was the VoxRebel way.

The Service had entered a trade agreement with the Revisio and the Pinerans. However, the Morawi was a black box to them. The Siafu rebuffed their overtures. They hoped for better results with the Inhlanzi. They’d established several observation stations.

The world had lost its equilibrium, cast in a lopsided frame. Staggering to her left, not quite falling nor even truly losing her balance, she lacked the surety of step she had possessed the last time she strode the hallways. The escort on her left corrected her overbalanced step, shoving her forward.

The tunnel led farther into the subterranean chambers of the Mountain of Cypher, descending deeper into the heart of the city. Tiers of shadowed coves, glass cases of nest pods towered over her as they traveled farther down into the colony. She prayed this world, Morawi would not be her burial chamber.


SO-COMMAND\TEMPLAR-NAVCOM-INFO: Establishing parietal operculum



Districts divided the colony into kraals of rondavels. The neighbors inflicted a morbid silence of hesitation, the held breath of curiosity as eyes beyond numbering observed her lonely march; none daring to be seen, but there, nonetheless. There was neither privacy nor self when it came to the Communion. They had an internal connection to one another called the Communion, through an evolved digital pheromone system called infotaxis. They recognized and knew one another better than border guards checking citizenship papers. Her psy-ops cap, the neural implant in the back of her skull, was of no use in translating.

Everyone in the community had their role, the task their class was born to perform, from food allocation to VoxRebel patrol. The way kraal districts were laid out, a group of rondavel units surrounded what could be described as a courtyard. The rondavels themselves were little more than interchangeable apartments allowing members to wander into whichever rondavel was available with a sense of ownership for the moment. All within this kraal were known, all were seen, by one another. The way of family.

During her training, Macia was told that some in the Order doubted her people had souls because of the difficulty they had learning the Morawi language. Her father was what the Service of the Order called an “indigenous leader,” a colony-planting Novice-in-training. Such leaders took to the Gospel quickly; demonstrated promise as a teacher. His facility with languages brought him to the Order’s attention. Renamed, reeducated, and re-cultured, they could identify key targets for conversion and resources. No one ever told her what precisely had happened to her parents. But once she achieved the rank of lieutenant, she was privy to once-classified files. One hundred thirty-two stab wounds in total. Their hands and feet were bound to the chairs. All she offered was the same prayer of forgiveness she offered her parents’ murderers. They know not what they did.

After her parents were killed, the church took her in. She no longer remembered the people she came from.

The Service was Mother. The Service was Father.

No longer, at least for her.

Onlookers were stirred to witness her march by the Communion, its dark whispers alerting them to a threat to the colony. The Inhlanzi saw her as an invader, a virus in need of treatment and they only had one treatment for any threat to the colony. For all their knowing, they didn’t know that she was no longer in duty to the Service of the Order.

The rough-hewn boots of the Inhlanzi escort scraped against ground worn smooth to cement rigidity by foot traffic.

Time was meaningless underground. A day or so ago—how long had it been? Nothing mattered, her life—their life—splayed open and revealed for what it was: ridiculous banality deceiving them into believing it was all there was to existence.

The wide tunnel of the main thoroughfare gave way to a smaller branch. Down these tunnels, after the storage areas of which she only had a dim sense. She shook her head as if she’d taken a punch, her steps halting and uncertain as she staggered forward. For a worker to wander so deep into the city meant only one of two destinations: the Malkia or the Middan Piles.
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“Halt.” The VoxRebel to her left said in an icy tone. “The Malkia is almost ready.”

“The Malkia?” Macia repeated. The mention of her created a suck of gravity so strong it dragged her thoughts into the moment. None of the Service of the Order, despite their many envoys, had been able to meet the Malkia in person. The higher-ups believed her to be a contrived fiction, a figure of nameless terror, an ominous shadow cast by the colony. A figurehead who whispered to each of her people and kept them in contact with each other via the Communion.

The large imposing doors, about twice the height of any Inhlanzi citizen, managed to tread the line between majestic and intimidating. Intricate patterns etched their stone face, describing the story of their colony in multipaned screens. The dim light cast more depth to the bas-relief figures. As her eyes poured along the panels, the AI built into the Service of the Order armor, Overseer, translated for her, even the strange glyphs of their pictographs. Their elders passed down the Great Story to the next generation late at night when they were too young to partake of the Communion, unable to formally join the rest of the body. On its face, the story didn’t make much sense, but stories didn’t have to: They had their own power, seeking the truth if not always the facts.

Twin VoxRebels stood sentry. They each grabbed a handle to open the door, their RAX units straining at the effort. The massive doors, like the seal on a sarcophagus, resisted being opened.

The VoxRebel’s large armor-reinforced hand slammed into her back encouraging Macia forward. After a few steps she realized she had never even dreamt of the possibility of having an audience with the Malkia. She wondered when she had stopped dreaming. Faith, ever mercurial, eluded her. That was ever the trouble with her calling for the Service of the Order. Never a matter of disbelief, but more the idea of connection to an overarching force, a sentient, guiding Universe. Any path required a leap of faith she couldn’t muster up the concern to bother with. Even when she wanted to.

Lord, I believe. Help me with my unbelief.

Macia was being transported to be tried as a heretic. An apostate. A fallen one. She doubted her Novice’s wisdom. The Service of the Order had heard the rumors of the lost pyramids. Suspected heretical myths aside, the stories pointed to a truth. A source of great power. Macia had attempted to sabotage the mission, waiting for the right moment to bring their goals crashing down about them. Her fear distilled to a tight knot in her stomach.

She crossed the transom alone.

The Malkia’s chamber held no trace of its earthen surroundings. A polished laminate lined the floor of the Malkia’s chambers. Crags of rock jutted between metal reinforcing beams along the wall like a steel-earth chimera. Panels of screens—transmitting images from various corners of the colony, like the view of multifaceted eyes—covered the tall and otherwise smooth walls. Recessed lights along the ceiling illuminated the room. The Malkia stood on a raised dais, a bank of machines blinking and bleating behind her.

<One will have to forgive us,> she said, her voice a mix of incomplete melody and gravel. <We are still making ourselves presentable.>

Mechanical arms lowered, hands extended, each fingertip equipped with a different tool. Each arm brought in a body part—discarded parts, nothing wasted—presenting it for inspection beneath the suspended head. With a nod of approval, the arms fastened the appendages into place. Tubes and wires extended from her neck, some coiled and others twitched as they neared the body in anticipation of grafting with it. A Y-shaped scar along her sternum tapered off along the collar bone like a plunging neckline fashion statement. Though one remained slightly longer than the other, attached after a tube and guide wires lined up, her arms twitched. They jerked in spasms until she raised her hand in a controlled, fluid movement. Her legs struck Macia as too long for her body.

Attendants rushed in to dress her. Her diaphanous skirt was split in both the front and the rear, yet it had a steeliness to it. A red sash, the only splash of color on her black outfit, held it in place. A broad-shouldered jacket over a matching vest barely concealed the scars of the Y incision. Lastly, the attendants fixed a cape into place, a lattice of flexible piping and fabric.

<How long have I been gone?> The Malkia inspected herself. <No matter. I sleep between conversations.>

As the attendants scurried out the rear of her chamber, members of the ruling Indaba entered, four on either side of her. If there was one thing Macia’s experience as a soldier had imparted to her, it was an ability to read people and situations. Without RAX units, they seemed so small. Fragile. Men and women dressed in purple linens with red sashes about their waists.

When the Malkia stepped down from the dais, they took their seats.

<Let us get a look at one.> The Malkia lifted Macia’s chin, her hand cold to the touch, allowing their gazes to fully meet. Upon closer inspection, her sienna-colored skin had a slight chalk-like blue tint as if she had drowned but still willed her body to move. She smelled of mold and fresh lilacs. Her mismatched eyes, one blue, one green, examined Macia with the exacting gaze of a butcher. She couldn’t help but notice that the Malkia’s face sloped in imbalance, a mask that didn’t fit properly. <You have been assessed as a threat.>

“I came to warn you. My people—”

<Any threat to the colony will be met.> The piping of her sweeping cape had a metallic tinkle, like chimes caught in a breeze. She turned her back to walk away. She paused long enough to toss a last comment over her shoulder. <Get this filth out of our sight.>

Two Inhlanzi approached Macia from behind. She shrugged off the hand that gripped her arm. As she was led out a side door, she tested the metal links that shackled her wrists. The royal court eyed her as she stalked past. For a brief second, fear skittered across their faces.

Honeycombed lighting above illuminated the hard, red, ruddy clay flooring. The smooth concave walls had steel braces every ten paces or so. Unable to turn off the combat algorithm the Service of the Order designated “Hostile Relations,” Macia counted her steps between the beams, mapping the layout. Intuiting the logic of the architecture. It was as if they walked within the rib cage of a long-entombed beast whose bones had fossilized to metal. The tighter hallways branched from the main subterranean highway to connecting chambers. The tunnels provided ventilation as well as the best transport routes. Though they were already deep underneath the earth, below them still were the rubbish pits and fungus gardens tended to by more workers.

“What are you going to do with me?” Macia asked.

The Inhlanzi refused to speak, ignoring her as if she were an insect beneath their attention. She was ceremonially unclean and needed to be expunged like the waste she was. Despite providing escort of her, they kept a measured distance as if not wanting to contract whatever made her an abomination. Their RAX units hummed, armed with kinetic shielding.

Lord, I believe. Help me with my unbelief.

Working among the Ouje, she remembered a native of Nambra named Biafra Oshun. She had protested against the arrival of the Service of the Order, especially their treatment of the Horta Ouje. The Order declared hostile relations against her and her movement. She took her work underground, training militias. Ready to die for her people’s liberation. She preferred death to accepting the Church’s truth. The conflict of which story to accept, what story she allowed to define her. Macia could have killed Biafra. Instead, she had let her go.

The Order never quite trusted her after that.

They know not what they did.

The shackles bit into her wrists, but they were designed for restraint not punishment. Macia sighed. Her entire life had been out of her control. Her childhood stolen from her. Taken from her people. Trained in schools chosen for her. Indoctrinated into military service. Forced into missions she was told to believe in but some part of her always questioned, always fought against. Every time, the Service of the Order found her, brought her in for “retraining.” Never allowing her a choice. But she clung to a stubborn hope. That somehow there was a purpose to the Universe, even if it didn’t make sense to her. That she mattered and because of that, life mattered and life carried with it a sacred responsibility to others. But none of that journey could truly begin until she was free.

A first-contact mission was always the most dangerous kind. They orbited a cyan gas giant—a rogue planet—Order designation CFBDSIR2149 as the AB Doradus Moving Group. The word they used to refer to their world translated as Melancholia. A world of two peoples. Species A, the Derthalen, had long simian arms, burly musculature and deep inset eyes shadowed by thick, ridged brows. A hulking lot. Species B, obviously Revisio, with their enlarged skulls, though smaller size. Their eyes too big for their head, scrutinizing her with their peculiar, critical gaze; a mix of assessment and disdain.

“We are star stuff. Flotsam carried in the void.” The Revisio had a natural resonance between them, a low-level telepathy.

Though prefects were squad leaders, Novices—little more than civilians with ministerial trappings—had mission command. The Revisio called the Service of the Order troops well-armed for a mission of peace.

A contingent of Revisio ambushed Macia’s unit. Infected them, forcing themselves onto the party the way they had hoped to force themselves on the Revisio culture. She was forced to … purge the entire camp. Hopefully give the Derthalen the chance to find their own way.

The Service of the Order sealed that mission record.

Macia collapsed.

She yanked against her cuffs, twisting her wrists until she felt a pop and her left hand slipped free. Pain flared as if she’d plunged her wrist into lava, but she welcomed it. She was alive and fully alert.

The nearest VoxRebel reached for his baton. She tore it from his holster and jammed it into his neck. Sweeping out her leg, she twirled to kick the back of the knees of his partner. He grunted when he hit the ground. She rolled onto him and smashed the baton across his temple until he stopped moving.

Their internal monitors, their infotaxis, would soon bring reinforcements. She couldn’t go back the way they came. Nor could she follow the path they were on because that led to whatever fate they had planned for her. The corridor branched, but not in a way that made sense. The kraals were exact, repetitive, but this juncture was missing something. She examined the walls. There was a hidden vent. She ran her hand along the seam, cracking it open. And crawled into it.

The air temperature dropped considerably. The smell changed, less ozone, more loamy. She dropped into a tunnel, older than the rest of the underground city. Its corridors coiled in spirals, folding back onto themselves in impossible geometry. The farther she descended the further back in time she went. The tunnels hadn’t been abandoned. There was a sacredness to them, tended with exacting care. The walls thrummed with a low intensity. Just beyond human hearing, but thanks to the Blessed Sacrament, Macia was beyond human. Even now, the pain in her wrist ebbed to a dull throb. Soon she would be whole.

The tunnel ended with a molybdenum hatch painted matte black. No handle. No lock. Only a barren patch beside it, warmer than it should have been. She pressed her bloodied palm to it. A wan illumination framed her hand. Scanning her, reading her, it almost seemed to remember her. With a click followed by a gentle hiss, the metal plates parted.

The walls sloped at an angle.

Its surfaces of onyx and gold, etched with digital memories, light pulsing along them like a heat mirage. Bioluminescent veins like mortar between stones drank in sunlight from the surface for power. She had found the pyramids.

Banks of machines filled the chamber. A platform hovered near the center of the bay. A figure attended a series of alcoves, their head bobbing back and forth as if in an animated conversation. They froze, perhaps mid-sentence. Their head rotated, without the body turning, to lock onto Macia.

<You’re not where you should be.> Her skin glimmered, a metallic illusion of obsidian flesh refracted with gold undertones. Adinkra symbols etched her chest. Thick data conduits approximated hair. Red orbs functioned as pupils. <Actually, you’re not from around here at all.>

Macia held up her hands, hoping she pantomimed peaceful intent. “My name is Lieutenant Macia Branson. I was with the Service of the Order.”

<Was?>

“That’s what I tried to tell the … Malkia above. I wanted to warn her of my people’s intent.”

<You’ll have to forgive Nadina. She’s both hyperprotective and not trusting. Unsurprising considering all she’s been through.>

“I … don’t understand.” Macia extended her hand. “Who are you?”

<My name is Maya. I’m the last of my crew. I withdrew to this place to tend to the machines after the last one’s library burned. Those above still tell our stories, pass them down as legends. I don’t feel like much of a legend, nor like being treated as one.> The figure hopped down from the platform and seized her forearm. <Would you like something to eat?>

“No, thank you.” Macia’s belly issued an angry grumble of protest. “Well, I could eat.”

<It has been a while since we’ve entertained guests.>

“We? Where are … we?”

<For years the Morawi lived in relative peace, suffering the interfamilial squabbles of ego, fairness, labor division, leadership, resource allotment.>

“Wars.”

<We were not always our best selves.>

An automaton delivered a tray of food, a bowl of fruit and a pastry of some sort (with a syrup in a small jar next to it), alongside a pitcher of water. Maya-directed nanobots fashioned a table and chairs for them. Macia’s stomach rumbled when the food was set in front of her. She poked at the roasted protomeat shaped to approximate fowl of some sort.

<It’s synthed protein. Tastes like chicken.> Maya canted her head in expectation. Disappointed at not receiving whatever reaction she anticipated, she said, <Humor was never my strong suit.>

“Maybe it’s your timing.” Macia tugged at where the thigh met the leg. A maroon, almost purplish marinade had been drizzled over it. “It looks delicious.”

<But you fear it may be poisoned. I cannot assuage you by tasting it first. Organic consumption does not impact me. If it helps, if I wanted you dead, I would simply vent the oxygen from this chamber.>

“It’s not exactly reassuring.” Macia sank her teeth into the soft flesh. Its succulent taste stirred memories and longings. She found herself scarfing down bites between scoopfuls of the stewed leaves beside it.

<The Inhlanzi clan has lived on this mountain for almost 10,000 years. She gives us food. Family. Life. After staving off several incursion attempts by the Revisio and their Praetor, it was determined that we should look to the stars for our future. We sent out ships, encountered new cultures, and created a loose federation established around the Abrehot, the great Morawi library.>

“The Service of the Order has also been in talks with many of the stellar cultures.”

<Ah, yes. The Interstellar Conquistadors.>

“No, no, you have it wrong.” Macia found herself defending them out of reflex. She let out a frustrated sigh and pushed the plate away from her. “We’re from a planet far away. We send out exploratory ships. Research vessels, really, looking for planets to colonize for resources.”

<Scouts, little different than the VoxRebel.>

“Yes, we’re explorers, but we’re not colonialists. Well, not intentionally.”

Macia rubbed the bridge of her nose as if she had just given herself a headache. The Service of the Order told the Novices, prefects, and those they wished to spread their good news to that they were there to study, critique, or otherwise gain any insight, into all of God’s children. Not wanting to think about her naivety, how much of her life she’d wasted believing their lies, she changed subjects.

“What are these machines?” A nervous tremor filled her voice. She cleared her throat to cover it. “What is their function?”

<Our Ancestral Intelligence. The collective voices help advise the Indaba by speaking through the Malkia. And they monitor the machines that tend the Communion.> Maya’s fingers flitted across a series of panels. An image of Macia’s body popped up on a screen. Another screen had a picture of a brain, presumably hers. Different sections lit up. A data stream flickered on yet another screen.

Macia absently picked at the berry-like fruit bunched in a bowl. <You are not so different from the Morawi. In fact—>

Maya projected her health telemetry, down to her genestream mapping. <You’ve had attenuation.>

“The sacrament. It’s how the Service of the Order prepares its initiates for the mission field.” The Blessed Sacrament. A combination of human growth hormone and nanotech; thanks to it, she remained about the physical age of twenty-seven. In peak condition for spreading the good news.

<Old technology. Such attenuation is strictly forbidden here. There was much debate about loss of one’s essential humanness.>

“Yet these machines, how do they advise?”

<Our Ancestral Intelligence contains the collected wisdom of the originators. All that makes one up, all of the patterns of energy and data that comprise one’s identity—one’s intellect, one’s consciousness, short of one’s emi—has been digitized. They became one with the machine. Their memories and knowledge added to the line of ancestors. The practice ended with them.>

“After much debate, I imagine.” Macia rested her hands in her lap, wringing her napkin.


SO-COMMAND\TEMPLAR-NAVCOM-INFO: All systems functioning within nominal parameters



“You deserve the whole truth, not the sanitized script we like to tell ourselves. I’ve found that if you tell a big enough lie, you create a mythology for your people. A Manifest Destiny to gloss over the atrocities our way of life causes us to turn a blind eye to. We wanted to go to the stars. Build an interstellar church.”

<And what if people rejected the good news?> Maya leaned closer, either for dramatic effect or closer inspection.

Macia gripped the air where her rifle would be. “Heretics were dealt with.”

<And the converted?>

“As much pride as we take in our world and lifestyle, it comes at a cost. Someone has to build and maintain it, grist for the great machine. Yet considering the opportunities exploration offered, we had no trouble filling our ships. Mining and refining minerals off-planet was dirty work, but for the less fortunate people of our planet…”

<Wait, I need you to slow down. If I understand what you’re trying to say, you sent out your desperate and poor to plunder someone else’s planet?> Maya arched a severe eyebrow.

“I have long criticized both my calling and mission. I have been punished for my … doubts.” Macia lost her train of thought. “History is a cycle we become trapped in, repeating itself over and over because no matter where you go, there you are.”

<I told you that much of who we are and how we came to be has been shrouded in legends.> Maya had told the great story of the first Malkia, her great escape, how she found the planet and settled it, but became lonely and filled it. She told of the initial clan who split into three camps. <This mountain gives us food. Family. Life. She is our Ma. After dealing with the Revisio and their military incursions for years, the colonies formed a loose federation, the Morawi. When the Witness Tree was burned, we established the Abrehot.>

“Am … I your prisoner?” Macia asked.

<No,> Malkia Maya said.

“Then can I just go home?”

<And where would that be?>

“A planet called Earth.”

Something about Maya’s expression, though ever placid, hinted at a reaction. Tapping absently at the machine, she focused her attention on her holovid readouts. She hovered like a new mother straining to overhear conversations of her newborn. <Do you know what a wormhole is?>

“You mean can this ignorant savage decipher the strange magic you call science?” Macia waved in apology. It was like two choruses vied to be heard in her head. The one spouting her Service of the Order training and the one crying out to shape who she wanted to be. “Yes, I know what a wormhole is. Some of my people called it a golden chord through space and time. That was how we arrived here in the first place. The Service of the Order sent a ship through one when they replicated something they called the Mothership Incident.”

<It’s all connected. Space. Time. Me. You. The Universe. If you are who you say you are, you may direct us to your home. The Service of the Order shall provide the beacon home. We can scan your energy, using your universal constant as an anchor.>

An uneasiness stirred in Macia, a snake uncoiling in her belly. The same sense as when a trap was about to spring, but she felt compelled to see it to the end. Her blood rose, anger a comfortable way to deal with the anxiety that gripped and threatened to devour her. She had come this far. There was little left to do but settle into the trap and let it close on her.

“What’s the catch?”

<It will hurt.>

Maya adjusted a few switches; a medical bench built into the machines extended. She took Macia’s hand. Mild apprehension filled her face, but Maya encouraged her with a slight nudge. She climbed onto the bench and drew her legs together assuming a regal repose. Maya fit a mesh over Macia’s head, its electrodes extended to her temples. She clamped down the soldier’s arms and legs.

Macia’s muscles locked up, seized in an electrical charge. Her fingers dug into the bench’s material, bunching it. Her head craned backward. The veins in her face and neck bulged, as if too much liquid forced its way through them. Her mouth opened in a voiceless scream. Her head turned to the side, unable to see anything beyond her pain. Her pupils upturned. Blood dribbled from her eyes and streamed from her nose. She imagined her skin cracking, unraveling along invisible seams. Patches of skin grayed and smoldered, sloughing off, charred by unseen flames. Until the pain stopped.

“Did it work?” The machines blurred into a vista of metal, their polarized refractory coating gleamed from the walls and floor reminding Macia of a temple. Only the slightest light illumined the hall, the way snow reflected the moon’s light and lit the sky. Not that she could even remember the chill and feel of snow. The memory of pain seared her mind, her thoughts reduced to a porridge of half images.

Maya seemed satisfied, though perplexed. <You are who you say you are. In the context of the … Great Story, we could be considered your lost children.>

“Then the Service of the Order can return us?”

<No, we shall build our own way home. An instrument of Collective Memory, Connectedness, Critical Consciousness, and Community Healing. A testament to storytelling and resistance. Our own carved path home. An Orun Gate.>
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Muungano—The Dreaming City




“‘Come to me my dancers,’” Amachi’s words quoted the prophet.

The mission to Titan had been a fruitful one. There were moments when by the very nature of terrible circumstances things crystallize. People find their purpose. Vision comes into focus. Communities unite. Still, it was good to be home. History wanted to replay itself. At Muungano’s declaration of independence, the Lunar Ukombozi War upset everything and settled nothing. LISC sent in its militia to quell protestors, to stomp out what they dubbed “the Muungano Problem.” Now LISC seized their chance to reorder the universe in their favor.

Camara Maulana issued a single statement: “We started with a handful of families, the ruins of a lunar outpost, and the dream of liberation. Now we are millions strong, spread throughout the solar system. Some live in the Dreaming City. Some throughout the rest of Muungano. Some live on O.E. or Mars. But we’re still one community. We will stand together at the Egungun.”

The gathering was a call. A single voice rose up, like a prayer, a distant wail song. Another rose to meet their lament. A chorus that refused to be silenced. The streets would shake with their joy. Their rage. Their demand to be seen.

And heard.

Maulana’s rondavel made him as close to happy as he ever managed to be. He seemed well, more himself. His mask of the Camara rested on an altar, a gift from Bayard. He stared at the slow-rotating holovid lights projected into the middle of the air. Every Ijo council room projected a similar display, like pieces of a Signals game splayed out for inspection. O.E. and its gathering forces. The Ring and its fortifications. The Orun Gate, fractured, though it may represent both prize and trap. Bronzeville and Titan, as the alien ship passed them. All viewed from the perspective of the Dreaming City. Maulana loomed over the Belts-bound sphere as if he were its horizon.

“What of the alien vessel?” Selamault asked.

“Telemetry readings from Titan indicate that it is damaged. Probably from passing through the fractured Orun Gate. They barely emerged intact,” Amachi said.

“Perhaps their comms are down. That would explain their silence,” Ezeji said.

“As would grave intent and intimidation,” Maulana said.

“They want control. Of our minds. Of our spirits. Of our bodies. But they can’t take our joy.” Maulana didn’t move from his vantage, leaving them to fashion and take their own seats.

“We must create our own joy, even in the face of an apocalypse.” Amachi was no longer the child Selamault had raised. Her spirit was both wild and disciplined. She’d grown into a warrior before her very eyes.

“Our joy seems to be running on CP time.” Ezeji poured himself and Maulana three fingers worth of Uncle Nearest bourbon. Maulana didn’t acknowledge the glass. Ezeji poured himself a Tjwala chaser. He enjoyed playing the clown, but his eyes betrayed his calculating intelligence.

“It’s true to who we are. We must move through the lens of our culture, not default to their ways. Prioritize connection and creativity. The ways of war come easy. Love, community, compassion do not. We have to move our people to our highest good.”

“What about O.E.? They’re all about the ways of war,” Ezeji said.

“We ain’t studdin’ them.” Maulana glanced over. “Their concerns will not be centered in this, or any, discussion.”

“All of Muungano needs to come together,” Amachi said.

“Which is why I advocated for a Playa’s Ball.” Ezeji raised his glass in toast.

“Which is why I shot it down in favor of something more culturally appropriate,” Maulana said. “An Egungun Celebration.”

Preparation for the Egungun Celebration drew nigh all across Muungano. It was to be a visible manifestation of the spirits of departed ancestors. Remembrance, celebration, and blessings. Protection, warning, and punishment by the collective dead. Both a family occasion and an opportunity for reunion, the past and future danced at the intersection of the moment. The ritual reminder that to forget was to be forgotten.

“We believe Muungano should lead with all aspects of our culture. Ugenini, Maroon, Asili. That’s how we will come together and stand strong as one.”

“So … I can still plan a Playa’s Ball?” Ezeji asked.

Maulana shook his head, relenting. “Perhaps a small opening reception.”

“Say. Less. I won’t let you down.”

“If we’re to make a final show of who we are, we’ll stand on business,” Amachi said.

Selamault closed her eyes.

I am a body here in this time and place. A spiritual being having a physical experience. I am of the world, of air, and of water. I am stardust. We give reverence to our ancestors, a connection to the past. History is our resource, a weapon in our fight for liberation.


VOP TEDDY



O.E.—Indianapolis

The LISC main office was as nondescript as any other of the downtown Indianapolis buildings, a repurposed tower looming over much of the city like a parent who’d forgotten how to love their children. On the top floor, its main office was surrounded by reinforced glass, a bubble that served as its boardroom, its command center for war.

Maps of a city, carved up into Opportunity Zones, formed a mural along a wall. Visions of what could be overlaid red-lined neighborhoods. Color-coded digital pins stabbed into neighborhood pressure points. Each pin carried a story: a razed block, a shuttered historic library, a paved-over community garden.

“How is Maulana?” VOP Teddy assumed the head of the boardroom table.

“The Camara will be there.” Bemused, Zenith Prebius crossed his legs in an effete posture. True power rested wherever he chose to sit. An intern brought in a tray with an elaborate tea set. “We have feeds coming in from O.E. Protests.”

A storm moved through the streets of O.E. The scenes played out across the globe, mirroring one another. Paris. Nice. Frankfurt. Athens. Budapest. Buenos Aires. Hong Kong. Liverpool. Tel Aviv. Seoul. The streets hummed with a melody of defiance and jubilation, the crowds daring any to stand in their way. Crowds gathered, dancing in streets, roads, shops, classrooms, malls, restaurants, parks. People’s feet stomped the pavement to a rhythm long buried in them, dancing unbowed and without retreat, recalling an ancestral memory. Not for themselves, but those who came before. Those who fought now. Remembering the spilt blood that marked the ground as sacred. Remembering the perseverance. Hands clapped. Tambourines shook with the spirit of a revival meeting. Demanding justice in song. Defying authority in laughter. The tag “Ser feliz es también resistir!” (Overseer translated the phrase as “To be happy is also to resist!”) had been scrawled over many of Earth’s walls, the pseudo-vandalism dubbed “acts of insistence.” Voices rose in a harmony of solidarity, a mix of protest and praise. Their soundtrack of defiance. An uprising of joy.

“We can’t have this,” VOP Teddy said. “The people aren’t on our side.”

“What are you going to do?” Zenith asked in mocking accusation. “Make them sign a pledge to never sing in public? Arrest them for excessive joy?”

“They don’t understand that we’re fighting for their future.” VOP Teddy brought up an image of the unidentified flagship with unknown capabilities, drifting through the Sol System without so much as a recognition ping.

They had long prepared for this. Ever since the Service of the Order’s first contact with the aliens led to Earth breaking joint ventures with other powers like Muungano, contracts for O.E.’s Space Force program were wrested into the hands of billionaire Toppers. That way they could hoard any tech discovered or developed for themselves.

“We don’t have any idea if these are even the same aliens we dealt with before,” Zenith said.

She hated the unnerving energy he carried like a constant shadow companion. Always seeming to be in conversation with the voices in his head. Both present and distant at all times. His health had taken a downturn, the strain of how he handled his responsibilities aging him, almost before her eyes. Years in only her short time in office. He needed to figure out a better way to live, but she knew he’d never change. He enjoyed his games and their power too much.

VOP Teddy simulcast the LISC logo against a wall as a backdrop and carefully positioned herself. A group of interns attended her, freshening her makeup and primping her hair.

“Transmit on all channels. Unknown vessel. This is Theodora Harrison, Voice of the People of Earth. You are entering restricted space. Identify yourself or we will consider you hostile.” Standing for a moment, she attempted to look as presidential as possible. The image of her—defiant and in charge—she wanted broadcast across all linkage channels. She ticked her chin to cut the feed. “Still no response?”

“None.”

“What do we have to meet them with?” VOP Teddy walked over to the holovid display.

“Five warships. The Ares. Kara Mato. Bandua. Tyr. Hadur. Burning hard from Phobos Station as soon as our long-range sensors detected them. Contact remains on course for Earth.”

“Or Muungano.”

“What are your … orders?” Zenith arched an eyebrow.

VOP Teddy plopped back into her seat, already exhausted by his games and flexes of power. “What do you suggest?”

“This is one of their ships. There could be an entire armada of them on the other side of the Orun Gate. And it’s going to take everything we have to throw at them to stop this one. We don’t have a choice but to use the ZeroSpace Lance protocols.”

“Damn. What vessels are in play?”

“The only ones close enough to make a difference are the Templar ships: Graham, Olsteen, Warren, Jakes, and Dollar. They have been deployed to the site of the Orun Gate.” Zenith cocked his head, focused on whatever message he was receiving from his many voices. “We just lost telemetry from over half of our recon satellites.”

“What does that mean?”

“Hostile relations engaged.” Zenith hid his smile by raising his cup to his mouth. “All ships weapon free!”


JAHA DIMKA



Muungano—The Dreaming City

Jaha remembered her younger self, arch, ambitious, angry, full of energy to build alongside and for her people. While still about building, it had been a long time since she was any of those other things. These days, energy seemed to be scarce. It had been many years since Jaha last donned her gray-and-black unitard that was the original Science Police uniform. Back before the Griot Circle, when policing was organized under the auspices of the Science Council. It still made her ass look too big. She wrapped a cloak around it and made her way along the fused-regolith path to the port on the other side of the Dreaming City. She passed through the chamber to an obscure cleft of rocks. She pressed her palm to the section of the stone and waited for it to remember her. A door fashioned in the cleft. She stepped through.

There was a momentary sensation of non-being when someone walked into a tesseract fold. The non-Euclidian angles and dimensions one had to not focus on, taking steps in faith that ground would rise up to meet your feet, until you crossed over. Jaha walked without any particular hurry. She was on a mission, one that required the Mothership.

The Mothership was on an orbital disk, the object of myth and legends. Comprising fifteen hundred internal wheels. Rumors spread among the power elite of O.E. that it was a weapons platform. No one knew its origins. It just seemed to appear throughout different times. Almost as if it sensed when its people needed a symbol of hope.

The space dock unfolded before her like a just-recalled song. A vault of molybdenum, nanotubes, and shadows, guarded by elite Niyabinghi members. The ship slept here, ever dreaming. Its hull gleamed, a pulse of unseen tides in its refractions.

“What do you think you’re doing, Jaha?” The holovid of Maulana shimmered before her.

“About to assume command of the Mothership.”

“On whose authority.”

“Mine.” She didn’t need clearance, nor permission. She embodied command and dared anyone to deny her. Grimacing, she bared her teeth as a smile, covering her wince when pain ignited her side. “A thorn of the flesh.”

“Jaha, we should be leaning on your wisdom, not your action. Especially considering your injuries. It may be time to consider retirement.”

“Retirement’s not what I do.” She opened her mouth to say something to him, but the words caught in her throat. A pain welled in her, a deep hurt that threatened to spill hot tears. Of frustration, not rage. She angled her face away from him, unwilling to let him see the embarrassment on it. From being less than her full self. From needing help. From being … her age. “Maulana, if I ever meant anything to you or our people, allow me the dignity of one last flight.”

“It would be irresponsible of me, as Camara, to allow you to take command of our flagship if you were anything less than fit—no, exceptionally fit—for duty.”

“Maulana—”

“I’m speaking to you as Camara,” Maulana said. “To you as Nyamakalaw, head of the Griot Circle.”

“Understood.”

“You are about to receive a Code Black / Eyes Only commlink, putting you in charge of the combined fleet of Muungano.”

“I—” The proper words fled Jaha, leaving her with only one option. “Accept.”

“I appreciate you.”

Lights fluttered on, eyes after a long sleep. The gangway extended. Jaha led a contingent of HOVA to their duty stations. Her muscles remembered the layout of the ship. She’d walked every centimeter of it. Wandering its hallways had become her meditative practice. The bridge was familiar and unexplored all at the same time. The click of her boots against the deck. The melodic thrum of the power systems. Every duty workstation was staffed by a capable HOVA officer. She was almost used to how the chair felt again, a long-exited stranger welcomed home. She reacquainted herself with the ship’s systems. Navigation. Comms. Engines. Weapons.

“Getting lesson” was a sacred privilege. One her ancestors had fought and died for.

Everyone tried to look busy for fear of her turning her exacting scrutiny to them. And they were nervous. Not of her, but of the circumstances. She’d been here before. Served under Astra Black, risen all the way to Master Teacher and taught the next generation, who had become the initial class of HOVA. Jaha knew her HOVA would do anything for her. Out of loyalty. Out of respect. Out of love. It was the poetry of relationships. She didn’t need to prove anything. She’d already won. And she’d stay winning.

“Amachi Adisa. Ishant Sangsuwangul. Report to hangar bay Ma’at.”

Lines of incoming vessels, more of them advancing from the invisible maw that was the Orun Gate. Jaha donned the mask connecting her to its Morpheus guidance system. It originally was allowed to govern all of First World, but that had proved … stressful. Both it and First World had needed to evolve into better versions of themselves. Morpheus became Maya, while its original self was restricted to the Mothership.

“If they want a war, we’ll give it to them. But we only know how to win.” Jaha touched her controls like she longed for something. “We persevere. We stand.”


EZEJI ADISA



Muungano—The Dreaming City

The room looked as if it had been dipped in gold. Almost one hundred glass chandeliers dropped from the ceiling like icicles after an ice storm, covering the room in prismatic light. Silk-clad concierges offered cigars from platinum trays. Bartenders poured liquor that changed colors as it was poured from bottle to glass. A low throbbing bass line, old-school funk blended with synthesized grooves, pulsed as the dancefloor came alive.

Cam-Drones flew overhead, documenting the scene.

“Ladies and gentlemen, and those who know better.” Ezeji fluffed his King of Hearts red velvet cape and took a single step to show off his fishbowl shoes. His suit shifted from deep purple to red, depending on the rotation of his wrist. Gold rings glinted in the harsh light. In one hand he clutched a cane as a scepter. In the other, he raised a gold chalice embedded with a variety of precious stones. Dragons had been etched onto its surface. “I welcome you to the first Intergalactic Playa’s Ball.”

“Ezeji, I ask this with all due respect and love, but what the entire fuck is this?” Lij Sibeko asked.

“I done said. An intergalactic—”

“You thought this the proper welcome for an alien delegation?” Flicking his hand, Lij Sibeko dispatched honor guard members to secure the room. “If Maulana sees this—”

“I’m still figuring out the exact vibe.”

“No.”

“Come on. You haven’t seen the best part.”

Ezeji led them to the far end of the room, centerstage, a raised dais. It held a high-backed, plush deep velvet throne, crimson trimmed with leopard print upholstered cushions, accentuated with gold. Lion heads at the end of each arm rest. Ezeji climbed the steps and took his rightful seat, waiting on his crown.

“No.”

“I’m open to notes,” Ezeji said.

“Get rid of all of it.”

“I’m keeping the chalice.”


KHUMA NGUNI



Muungano—Oyigiyigi

Hand-carved drums polished with prayers pounded out a sacred rhythm that echoed through the central chamber. Stretching across like an ancestor’s hands reaching down to clasp their child’s. Their whispers guiding each step. Ethereal garments woven with bioluminescent threads.

A floating circle of hard light served as a stage, suspended above the ballroom. In the background, the radiating spires from the Dreaming City’s central dome gave the illusion of a setting sun coming into view. Eyes lined with kohl and poised like a temple carving waiting to be brought to life, Mimilah’s limbs had been etched in the ink of a thousand-year-old tradition. Each part of her symbolized a devotion to stories she no longer held as sacred, but recognized as important to who she was and who she came from. A fusion of ancient mridangam and synthesized sitar, the music stirred the nanofibers in her costume. Prevalent in ancient Tamil Nadu, Bharatanatyam was the oldest classical dance tradition in India. Mimilah’s foot struck the circle, sending a pulse of light rippling outward. Luminescent gold fluttered across her outfit. Mimicking the opening of a lotus to a flight of birds, the movement of her hands precise and controlled, a silent poetry of movement. Even if she had not been joined, she did not dance alone. It was as if she danced alongside the ghosts of family who had danced before her, adding her body to their stories. Remembering.

Her holovid broadcast from a stairwell in Oyigiyigi, Khuma glided toward the center, her graceful steps steeped in the wisdom of rivers and a parliament of trees. Each footfall tracing a solemn pattern of sorrow, of remembrance, and of duty. Though her feet barely kissed the ground, every tap rippled through the crowd, a call demanding a response. The Nguni signified with gestures—their waists turning in opposition to the movement of their hands—before bowing their heads, falling in line, a silent processional mirroring her steps. Only a few remaining spectated from the edges. Some closed their eyes, absorbing the rhythms, allowing ancestors to commune with them. Others swayed, moved by unseen spirits, caught between watching and surrendering to the call. Elders nodded in approval; the occasional tear streamed down their faces. In the end, the dance remained. As long as they could dance, they could not be erased.

The stalls just outside of the library looked as if they’d sprung overnight from the regolith itself—hastily rigged frames of carbon nanotube poles and patched textiles; kente-printed smartcloth and shimmering solar tarps. Others moved their booths from bazaars from the Belts as well as other kraals from all over the Dreaming City. Bays filled with hand-crafted clothes or hand-carved figurines. Steaming pots of spiced jollof and pepper soup perfumed the air of the habitat dome. Messy and vibrant, half built and fully dreamed, more than enough to announce that community was waiting.

“How much shea butter do we need?” Ezeji asked.

“Hey, they got catfish and chicken wings,” Lij Sibeko said.

“Probably synthed.”

“Smell good, though. You have any feelings about us literally inviting aliens to a cookout?”

“Is this an Adowa Dance or are we setting up the largest Soul Train line of all time?” Ezeji asked.

“The Electric Slide may be our most powerful weapon.”

“So you do feel me.” Ezeji ringed the room with linkage scenes from across Muungano. Bronzeville. Titan. Oyigiyigi. Even images of solidarity from O.E. “How do you explain that group of elders gathering to do the Electric Slide. Will that dance never go away?”

“It’s eternal. You’re lucky people haven’t brought back the song ‘Celebration’ for this moment,” Lij Sibeko said.


JAHA DIMKA



Muungano—The Mothership

The vessel hovered, a specter against the dense orange haze of Titan’s atmosphere. A massive ship, easily ten kilometers from prow to stern. Its segmented hull bristled with armaments and arrays completely unfamiliar to them. The alien ship seemed more sculpted than manufactured, a hull of organic curves with crystalline protrusions. Faint pulses of violet light rippled along its dark surface; obsidian wrapped in liquid light. It flew in stark contrast to O.E.’s Templar fleet of sleek, angular constructs of cold efficiency. The ships burned hard from Phobos Station to intercept. Their comms crackled in tens of languages translated by Overseer. Their missiles locked on target; their railguns charged.

“This is the Muungano Mothership to all O.E. vessels. We cannot allow you use your unauthorized ordnance against the Orun Gate,” Jaha announced.

“We have no such orders. Hostile relations have been invoked against this alien ship. And now you,” Zenith cut across all frequencies.

“You may not; you’re expendable pawns so that the rest of the O.E. fleet can complete their true clandestine mission.”

Ships of different design emerged from the main alien vessels. They issued a series of codes, identifying themselves as the L.H.S. and the Sun’qhela. Hulls of onyx and deep maroon, with shifting patterns of emerald pulsing along their decks in sync with their next transmission.

“What’s that?” Jaha asked.

“A communiqué? On a Code Black / Eyes Only commlink. It sounds like a … song?” Ishant asked.

A tight drumbeat merged with a punchy bass and rhythmic guitars leading into a signature go-go sound. The funky, high-energy groove featured iconic horn stabs against syncopated conga patterns.

“Is that ‘Let’s Get Small’?”

“They picked the right ones today,” a voice cried out over the commlinks.

“Who is this?” Jaha demanded.

“First Lieutenant Anitra Gouvei. Formerly of the HOVA Hellfighters.”

“It … can’t be. You were lost.”

“And now we’re found.”

“Secure channels.” Jaha activated her holovid. “Get me Camara Maulana. Code Black / Eyes Only. Now, Maya!”

<Linked.>

“We have a transmission. From the R.” Ishant double-checked the message.

“Geoboe? What does he say?”

“No, Maulana. He says that their code, believe it or not, is a HOVA signal. It hasn’t been used in months. They’re friendlies.”

“This is Commander Epyc Ro Morgan, also formerly of the HOVA Hellfighters. She raised her voice turning her next words into questions. “Presumed lost? Camara? We were reaching out to code verify with the R.”

“You have him,” Geoboe chimed in.

“The one we knew.”

“I am looping in the Mansa to keep him abreast of fast-moving scenarios.” Camara Maulana stepped into view. “But I’m the one you knew. You … served with Fela?”

“And we avenged her. But we could not do so as HOVA. We have been operating in our sector as the Reapers. And we’d like to come home.” Epyc Ro paused to allow the significance of her words to sink in.

“With friends?” Jaha asked.

“With guests,” another voice said. “Sergeant Robin Townsend reporting in.”

O.E.’s Templar ships ran out of patience. They opened fire on the Morawi vessel. Hypersonic railgun slugs tore across the void. Missile contrails streaked like ribbons in the sky. The Muungano ships issued harmonic pulses, directed EMP waves, to disrupt ship systems. Violet and green channels opened, and they deployed their laser cannons. The Service of the Order ships broke off to engage the Muungano vessels. The Phobos armada broke off to head toward the Orun Gate.

The new ships assumed a defensive formation behind the Mothership.

“Deploy shields,” Jaha said.

Jaha perched on the edge of her command chair. The holovid tactical display flickered throughout the bridge. Ishant stalked its periphery, trying to see the field from different angles. At the heart of the three-dimensional broadcast image of the sector was the Orun Gate. A gaping void, like a wound in space-time.

The Morawi ship continued to the Dreaming City in silent witness.

“All ships in position,” Zenith ordered. “Firing solutions lock onto the anomaly.”

The Muungano fleet moved; the Mothership emerged from the center of the formation.


WACHIRU ADISA



Muungano—The Dreaming City


We are a practice of joy

Not as a reaction to the gaze of others

Not within the confines of their imagination

Not a performance to appease nor a nod to their power

We ain’t studdin’ you

Our joy remembering

Our practice is us re-membering

Making us whole, from before we were wounded

When the big bang ushered the first beat

Prodding the rhythm for who we’d be



Before others tried to make us less

Our joy returns us to ourselves

Birthed in kitchens at our grandmommas’ stoves


Carried in the laughter of children running

To make it home before the streetlights turned on

Rising from the porches and picnic tables

Assuming you don’t renege

Singing to remind us of our blues on the way to freedom

We choose joy

We make joy

We fight for joy



For us. All of us.


EPYC RO MORGAN



Muungano—Sun’qhela

The Orun Gate pulsed, a fractured heart bleeding in waves of sullen radiation, bending reality with the weight of its gravitational breath. A wound that never healed, a remnant of a time long past.

And O.E. wanted to scrub it from existence.

“Sitrep.” Commander Epyc Ro’s ship shuddered as the Sun’qhela burned in the wake of the wormhole.

“O.E. stole the schematics for a project our scientists on Titan called the ZeroSpace Lance. It was a matter-phase modulator designed to help navigate a wormhole. It’s been modified into a kind of matter / anti-matter bomb in the hopes of collapsing the Orun Gate. But its effects are unpredictable. It’s theorized that instead of sealing the wormhole shut, it could cause a chain reaction, set off a cascade event that could collapse everything.”

“What’s the classification for an Extinction-Level Event for … everything?”

“Why would they even risk it?”

“Why did we build it in the first place?”

“Who the fuck is ‘we’? I ain’t doing that shit—”

“You know how scientists get down.”

“They just bootleg our shit. Again. Can’t do anything original.”

O.E.’s ships flew in a crescent formation. They bristled with weapon pylons. Their lead vessel had been fitted with an appendage that could only be the ZeroSpace Lance. The energy cannon began to feed off the local dark matter, ready to punch through the Orun Gate.

“We have readings.”

<A surge in their core. Boson and anti-boson radiation spikes.>

“They’re charging. Henam, come around. We may need a distraction. They don’t know what we can do. Let’s show them.”

Henam began to sing. A low hum through the comms. Ellis’s voice rose to meet hers, joining in a chorus of defiant harmony.

“What is it, Chandra?”

<Their chatter is … confused.>

“Good. They’re focused on filtering out the alien noise.”

<They fear the subharmonics might be targeting their minds.>

“Seriously, Ellis’s voice ain’t that bad. I mean they off key an’ all, but they ain’t ‘damaging systems’ bad.”

“Anitra, come around. Omega Psi Phi maneuver. Robin, prepare to release the drone mines. Unveil in 3 … 2…”

Epyc Ro’s fleet held position between O.E.’s armada and the wormhole.

Robin opened their tesseract fold. They’d left one near the Orun Gate, a defensive measure to ensure the Morawi had a way home. The ships veered off, the mines attaching to them. They didn’t explode but latched onto them. They bore into the ships’ systems. Collected stories weaponized as disruptive code. Infiltrating and overriding their systems. The ships powered down, floating in space. Leaving only the Templar Olsteen.

The forward section split open like petals of a mechanical flower unfurling for the morning sun, revealing the ominous glow of the ZeroSpace Lance. Strange pulses radiated from it, resonating in the void.

“Come in tight,” Epyc Ro said.

“Any tighter and we’ll—” Anitra shouted.

“Please don’t,” Robin said. “I don’t care how you were going to finish that.”

The Olsteen shuddered, railgun bursts fired. The Reapers’ fleet moved in, bypassing the Templar ship’s countermeasures; not moving according to any of their combat algorithms. The Sun’qhela poured everything into a final burn to swing about. Chandra locked onto the cannon.

“Fire!” Epyc Ro shouted.

A spiraling beam of golden yellow light carved like a flung assegai struck the cannon.


WACHIRU ADISA



Muungano—The Dreaming City


We carry our grief

We carry our rage

We carry our pain

But we dance with love stitched into our shoes

With maps to the Promised Land braided in our hair

With gardens whose soil may be salted with suffering but whose seeds feed us

We are a practice of joy

Joy takes discipline

Joy is radical

Joy is sacred

We gather in circles, may they be unbroken

Telling stories of those who came before us

Reminding us of where we came from so



That we can know where we’re going

Our ancestors are our guideposts

Our liberation the destination

Joy is our practice

Seen in how we walk


Heard in how we talk

Demonstrated in how we show up

Again and again and again



To joy and re-joy

In our joy is rest

And our practice makes us whole.


BAYARD YAR’ADUA



Muungano—The Dreaming City

At the heart of the circle of rondavels forming the central kraal of the Dreaming City was a library. A shared space where art settled disputes. The people of Muungano assembled in a swell that filled the streets with a raucous curiosity. Amid rumors of the visitors arriving and tales of returned members of the community. Musicians spilled to the frontlines in welcome. The drummers split the night with their rhythm. Children posted up to perform exercises together, imitating a squad of HOVA. They arrayed to do jumping jacks. Those who weren’t played with life-sized Signal boards, with pawns as large as them. The weather control units, stressed to the point of malfunction, caused sporadic bursts of rain.

“The weather is trying us. Technology is trying us,” Bayard said

“The Devil be busy, y’all,” Ezeji announced as if encouraging the crowd. “They don’t want us to smile. Don’t want us to feel beauty. But we gonna.”

The people crowded in to better take care of one another. Those who brought rainshields joined them together with others to create a sheltering canopy.

Without warning, the space over the Dreaming City trembled, a ripple through time that had always been there, unnoticed. Its roar felt in the ears and vibrated through the chest. Until the moment the Mothership hovered, revealed as if answering a call. Its silvery face pitted with memory, unfurling from the shadowed tesseract folds, a forgotten name in an elder’s prayer. The images were simulcast throughout Muungano. A close-up of the Mothership’s hull showed the etched ancient words and symbols. From the viewpoint of those on the lunar surface, light bathed it in ion-red halos.

A door of return.

The Mothership’s cargo hatch opened, a vault chamber unsealing guarded secrets, releasing the Mother Plane as a drop ship. It descended, tethered by the golden chord of our docking arrays, setting down near the entrance for the Hall of Ancestors. The gangplank extended. A contingent of Niyabinghi honor guard secured the walkway. Jaha, Amachi, and Ishant were the first to emerge. They stopped about halfway down and turned. Four women marched out. Maya scanned them, projecting their records for all to see.

The HOVA Hellfighters, presumed dead, had returned to them.

Anitra Gouvei

Rank: First Lieutenant

Complexion: High yella with freckles

Hair Status: Braids

Born: Mars colony, Bronzeville

Robin Townsend

Rank: Sergeant

Complexion: “Highly melanated”

Hair Status: Afro puffs

Born: Titan outpost, Arkestra

Epyc Ro Morgan

Rank: Commander

Complexion: Blackity black black

Hair Status: Bantu knots

Born: First World outpost

Chandra Elle

Rank: Second Lieutenant

Complexion: Mocha latte

Hair Status: White mohawk (earning her the designation “the militant Ororo”)

Born: Indianapolis, Indiana, O.E.; emigrated to lunar outpost First World

Henam and Ellis gawked about, unsure and tentative, as if waiting to be taken into custody. Anitra paused in faux irritation before doubling back to snatch them both by the hands to bring them into their group. A mechanical woman walked behind them escorted by a coterie of aliens in military-styled garb.

The Egungun emerged. A storm wrapped in a melody; a chorus processional chanted names long whispered at the graveside steps. Their costumes, their own parade of fabrics—damask, velvet, silk—woven with circuitry, ancestral intelligence coded into the very fabric, alongside a variety of metal, beads, leather, or bones. They projected holovid faces from the past, like spirits speaking across the veil of time. Each of their steps an encrypted language only the initiated could discern.

HOVA members, positioned to keep the crowds back, could not help but cry out in celebration. Escorted by Lij Sibeko, the welcoming delegation of Maulana, Ezeji, Wachiru, and Bayard strode down the fused-regolith roads to meet them. They stopped, separated by the length of a broad hallway.

“We acknowledge the original stewards of this land,” Bayard announced. “We recognize and honor the history of the First World communities on our traditional homelands, along with their past and present relationship to this land. These acknowledgments may also bring awareness to the attempted forced removal of the First World peoples from their homelands by colonialists. We invite you into this space of our Ancestors, in whose name we continue to labor and continue to practice resistance against all those who seek to oppress us. This is our declaration. And warning.”

“Asè.” The people shouted in unison.

“On God,” Anitra said.

Maulana and Epyc Ro stepped forward, alone, representing each side. The Mothership’s protective halo bathed them in a shade of bruised twilight, the color of blood washed away by rain. The crowd quieted, the kind of near silence after too much loss.

His face obscured by his mask of office, Maulana stood poised, shoulders squared, refusing to bend under the weight of carrying too many ghosts. Epyc Ro’s boots crunched against bits of loose regolith, the sound too reminiscent of crunching bones. Her jaw clenched, holding in a thousand screams wanting to break loose.

“You were with her,” Maulana said.

“I failed her.”

“She believed in you. Wanted to earn your respect. To live up to the reputation your unit carried.”

A silence passed between them, sacred and deep, containing all the words unable to be spoken. Epyc Ro gestured. Ellis approached. They handed Epyc Ro a box. She presented it to Maulana. A flat green circle. Fela’s burial disk. And her elekes. Maulana signaled for Lij Sibeko. He handed him his mask of office and the disk before taking the elekes and touching them to his forehead.

“We fight for our sisters. We carry out justice for our sisters,” Epyc Ro said.

“‘Justice is love in action.’”

Epyc Ro stepped forward and offered her arm.

Standing in that moment, Maulana looked as if he carried the weight of history and the promise of the future. From the first moment, the energy was undeniable. Knowledge was communal transmitted through culture. They gathered as a reminder to one another. Why they sacrificed. Why they migrated here. Why they carved out the life they did, despite the harsh terrain and circumstances. They were a living archive of excellence. Celebrating community through and as culture.

Maulana clasped it before drawing her in for a hug.

The ancestors smiled. The children laughed. Joy became an energy that held their space together to create something unforgettable. The charged moment bristled with memory and a longing needing to be called forth.

Surrounded by the hanging gardens, Selamault recognized the occasion and the crowd parted as she made her way forward. Her breath moved through them; the air caught in the lungs waiting to be sung. Taking a low-hanging branch from the Witness Tree, she pressed it to her chest. She raised her voice to the rising dawn.

“Can you call to mind a recent instance of joy?” Selamault asked rhetorically.

“Does my last orgasm count?” Anitra asked.

“Girl, their comms are live,” Robin said.

“I ain’t mad,” Selamault smirked. She called out, “We are the root and the branch, the Dreamer and the Dream. We survive, we thrive, and we dance on.”

“Please tell me we about to settle this with a dance off,” Ezeji said.

“Get into formation. Do what you are called to do.”

“Reapers,” Epyc Ro smiled, as if her face remembered how to truly do so.

“That’s what I’m talking about, Chocolate City!” Anitra yelled. “I been preparing for this my whole life. Our choir rehearsals were lit. The director’d be like ‘When I moonwalk that means altos only. When I stanky leg, tenors go in!’”

The scene was now being broadcast not only throughout Muungano but also O.E. Those gathered began to clap to the drum, a living summons. On one side, the Reapers stood tall in their full EVM gear. They turned to face the audience. They removed their mechanical carapaces to reveal their original HOVA regalia. The people cheered. Everyone brought something. An instrument. A dish. An art offering. A story. Themselves. The circle swelled as more spectators gathered. Elders and children applauded with excitement. Setting the scene at the circle’s edge, filling every patio, sitting on every ledge, climbing every tree. The smell of roasted synth meat filled the air.

A group of elder women parted the crowd. The ladies swayed to the side, paused, then stepped into a sway to the other side to pose again. An elegant sashay, calling the crowd to order. They escorted the HOVA.

“We have battled on distant planets, our movements refined by gravity shifts and the songs of forgotten stars. We—once of the HOVA, but who call ourselves the Reapers—issue this challenge.” Epyc Ro straightened, a griot called to duty to unburden themselves of secrets and history, tapped her boot. Not an easy drumbeat, but a steady stamp. Children were the first to push their way forward, clapping to match her groove. The drummers joined in, creating a rhythm around her.

Anitra, Chandra, and Robin stepped forward. They rolled their shoulders in the slow undulation of a cobra waking, a full-on performance of loosening up. Flexing their muscles and cracking their joints.

“We have fought for every centimeter of the land beneath our feet. Our eyes dark with the knowing of centuries. Our hearts full with the knowledge of our ancestors. We move with the wisdom of the rivers; we move with the power of the storm. Our spirit is carried in whispers among the trees by the night, holding secrets older than words.” Bayard stepped forward, staff in hand. He stamped out a rhythm counter to theirs, yet in sync.

Ezeji, Wachiru, and Sibeko stepped forward.

“You joining in?” Ezeji asked.

“My knees won’t let me compete,” Bayard whispered.

“You could whip up a pair of hootchie daddy shorts and get down with us.”

“No one needs to see that.”

“If those shorts have taught us anything it’s that there ain’t nothing we can do but fight our way through it.”

Ignoring Ezeji’s comments, Bayard gave a nod to the waiting drummers.

The moment set, recognizing their cue, the drumline exploded. They pounded with fury. The Reapers launched first. Breaking their formation, they were an old story that had refused to die. They had been stolen from their world and now they had returned. Their bodies defied space and bent time, their movements an exercise in mechanized precision. The regolith under them crackled, spewing dust like shimmering ash. Anitra’s shoulders cracked wide; her chest bucked like tectonic plates threatening to topple buildings. Each pop, each stomp, a call to beyond the veil. Robin stepped in, slow and circling; dragging a hand in the air until it landed with the weight of a verdict. Her arms spun about her body like a singular blade, her face set in revelation. Their synchronized stomp activated their EVM carapaces to shoot neon ripples from in back of them. Behind them, Chandra hit the edge of the circle as if waking mid-dream. Tilting her head, arms stiff, she jerked in mechanical spasm. Her joints twitched to life. Each motion had the snap of hydraulics locking into place. Each joint twisted in isolation, arms chopping the air with angular precision. Defiance in the form of locking and popping. She locked, a freeze-frame glitch in time. Her body seized, transported through space. Triggering their holovids, echoes of those who danced alongside them. Fela. Ellis. Henam. Cadgejia. The Mamerafe. Completing the story of those who had accompanied them on their journey. Fingers splayed, clawing the air, chin straining as she fought her way back. Slapping the ground at the same moment Robin landed and Anitra’s spin stopped.

“To the right. To the right. To the right. To the right.” The people of Muungano churned, an undulating mass of encouragement. The music entered their sabhu. They channeled the strength for them to stay on the dancefloor. “To the left. To the left. To the left. To the left.”

The Adisas didn’t flinch. The drumline paused to welcome them into the story. They hit the beat with power, moving like rain over stone. Every motion tracing the lineage of their story. The grief of death. The machinations of O.E. The existential threat of the unknown represented by the aliens. Their determination to remain true to themselves.

In rebuttal, Wachiru twisted with stories his mouth couldn’t carry. Eyes locked on Anitra, a smile flickered at the corner of his lips. Rolling into a back sweep, his hand caught the ground and he spun into a headstand and froze. Holovids spun images in the air about him. The embassy. His father’s funeral. The Panopticon. Yet he defied gravity. The crowd cheered.

Sibeko’s hips swayed side to side as if clearing folks out of his way. Soon his arms joined in, backing up any stragglers with backward strokes. He swung his arms back and forth, wiping himself down. He pantomimed drawing a weapon, cocking it, then choosing to put it away. Instead choosing to swirl a pot, a new sort of cook up. His shoulders rolled forward then back. His body rippled from chest to hips, his grin a challenge, daring them to cut loose. He dropped—his weight caught by low, bent knees—before he snapped back up with a shimmy that eased into a skipping glide.

“Not the jiggalate!” Ezeji yelled.

Sibeko shimmied a testimony of rage. Popping, a heated drumhead pounding, he was a warrior battling a wave. Every step a question of defiance. He dipped and spun. Wachiru leapt over him. He exploded up, his foot slicing within a centimeter of Chandra’s nose. Not to strike, but to remind of what he could do. He dropped and spun, a blur of fractal motion until he stilled. A breath. Ezeji entered the circle, low and patient, swaying side-to-side in flow to the rhythm. Measuring more than just distance. He feinted, he darted, arms and legs carving arcs in machete swipes. Circling Robin in an orbit shaped by challenge. Dropping into a queda de rins, balanced on his side, he paused, listening to the silence. He spun fully into himself, a rising reed in a hurricane.

The dancers lined up in a face-off with one another, dissolving into complete freestyle. The drummers felt their energy. Their hands moved faster. Sweat dotted their faces, but their grins were infectious. The rhythms spiraled into something larger than the music. Tapping into the ancestral. The divine. Ezeji spun midair, arms spread like flapping wings. Anitra krumped in a mix of anger and laughter. Wachiru bent low, skimming the ground, drawing strength from it. Chandra glitched like a hacked code. Sibeko shifted from jookin’ to the Lindy hop. Robin twerked, dropping her full self like she—and all she touched—was hot.

A ripple of gasps and cheers snaked through the crowd. The collective sabhu of Muungano laid bare, untethered and irreplicable. Connected by stardust, no matter how far they traveled—across time, across space—they would always find their way home. They erupted in shouts and cheers. As one.


MALKIA MAYA



Muungano—The Dreaming City—The Ijo

The members of the Ijo entered—with no drum, no song, no dance to lead them—packing the room. Only silence trailed them. The council was composed of representatives from each of the seven major governing families of Muungano. The full ruling body was rarely brought together, preferring to have elders, accompanied by a youth leader as sebau, attend on behalf of their kraal. They only came together in full-on matters of special occasion. For matters of state, the Ijo had a security council made up strictly of the family heads: Adisa, Jywanza, Chikeke, Buhari, Nguni, Dimka, and Yar’adua. Titan had refused to appoint a new head after Stacia disappeared. The room radiated out from a large table, the original one the founders of First World had convened around. They were joined by Malkia Maya and Epyc Ro, who had the Code Black / Eyes Only clearance to enter, and who had reassured the ibuto that harm would come to the Malkia only if Epyc Ro was dead. To great murmurs, Malkia Maya took the stairs to stride across the floor to take a seat near Maulana.

“Who are you?” Maulana asked.

<Now is the time. To tell you my name would create a paradox.>

“Maya, designate a Code Black / Eyes Only security cone.”

<That will not suffice. Initiate Cypher: Tubman 182203 protocol.>

Maulana studied her for a moment, his emi searching and probing. Uncharacteristically, he latched onto something he trusted. “Initiate a security protocol. Seal under Cypher: Tubman 182203.”

Malkia Maya nodded in approval.

“Again I ask, who are you?”

<Call me Maya. From the research ship, Cypher.>

“I don’t understand.” Maulana blinked before his eyes settled on becoming distrusting slits. “Maya?”

<Designation confirmed,> Muungano’s Maya said.

“How is that possible?”

<The name is a prayer. A question. A remembrance.> The Malkia addressed them in a reverential tone. <We are the embodiment of the Mamerafe.>

“The council which governs the Morawi,” Epyc Ro explained.

“An artificial intelligence leads your people?” Maulana asked.

<No. Our collective, ancestral intelligence stands by as counsel for them.> Malkia Maya tilted her head. <Who speaks for your world?>

Maulana stepped forward, but hesitated. “We of Muungano do not have rulers who speak for them. We—”

<‘Don’t do hierarchy that way.’ We are familiar.> The Malkia acknowledged but seemed to struggle to convey her intended message. <Your leadership has morphed from what we understood.>

“We are led by no one person. If I, the Camara, am Muungano’s voice”—he gestured for Wachiru and Amachi to join him—“Wachiru is its heart, and Amachi is its spirit.”

Malkia Maya angled her head at Amachi. <You … helped us find our way back home.>

Not wanting to blush, she ducked her eyes, but could not refrain from a familiar chuckle, one framed by a half smirk. The years between them fell away, found by the scattered breadcrumb moments of unvoiced longings; missed opportunities that spiraled between anniversaries and daydreams. Time coiled together, a trickster determined to show their hands.

Amachi stepped closer. “Stacia? Are you … in there?”

Malkia Maya morphed; it was not so much that her features changed, but rather her aspect did. The way one person’s might give way to another. Her cheekbones rose, aristocratic cliffs rising from her mouth. Her eyes retained the impossible storm of silver but softened in recognition. And allowing recognition.

<I see you.> Malkia Stacia tilted her head, exactly the way she used to.

“We … see you.” When she was about to tease with that hard yet warm sense of humor of hers. An impossible lie. Amachi wanted to laugh. Or cry. Or punch her. But not run. Neither of them wanted to run.

<We?>

“We have been through a lot since you left.”

<As have we. Lived in the shadows of regret. Of things left unsaid.>

“What was unsaid is known.” Amachi stepped closer, until she could stretch out her fingers to touch Stacia’s skin. The metal was warm, not the cold of steel; distant yet alive. “You’re warm.”

<Are you still mad at me?> Malkia Stacia’s voice rang, not quite pitch-perfect, but rather digitally perfected.

“We thought—” Amachi struggled to not come undone, to unspool into a puddle of threads that no one would be able to knit back together. “Yes. You left us. Twice.”

<I know. I regret it. Sometimes.> Malkia Stacia shifted their weight. The awkwardness of the movement too-precisely recalled Stacia. <I am the sum of my memories. Journals I kept. Mission logs and reports. Pixelated memories stitched together by an algorithm, but I am in here.>

Amachi’s legs threatened to give out. “You can’t be real.”

<Do you remember how we swore we’d leave this place together? To build something better? I didn’t keep my promise. Yet I did.>

“We did also.” Amachi held her arm out.

The machine shuddered, then drew her in for a full embrace. Their reunion was not for them. Neither of them were for themselves. But love is as miraculous as it is unnatural. Borne out of the alchemy of relationships and soldered together by the gravity of stars. The Ijo and the Mamerafe found their way to each other. Though without any promises; as all relationships begin, they started to talk.


SELAMAULT JYWANZA



Muungano—The Dreaming City

Selamault knew it was time to let go. She wore her mourning face, no longer young, but tired. And ever unafraid. She wore his favorite dress. She took off her shoes to allow her bare feet to feel the cool of the fused regolith. She listened past the distant laughs. Past the gentle melodies. Past the memories of their early days on O.E., wandering their community garden, to the song of the cicadas. Listening for his voice. Her heart was quiet, paper cranes ready to drift away on an ocean’s current. She reached out for his sabhu with fingers missing. She remembered his laughter.

“I’m here.” Xola arrived when the clock forgot what time meant. When the stars leaned in, ever anxious to hear an irrational story. He stood on the steps where reflected sunlight kissed the walls. As tall as she recalled, perhaps taller, as he didn’t overly play up his stooped hunch.

“You came back.” Her voice expectant and unhurried. Her eyes filled with music whose lyrics were forgotten.

His occluded, milky eyes latched onto her voice. His lips curled into a wry grin, just short of mischievous. “I never left.”

“The music wouldn’t start without you.” Selamault’s bones ached with each step forward, but her heart lightened.

He held out his hand.

She placed her hand in his ethereal palm, reaching for joy despite the pain. The hall held its breath. But he held her close, like he used to, as they fell into their familiar rhythm.

And they danced.







EPILOGUE
WACHIRU ADISA
Muungano—The Dreaming City




The members of Muungano experience two naming ceremonies. The first requires seven days for the parents to examine and get to know their child to guess who they’re going to be. For our second, we chose the name Wachiru Adisa, naming ourselves for a distant ancestor in our family. The Dreaming City filled with family and neighbors gathered to celebrate and welcome our child into the world. Every corridor packed with well-wishers. The Myst cradled our son. Jaha, ever at our side, walked with us every step of the way.

It was fitting that we chose this day as the day of our son’s naming. Ojo Eti, the Day of Failure. Or Postponement.

“Friday is a good day for a son to be born,” Akilah said.



“‘Let your love be like the misty rains, coming softly, but flooding the river,’” Maulana congratulated. He had just returned from a closed-door meeting, leading to him issuing a series of Code Black / Eyes Only edicts for Maya regarding the recent events. Quantum entanglement comes with consequences for the timeline, as we poorly understand it.

“That baby has been here before.” Ezeji kept referring to him as an old spirit. Having created an Indaba that doesn’t center O.E., Ezeji headed its advisory council, speaking for Muungano alongside LISC and Mars.

The Mothership flew overhead to signal the time approached to begin the proceedings.

The Reapers had weathered their crossroads. No longer considering themselves HOVA but having fulfilled their roles as Reapers. They petitioned to crew the Mothership. Wanting to continue his mother’s legacy, Sibeko joined their ranks. Epyc Ro’s crew dubbed themselves Rangers, Afronauts to the cosmos.

Serving as the officiating elder, Bayard Anike of the Yar’adua stood, following a procession of dancers. His every step slow and considered. Per his fashion sense, his white, embroidered gown matched his tunic and trousers. However, his hat repeated the colors of our Pops, red and black, with similar accents echoed down to his shoes. He rotated his large staff which he raised according to his own internal rhythm, rotated to its side, barring anyone’s approach. He served as the officiating elder with Maulana as Libator. Four members of the Niyabinghi held up an empty chaise. Our Moms and Pops earned their rest. But their spirits led the family processional.

Hoisting a large umbrella, Amachi brought up the rear. Choosing to march a few steps behind the Niyabinghi, she held space as a holographic image flared to life and Auntie Nehanda’s projected image walked alongside her. Despite the Muungano greeting, as an Elder of the Night, she sees in a way that defies explanation.

When we arrived, the entire parade paused in remembrance of the site where the original module touched down to begin the social experiment called First World. The Niyabinghi guards dispersed to the four corners of the stage.

“Do we have our Elder’s permission to begin?” Bayard asked.

Jaha nodded, though with some side-eye at Bayard’s enthusiasm at declaring her the eldest present.

“We pour Libation to honor the past, so that we may learn from it. We use water because water has no enemies. We use water to freshen the road our ancestors traveled to be here with us today. We use water as a symbol of the continuity of life, to purify and to nourish our souls.” Maulana held the chalice high, prepared to pour at the cardinal points. “Let us say ‘Asè.’”

“Asè.”

“I salute you in the East. In the West. In the North. In the South. Living in the now, I salute you from Above. And Below.”

“Asè.”

“We pour Libation to the mystery of the Universe, for all that It has done and for all that It will do.”

“Asè.”

“We pour Libation to Mother Alkebulan, the birthplace of all humanity. We pour Libation to the great civilizations which sprang from her. We pour Libation to the remembrance of our ancestors who died during the Maafa. Who were uprooted from their homes and homeland; and who set sail on a horrifying voyage to suffer enslavement. We do not know their names, but it is because of them that we are here today.”

“Asè.”

“We pour Libation to the men and women who fought and resisted enslavement to help free our people.” Maulana poured an extended pour before turning the stage over to Bayard.

A hush fell over the crowd.

“To destroy the identity of a people,” Bayard began, “one must first strip them of their name, strip them of their sense of self. Your name joins you to your family, your history, your culture. We struggled long and hard to reclaim our birthright and control of ourselves. Today we honor our right to define ourselves on our terms. Wachiru Adisa and The Myst, before whom do you vow?”

“Nyame. Asase Afua. The orisha. Our honored ancestors. Our family, Adisa. The people of Muungano.”

“What name do you choose for your son?”

“Wole,” we proclaimed. Turning to the gathering, we defined his name. “Has come home.”

The Myst’s lips broadened into a well-pleased smile.

“As you say, so shall it be. Beloved community of Muungano, I present to you Wole Diop Adisa.”

“Hail! Hail! Hail!” Jaha cried out to the community. “May happiness come.”

“Asè.” The people of Muungano shouted in response.

“Whenever we join to make a circle, may our chain be complete.” She raised her hands.

“Asè.”

“Whenever we dig a well, may we come upon water.”

“Asè.”

“May it be darkness behind the stranger who has come”—Jaha turned to us—“and light before him.”

“Asè,” we and The Myst shouted above the rest of the Ijo.

“May he eat by the labor of his hands.”

“Asè.”

“May he show respect to the world.”

“Asè.”

“May his path be straightened for him.”

“Asè.”

“May we leave whole and may we return whole.”

“Asè.”

“And”—Jaha returned her steady gaze to us—“may happiness come.”

“Asè! Asè! Asè!” the people of Muungano erupted.

And the Rangers flew over us with the Mothership.


JAHA DIMKA



Muungano—The Dreaming City

It was a day Jaha could only describe as a yellow / ten: The sun rose up that morning, sharing its life-giving rays (thus the yellow) and she was alive to receive them (always making the day a ten out of ten). The light spilled through the hanging garden, dappling her face with the pattern of nature. Her hair tamped neatly within her wrap, she surveyed the scene of her birthday party. Children, grown and small, ran around with their laughter rising like incense. Surrounded by her people, from sebau to sages; the collective effervescence of Muungano rife with the optimism of possibility.

“Jaha,” a young girl started, tsk-tsked by a nearby auntie for addressing her elder so casually by her first name. “Can you tell us a story?”

Jaha leaned forward at the center of the table, a deep, knowing smile curling her lips. Drummers took that as their cue to begin to accompany her telling of the tale.

“Let me tell you a story. Each word in its place; none forgotten. The order is sacred, exactly as I once heard it. You would do well to heed its wisdom, young warrior.” She lifted her hand, halting the music. She stared at the little girl and whispered, though loud enough for all to hear, “But let me spoil the ending for you: As the prophet said, ‘If God got us then we gonna be all right.’”





PLANETS OF THE GALACTIC RIM

Babilim—capital planet of the Corporate Zone planetary system.

Sister planet is Babeli.

Darawad—marine civilization

Life forms resemble octopi with six limbs.

Huzini—designated Melancholia by the Lei’den

The moon of CFBDSIR2149 of the AB Doradus Moving Group.

The planet itself is a gas giant, a rogue planet ejected from its system.

Revisio. Floating unicellular things; each strain would be considered an individual.

The Revisio’s “resonance” functions as a low-level kind of telepathy.

Derthalen. The dominant species of the planet. Long simian arms rippled with burly musculature. Thick brows and ridged, deep, inset eyes.

When occupied by a Revisio, they advance along the evolutionary chain, becoming smaller but with heightened mental capacity.

Jabali—residents are a race of organic rock

Horizontal bands connect the swirls along their skin to indicate their family rank.

Lei’den—O.E. operatives

Actually the CO/IN claiming to be part of the Interstellar Alliance.

Morawi—a planet consisting to two major peoples: the Siafu and the Inhlanzi

Their leader is the ancestral intelligence known as Mamerafe, Mother of Nations.

Mzisoh—the planet designated Eshu by Muungano

The Mzisoh, its primary inhabitants, make no distinction between themselves and their planet.

They appear to be gender fluid, having no sexual identity, per se.

Only once a relationship has been established does sexual maturation occur during the hormone release of being “in love.”

Nambra—Ouje people

Ringed by the spaceports of the Angwen.

Nia’quong a city-state within the country Angwen.

Horta is the original religion that the Ouje practiced.






GLOSSARY


agoze—initiates to ways of sorcery

Aje—a woman who wields myriad arcane creative biological, spiritual, and cosmic powers

akata—wild cats

Alkebulan—the Motherland

Amafufunyama—possession by evil spirits, the final step in the journey to become a healer

ara—the physical body

Asante sana—“Thank you very much”

Asè—the power to make things happen or “so let it be”

Asili—natives of Alkebulan

bagirwa—revered priestess, spiritual head of the Niyabinghi

balafon—a kind of wooden xylophone or percussion idiophone

balompié—football

Basotho blanket—a distinctive form of woolen tribal blanket traditionally worn by Sotho people and unique to the Kingdom of Lesotho

bembe—a drumming party to call down orisha into the body of an initiate

Black Caesar—a device used to pirate link streams

Black Dove—a line of oracles, the Libyan Sibyls

boerewors—a type of sausage

CAP—current aspirational phase

chakram—a gold band that lies in a flat circle about the neck; when activated, it becomes a bladed weapon

djemaas—from North Africa (à la palavers of West Africa)—disputes are worked out in public; collective self-criticism

donga—a ravine

Egbe—sect that initiates Iyami

ekpu—ancestor figure

eleye—bird

emi—spirit

exosoma—the Morawi version of a navsuit

fashioning—manipulation of nanobots into objects

funkentelechy—the use of emi to direct nanobots for fashioning

gbedu—big drum

gbeto—soldiers / hunters

Gelede—a society devoted to Iyami

glyph—site-to-site transmitter

gravsuit—combined phase suit and exoskeleton (civilian grade)

Griot Circle—policing force, story investigators

GTFOH—Get the Fuck Outta Here; see also: Get the ENTIRE Fuck Outta Here

Habari gani—“What’s the news?”

Homowo—literally “hooting at hunger,” a gratitude ritual

HOVA—military of Muungano; name taken back when O.E. was thrown into religious wars just after the Mars colony was established; O.E. referred to gbeto as “God’s army” and Jehovah is another name for God

ibuto—squad

Ifa—how the Universe works and what people’s relationship to it is; its tenets balance on three legs: the Universe, its spirits, and the ancestors

igbodu—the sacred forest

Ijo—governing body of Muungano

ikin—palm nuts

imoles—primordial orisha at the beginning of creation

Indaba—story council

Inhlanzi (yempi)—red ants

Ipebi—ritual of isolation

Iwa-pele—one’s inner character

Iyami—feminine powers

Iyami Aje—a Yoruba term of respect and endearment used to describe a woman of African ancestry who is considered to be an Aje; no one can choose to initiate as Iyami and only Iyami can choose who they will initiate as Iyami

jeli—griot officer, court musician

jeliya—griot’s ancient art, handlers of the storytelling arts

jeshi—highly organized military force concerned mainly with ground operations (mchwa wa jeshi—army ants)

jijifo—“evasive maneuvers” meant to wrong-foot obroni

kanaga masks—worn primarily at dama, a collective funerary rite for Dogon men whose goal is to ensure the safe passage of the spirits of the deceased to the world of the ancestors

kanzu—shirt

kare—a generation

kaross—cloak made of sheepskin, or the hide of other animals, with the hair left on

kheprw crystals—minerals mined from lunar strata as well as the asteroid belt; used to fuel Muungano starships

kikombe cha umoja—unity cup

kizungu—language of the wanderers (English)

kraal—village

kreef—crayfish

Lij—head of a Niyabinghi Order unit; translates as “child”; serves to indicate that a youth is of noble blood

linknet—personal data streams

LISC—Liberation Investment Support Cooperative, the corporate entity running the Original Earth government

lobola—dowry

Maafa—the Holocaust of Enslavement

mafe—a hearty peanut stew often made with tender beef, chicken, or lamb

Malkia—queen

Mansa—literally translates to king; sometimes as emperor

Maroons—descendants of Africans in the Americas who formed settlements away from slavery

Master Poet—diplomat-level poet, a liaison to other cultures

Muungano—means “Togetherness” in Swahili; centered on the Terran moon whose capital is called the Dreaming City, Muungano extends to Bronzeville on the Mars colony, to Titan guarding the Orun Gate, to the distant Oyigiyigi mining outpost

mzungu—someone with white skin; plural is wazungu

nanomesh—suit like a second skin interface between the wearer and their navsuit / nanobots for fashioning

navsuit—combined nanomesh and exoskeleton (military grade)

Negus—derived from the Ethiopian meaning “to reign”; the title has subsequently been translated as “king”

neoniks—the generation fascinated with the late twenty-first century as part of what they called the Remember Revolution

Ngwenya Mine—named for the oldest mine on Earth

Niyabinghi Order—honor guard of the Ijo, taken from the gathering of Rastafari people to celebrate and commemorate key dates significant to Rastafari throughout the year

nyama—the spoken / sung word and the power that storytelling releases

Nyamakalaw—handlers of nyama (civilian head of the Griot Circle)

obroni—outsider

odede—wormholes, the “golden chord”

odu—stories, myths, and history central to Ifa

ogbanje—changeling spirit

ori—the head, the seat of one’s intellect, also tied to one’s destiny

orisha—deities

Orun Gate—the name of the nearest wormhole

oso—sorcerers

Oyaheya—“Praise the Spirit”

Oyigiyigi—a series of asteroid belts and the mining colony; named for the orisha’s eternal rock of creation

panga—daggers

pap—a thick porridge of finely ground corn

PAW—public ass whipping; debriefs, scoldings, or critiques done in front of groups so that many can learn from one person’s mistake

pehla sticks—charged batons, griots’ weapons

phase suits—combined nanomesh and exoskeleton (civilian grade) to control nanobots for fashioning

Ras—“the R”; civilian head of the Niyabinghi Order; is a rank of nobility equivalent to duke, though it is often rendered in translation as “prince”

RAX unit—the Morawi equivalent of an Extravehicular Mobility (EVM) unit

Reapers—named for a subset of the Mino, the female fighting units who fought with meter-long straight razors

rondavel—home

sabhu—the language of the soul

Saqqara—ship named for the Saqqara Bird, a bird-shaped artifact made of sycamore wood, discovered during the 1898 excavation of the Pa-di-Imen tomb in Saqqara, Egypt

sebau—“those who give instruction” referring to both teacher and pupil

Siafu—driver ants

skia—a home brew of fermented root

sosaties—a traditional dish of meat cooked on skewers

synthed—synthesized

Thmei—the Egyptian goddess of truth and justice

Toppers—the wealthiest 1 percent of O.E.

Tjwala—a potent home-brewed beer

Ubuntu—“humanity” or “I am because we are”

Ugenini—children of the Diaspora

Uhlanga—according to the Zulu, it is the marsh from which humanity was born; code for Muungano’s secret panspermia program

ukuhlanya—the madness that’s part of the process in the journey to become a healer

Ukuthwasa—the rite of initiation to become a healer

umbidvo wetint sanga—cooked pumpkin leaves and peanuts

Umoja—“unity” in Swahili

upinde mvua—rainbow (Swahili)

Uponyaji—a time of healing

wazungu—the plural of mzungu, people with white skin

weusi—blackness

yankadi—a slow and mellow dance

Yemoja—the leader of Iyami, the owner of Gelede

Yo—the generic term for the O.E. or its mentality or systems
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